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		Praise for Where Oceans Burn

			“Bond has created a world so rich, you can taste the brine of the sea on your tongue and feel the crash of lightning in your bones. These characters will claim your heart with their story, break it with their sorrow, mend it with their affection, and bolster it with their hope. I never wanted it to end.” 

~Vanessa Rasanen, author of On These Black Sands and From These Dark Depths


“Loss, betrayal, and the mark of true love burn bright in this one-of-a-kind adventure where the sky meets the sea! This has easily become one of my all-time favorite Bond stories, and I can’t wait for book two!” 

~Tish Thawer, author of Weaver


“Get swept away in a lush new fantasy where one winged girl, armed with heart and courage, dares the very impossible.” 

~Olivia Wildenstein, author of Feather and House of Beating Wings


“Where Oceans Burn by Casey L. Bond is an absolute must read for any fans of Jennifer L. Armentrout and Sarah J. Maas. Casey L. Bond has written a gorgeous YA Fantasy with incredible worldbuilding, and a storyline about a woman whose destiny lies in ending the war between those in the sky and those in the sea.” 

~Jes Ekker from LitBuzz


“Fall into a world of wonder, loss, war, betrayal, and the possibility of love. Where Oceans Burn is an entrancing tale that will keep you on the edge of your seat. Wind or water – which would you choose?” 

~@TheTerritorialFaePodcast


		
			
			For those trudging through dark valleys…

			“If you skip to the ending, you miss all the best parts, the parts that make all the heartache and strife, all the pain and sorrow worth it. You have to traverse the darkest valleys to reach the highest peaks, Elira.”

		


		
			With these three virtues, we shall thrive.

			With these three, we shall conquer:

			Truth

			Honor

			Blood
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CHAPTER

			one

			As the rising sun slowly dragged itself from the ocean’s greedy clutches, I circled above the waves in the place where I found her dead–exactly one moon cycle ago.

			The frigid wind broke over me and in it, I could swear I heard her carefree laughter.

			What did it feel like to laugh the way she did? Like her chest and heart couldn’t contain her joy and it spilled unabashedly, uncontrollably, blissfully.

			Aderyn was my best friend, and her death taught me a lesson I would never forget: It was the things we coveted, the things that were never meant for us, that doomed us in the end.

			On the dawn of the day she would take her last breath, we flew down to this very spot–her favorite. Thin fog separated us from the endless rolling whitecaps. We’d conjured a cloud perch and gripped it with our feet as we watched the sea churn, alert for any sign of danger. For nearly an hour, we waited, bows and quivers on our backs, swords hanging at our hips. We were ready to defend ourselves, but there was nothing but sky and wind and surf.

			The land, obscured by early-morning mist, lay far in the distance.

			She grew impatient as the sun dragged itself up from the watery depths to soar with us. “Fly down with me,” Aderyn had dared with a searing, crimson smile, “while the fog is still a sufficient shroud. I only want to drag my fingers through it once. It’s been too long.”

			There was more than a challenge in her tone. There was longing, desperation. An ache I couldn’t fully understand. But I knew her heart as well as I knew mine. She was lying–to me and to herself. One touch was never enough to sate the thirst that plagued her spirit. It wouldn’t take it away, but it would help and I would’ve done anything to help her.

			I often wondered if she felt she’d been born to the wrong people and belonged more to the sea than the sky, despite her lovely brown and orange striated wings.

			We were dressed in battle-scarred leathers that we’d spent hours oiling the day before, and though we both knew the salt spray would eat away at our hard work, the thought of touching the sea made Aderyn smile. And the thought of her easing that ache in her chest, even if only a little, somehow eased the hollowness in mine.

			She needed this.

			Though the wind felt strange and my stomach was uneasy about her going near that vast blue stretch of water, I hid the panicked feeling away and projected the fearlessness expected of me. Unlike Aderyn, I always felt troubled this close to the waves.

			I’d never trusted the rippling waters, but Aderyn had since she first met the sea. She first descended on a dare when we were young hatchlings. I went with her then, too, refusing to let her go alone, the same gut feeling be damned.

			What began as playful, childhood fun for her quickly spiraled into an obsession. Aderyn fell in love with the feel of salt spray spritzing her feathers, the smell of the white-capped water in her lungs, and most of all, with being so near to the raw power endowed to such a vast and formidable beast.

			To my friend, grazing the tormented waves was a dance. The ocean moved, and so did she.

			We knew the sky and its moods. Perhaps she’d grown bored with the familiar and craved the unknown. The sea was a lure, mysterious and new, and wholly unpredictable. It was a temptation from which she was unable to turn away.

			The sea hid sprawling, serpentine leviathans in the depths of its dark, cold heart. It held kraken with suckered tentacles so long they could brush the low-lying clouds, hydra whose shrill wailing made one’s teeth ring, and Charybdis with her rotten, craggy teeth and ever empty belly.

			These monsters, though vicious if anyone was careless enough to venture too close, were not our predators. Their size hindered them against our speed, and for the most part, they kept to the deep water and didn’t bother venturing near the surface.

			It was just beneath the surface that the most dangerous creatures lurked. We knew them as the people of the sea. They were why we watched for so long before she took the risk and left our perch. And until it was too late, neither of us realized that the fog hadn’t concealed us at all. It had only hidden them.

			Aderyn flew down and dragged her hand through a broad wave’s face before moving on, dipping through the troughs and rising over the crests, twirling and laughing, fully reveling in the feel of the forbidden.

			She flew faster, farther away from me.

			I called out a warning. “Enough.”

			Enough time near the surface.

			Enough danger.

			We’d left Empyrean against our Commander’s orders and if she found out, or if the salt-eaten oil on our leathers betrayed us, she’d have us both lashed.

			I kept a steady pace above her, watching when she flew into a patch of thicker fog.

			But I emerged from the sopping mist, and she didn’t.

			“Aderyn?”

			My heart crashed against my chest.

			I pushed faster, drawing my sword. Its silver edges sang as I shrilled her name again, louder.

			“Aderyn!”

			It wasn’t possible for her to simply disappear. She must be near, I told myself. I just had to find her. To listen. She knew to make noise. To splash and cry out and never stop, but when my ears sought out any out-of-place sound, I found none.

			If a wave had taken her under, the white caps had already erased the evidence of her splash. No bullseye of foam rose and bubbled in the siren water.

			The weight of her wings will drag her to the depths.

			I flew through the fog that had claimed her, gliding lower, circling. Aderyn did not flail near the surface I skimmed atop. There was no sign of my friend, only a flash of copper just beneath the waves. And I knew… they were here. We were already being hunted.

			Had they taken her under? Was she already gone?

			“Neera, goddess, I beg you… please, reveal my friend.” Panic shredded my voice and squeezed my heart in its mighty fist.

			The sea reflected the sun’s gilding. While I could not see past the glittering, blinding surface, their vision could penetrate it. From below, they stalked our shadows and waited until we dared dip low enough, then they would strike out at our forms.

			Despite the risk, I kept so close to the sea that my own fingertips could have broken that glassy surface–within their range, within their reach.

			Up ahead, a wave broke and rolled and with it, brown and orange tumbled. I tucked my wings in tightly and dove, letting them flare just above the surface to catch myself before the ocean dragged me into a watery grave along with her.

			My arm plunged in to the elbow, the bicep… further. Up to my shoulder. Until my fingers found her hair. I tugged on it, the water fighting me for her.

			Then I found her shoulder. Found her arm and took hold of it, dragging her up… up. Aware of the fin-like arms slicing through the water in every direction, I brought her head and shoulders out of the water, hooked my arms under hers, and hoisted.

			The building wave crashed over her hips, clawing to keep her. Gritting my teeth against the strain of muscles that felt like they were on fire, I tugged her just out of the sea’s reach, but she was limp in my arms and dead weight was hard to carry.

			More arms. More flashes of gold, silver, copper. We were surrounded.

			I strained and lifted us a few feet higher. Still not out of their reach.

			“Aderyn, you have to wake up. You have to help…” I pleaded, sweat sluicing from my brow.

			Her head lolled on my shoulder just before she vomited lungs full of seawater down my back. She coughed and heaved, but a heartbeat later, she was alert, wide-eyed and staring down at the monsters I knew were far too close now.

			She winced, trying to flap her soaked wings, unable to move one. “My wing… Is it broken?”

			“I can’t tell. Just do what you can to help,” I begged.

			Panicked, she frantically nodded and flapped her uninjured wing to help lift us. Unbalanced, she coughed and coughed and did what she could, crying out when the injured appendage flexed to match its uninjured mate.

			“Hurry!” she shrieked, her eyes wide and terrified as she stared at the ocean she loved, teeming with the predators we hated. She tightened her grip on my neck, my bow’s string cutting into my skin.

			I did my best to ignore the sting and focused on surviving.

			Together, Aderyn and I rose into the clouds out of the reach of the people of the sea. Above the fog. Above the terror that lay beneath.

			My friend welcomed the clouds. She praised Neera, but stopped short of cursing Talay, god of the ever-churning sea. Though something shone and burnt within her watery umber eyes. Something that at first looked like fear, like disappointment, but morphed and melded into determination.

			Tears of stress burnt and built in mine, but a deep breath banished them. I wanted to cry out that I was happy she was okay, so thankful she was alive. I opened my mouth, ready to chide, to question, to rage. To tell her how foolish she’d been to ignore my command. That when I said enough, I meant it. I was her leader before I was her best friend, and her forgetting that fact, ignoring it, nearly got her killed.

			I couldn’t even get one cross word out before she began to sob.

			“You saved me!” she choked, clinging to my neck, quivering like a hatchling who’d stepped off Empyrean’s firmament for the first time and felt what it was like to fall before their wings caught and they knew what it was to truly fly. Not in the few safe feet their instructors allowed them, but with a seemingly endless blue sky before them and only the sea to hinder their descent.

			The moment when one learned that even the sky had its depths.

			I tightened my grip around her back and told her to wrap her legs around my waist. The currents just above us would allow me to soar us home and take the strain off her injured wing. “You’ve saved me for years,” I reminded her.

			And she had. Aderyn was the only heart in Empyrean I trusted to carry and keep my secret. She gave me her blood to offer on Intention Day, knowing what would happen if I dared use my own.

			But, now… Now, Aderyn was forever gone.

			Those in power in Empyrean, along with our peers, barely mourned her and did little more than incline their heads for a moment of quiet silence in her honor. Her presence, her vivaciousness was so quickly forgotten it still turned my stomach. Especially since I, too, would have to move forward and press on without her when I wanted nothing more than for time to remain still. My hollow heart hadn’t healed, but no one cared. Its empty cavity was still filled with memories of my friend. Memories that refused to drown.

			A new year began today, and this morning I flew here against my Commander’s orders. The Elders called all of Empyrean together to announce what they did each year: that the morning of Intention Day, in order to delve into the truth hidden deep within, in order to unbury our best selves, we should reflect upon the failures of the last.

			Without reflection, there was no growth. Without growth, there was no prosperity. No truth or honor could rise from stagnancy.

			We were to prepare for our time with the Oracle and arrive ready to be refreshed and rejuvenated with a new goal. We could put the old one aside.

			But how could I possibly move on or feel anything but sorrow?

			Aderyn’s death–my greatest failure–was still fresh, my conscience still bleeding and bruised.

			On Intention Day, a day when my people looked toward the future and truth and honor were celebrated, failures were also made evident.

			We would file, one-by-one, into the Oracle’s sanctum and offer the goddess, through her Seer, three drops of blood. The Oracle, if she accepted your truth, would leave her sacred perch, walk to Neera’s ponderous scale, and reveal it to the goddess, our Elders, and to our equals. Even the hatchlings heard and knew.

			The Oracle never publicly refused anyone’s intention. What happened in her sanctum was negotiated between the citizen, the Oracle, and the goddess Neera. But it seemed that something was always agreed upon, always announced.

			I wondered if anyone else had been caught lying, and how long I would be able to continue to do so.

			Yes. Everyone would offer their blood to the Oracle. Everyone but me. Because though the Elders claimed the truth would set us free, the truth would cage me.

			For the people of Empyrean, one’s word was their strength, intentions were currency, and there was a price to pay for any vow undelivered upon, some far heavier than others…

		


		
[image: cover]

			





CHAPTER

			two

			Talon’s broad, gray wings flapped silently as he came to hover at my side. Late morning sunlight caught on his copper hair and leathers, making him gleam almost as brightly as the now-risen sun.

			“You followed me,” I noted, allowing a proper amount of premeditated irritation to creep into my tone. It had never bothered me when Aderyn trailed my movements, but Talon wasn’t and never would be her. He was my third, but since her death, had acted in her stead as my second.

			I had, however, counted on his inquisitive, if intrusive, nature.

			“Someone has to,” he replied breezily, shrugging a broad shoulder.

			I knew better than to think that Talon had trailed me out of genuine concern. I brushed my long, pale hair off my shoulders. “I know where and when my presence is required.”

			His brow slowly peaked. “Do you? It’s nearly time to form lines. Soraya is waiting for us. She’ll cover our absence as best she can, but she can only do it for so long. Besides, you said you had something for us to wear in Aderyn’s honor.”

			He was being dramatic. Lines would be formed, but our quad would be the last to approach the sanctum, only trailed by the Elders themselves, who bore the honor of having their truths spoken as the final words and intentions of the day.

			The hatchlings would go first, and given their fear and apprehension, as well as the fact that the Oracle would guide them through their first truths, they would take the longest of all.

			He was right about the tokens, though. Not that I would have forgotten them. How could I when Aderyn’s memory dogged my every movement like the flutter of a silken cloak?

			Tucked into my writing desk’s top drawer where I kept all the baubles that meant nothing to anyone else and everything to me, were ear cuffs threaded with Aderyn’s feathers. Wearing them would show everyone that we honored her life and mourned her in death. That she was one of us and always would be. And the subtle reminder of my second would make my intention far more impactful, because what I intended would be done in her name so that no one else would die as she had.

			It was time to fly back so I would have a few minutes to fix my wind-blown hair and grab the cuffs for the quad–I mean, trio–to wear today, but I couldn’t leave yet and couldn’t let him leave, either. Here, we could speak in confidence, with no chance that anyone would overhear the words I dreaded speaking.

			“Elira?” he asked, a calm lilt to his tone. He tilted his head and let his eyes dart over me as if searching for a weak place in my armor, where my warm flesh might welcome his blade.

			He’d done nothing to evoke such distrust, I reminded myself. He’d been steadfast since joining my quad. As a matter of fact, I’d chosen him for his keenness. His power. Talon was a brutal warrior, deadly with a myriad of weapons. In battle after battle, I had trusted him with my life.

			I wondered if I could trust him with my secret. Would Talon risk his honor to help me, or would he forge a blade with my words, and with it, stab me in the back?

			Now that she was dead, Talon had every right to demand that I promote him, yet he hadn’t insisted that I give him Aderyn’s position or pushed me to trust him the way I trusted her. But I knew he wanted me to.

			There was an eagerness in his eyes, and in the end, that was the problem. That was what gave me pause. I didn’t trust hunger. Hunger wasn’t loyal. It only wished to be sated without caring which hand fed it.

			Talon would prove himself loyal today, either to me or to the Elders to whom he would spew my secret so they might tear away my position as quad leader.

			He positioned himself in front of me. “Are you unsure of your selection of your fourth?”

			“It’s not that,” I hedged, staring at the water, contemplative. It was so calm. No foam or froth blossomed and spread, and the waves did not peak and tumble over themselves. It was as if the sea contentedly swayed to a gentle song its sirens sang.

			If the sea had been in this mild a temperament weeks ago when Aderyn wished to touch it, she never would have been tumbled by a wave. I wouldn’t have had to haul her out of the water before the people of the sea descended upon her. And she never would have snuck away that night to touch it again–to prove to the sea and herself that it hadn’t frightened her off.

			“Is it Jorun? He’s no threat to you.”

			“No,” I quickly answered. “I don’t fear him in the least.” I thought back to the fateful night she disappeared.

			The night I’d pulled her from the waves, I’d settled down to sleep and heard Aderyn moving about our loft. She left me a note before slipping onto the balcony and then sneaking back to the ocean in the dark, just hours after she’d nearly drowned in it. Her wing was sore, but not broken. I almost wished the sea had snapped it in a few places. If so, she wouldn’t have been able to fly that night.

			I’d risen from my nest and quickly read over her hastily penned letter, my fingers wrinkling the parchment edges as I debated whether to follow her just to be sure she was okay.

			She wrote that someone we both trusted had promised to fly down with her, to watch and guard her as she touched it once more, someone who was more than capable. She told me not to worry, that she’d be right back.

			Moments bled away. Far too many.

			Who would’ve gone with her that I trusted? There was no one else…

			I’d tugged my leathers on over my shift, telling myself that if she wasn’t back soon, I’d go find her.

			There was only one male’s name she’d uttered in the weeks leading up to her death. I wouldn’t claim to trust Jorun, but I thought him honorable enough, even if he had tried making a name for himself at my expense more than once.

			I’d fastened the buckles along my sides, my fingertips vibrating with adrenaline and fear.

			Jorun’s quad was second only to mine, and though it was clear he resented that he hadn’t unseated us from the top and most honored position, he was cordial enough. Maybe Aderyn thought I trusted him because she did.

			Shoving my feet into my boots and hastily tying them on, I’d leaned over the balcony for another long moment, giving her one last chance to return as she promised. Then I plunged down, curving through Empyrean until all that was left below was cloud and frost and brine.

			Some feelings of dread could be suppressed, while others roared with the voice of the wind, too loud to ignore, too fierce to tame.

			Jorun was nowhere near the sea that night.

			It was clear for miles over the still sea. It was so quiet, my ears rang. Even the wind had died.

			I would have seen Jorun’s broad form if was looking out for her. At first I wondered if I’d missed them, or if maybe he and Aderyn had flown away together, but then I saw a familiar umber shade trapped inside the frigid blue water.

			I pressed my eyes closed and tried to push the memory of finding her away.

			When I arrived back in Empyrean, Jorun was among the crowd of onlookers, watching me rage against the deadly offense committed against my second. Watching me come undone.

			I’d cornered and questioned him, but he denied knowing anything about her plan. He calmly asserted that he hadn’t gone anywhere with her and denied that he had anything other than a casual friendship with Aderyn at all.

			I didn’t know Jorun well, but Aderyn wouldn’t lie to me. She was seeing someone. She’d even muttered as much in her sleep. Her death, to him, was nothing more than an inconvenience. Her letter implicated him and I made sure everyone knew it. He just as vehemently denied involvement, shaking her off like raindrops from his feathers.

			“If not Jorun, then what troubles you?” Talon asked. Another few heartbeats passed. “Trust me, Elira.”

			What other choice did I have? Even as wary as I was about him, I trusted no one else. And without someone else’s blood, I would be forced to use my own, which would damn me. My position would be stripped for certain.

			The only hope I had rested upon my reputation. Maybe, even if he turned on me, I could rely on it. Remind the Elders that I was worth more fighting for Empyrean than I would be with my wings clipped, put away to gather dust.

			I had come to terms with the fact that it was time to replace Aderyn. Today, I planned to announce Talon as my new second. Soraya would be promoted from my fourth to third, and I would invite Corek to join as the quad’s fourth. He wouldn’t refuse me. Everyone coveted a position on our quad.

			Soraya had proven herself and Corek was young but skilled, thirsty for blood and battle, ready to join us in the perpetual fight of sky versus sea.

			I straightened my spine. “I need your help,” I rasped, voice dry from the harsh winds rattling our feathers.

			“Name it,” he simply said, watching me carefully. The muscles in his forearms flexed as he moved to rest his hands on the handles of twin knives sheathed on a belt at his waist.

			Talon would have had no difficulty lifting Aderyn from the sea that day. She wouldn’t have had to rely on her wings and failing strength to help at all. He would have dragged her to a dizzying height without batting an eye. Her weight, to him, wouldn’t feel like a millstone, but a pebble. Perhaps he could make my burden feel just as light.

			He tilted his head in a predatory way before his eyes and voice softened. “Elira, if you’re in some sort of trouble, it would be my honor to see you through it.”

			“It’s a personal request, not a professional one,” I warned.

			He grinned. “Even better.”

			I fought the urge to swallow and pressed the nervousness I felt into the hollow in my chest, keeping my voice even and commanding. “I need drops of your blood.”

			Our blood held our truth. It sang within every drop. And now, Talon knew I planned to lie today. He just didn’t know about what.

			His chest went still. “You intend to conceal your intention?” His dark gray eyes met mine, searching. Considering. If he aided me and we were caught, he would be risking his rank and freedom, too.

			“If anything goes awry, I’ll tell them you didn’t give it willingly,” I added. “I’ll say I took it from you while treating a wound and you weren’t aware.”

			Talon remained pensive, a smile hanging at the corner of his lips. I needed him and he knew it. And not only that, he now had something to use as leverage against me.

			My heart thundered. I never should have risked it. Not with him. Not when, despite his patience, I knew of his ambition. He coveted power, prestige. To make a name for himself within our illustrious army. To lead a quad instead of being part of one led by another.

			I looked away from him. “If you won’t help me, at the very least, I would ask that you not reveal my request to the Elders.”

			A slow, sly grin spread over his lips.

			By all measures, he was beautiful. The unique copper shade of his hair and leathers reminded me of the brilliance sometimes offered by the sun just before it sank into the abyss. His gray eyes and wings were the color of thunderheads. “I’ll help, Elira, but I need to know one thing.”

			I nodded once.

			“How long did you use Aderyn’s blood in place of your own?”

			Lying had become second nature to me.

			Aderyn had helped me from the first time we entered the rite at the age of seven, but I couldn’t tell him that or he would know what it was I truly concealed. “Only for the last rite.”

			“Why did she always lead the two of you into the Oracle’s nest, then?”

			Talon had been paying attention and questioning more than I had ever realized. My throat tightened. “In the first rite, when we were placed in order, she went first because she was excited to meet the Oracle. From then on, every year, she and I went in the same order. It became our own tradition as we grew older.”

			His lips twitched into a grin.

			“It worked out well, because when I asked her to help me during the last rite, she went in right before me. We figured that if something went awry and the Oracle sensed her blood instead of mine, I could protect us both. I’d simply apologize and tell her that I’d made too shallow a wound.”

			“You would have had to use your blood if that had happened,” he deduced.

			I nodded again.

			He regarded me for a long moment, then held out his hand palm up and drew his knife. I watched as he pushed the tip into the pad. His blood was the color of fresh beets, far brighter than Aderyn’s, and streaked with only a minimal amount of Empyrea, that hint of Neera’s bright lightning in his veins.

			Talon stared at me as I conjured a palm-sized cloud in my hands and moved it toward his palm where it absorbed the droplets of his blood. When it was full and ready to be wrung out when I wished, I wrapped the cloud around my wrist, a stormy bracelet of sky and blood.

			“Elira,” Talon rasped as he tucked his blade into the sheath at his side. My eyes met his. “What is your true intention?”

			I’d been lying for so long, the untruth slipped from my tongue like silk over skin. “I want to hunt The Shark.”

			His eyes widened at my bold proclamation. “Killing him is every quad’s goal, but no one would dare speak it aloud. Could you imagine how many feathers one would lose if they didn’t achieve it? And achieving it… it’s impossible.”

			I ran my tongue over my teeth. “I want to hunt for him in the shallower water, or over the land.” The people of the sea weren’t bound to brine, just as we weren’t bound to the sky. We could step foot on their isle, we just hadn’t conquered it–yet.

			Talon’s muscles went rigid. “That’s too great a risk.”

			On land, the people of the sea had more weapons than their sharp tridents at their disposal. They defended it fiercely and we had never won a battle that drew us close enough to it… yet.

			I smiled. “That’s what the Elders will say, but the only risk is to myself. I won’t involve the quad. I’ll hunt him on my own.”

			I licked my lips and his eyes caught the movement.

			“Wait…” he paused, his thunderous eyes peeling away my layers. “You keep saying that you want to hunt him, not that you intend to kill him.”

			“I want both,” I hedged.

			Talon shook his head. “You’re going to try to capture him, aren’t you?”

			I looked away again. “It’s the only way to finally win this bloody war. If we knew what defenses they have, when they leave their villages unguarded, movements we could anticipate… it could shift the wind in our favor.”

			Talon gave a mirthless laugh and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If you’re irritated that I followed you here today, you’ll be furious soon enough. There’s no way you’re going near the shallows, the land, or The Shark alone.”

			Talon didn’t care about my welfare; he cared about the glory he would bask in if he was the second in the quad that reeled the bastard in and gave Empyrean the advantage.

			“Is this to avenge her? You think he killed her?” he asked of The Shark, and of Aderyn.

			“He was there,” I confirmed it. “He tried to kill me. So, yes, I think he killed her.” He’d done far worse to my friend. If her death had been swift and simple, honorable, I might not feel the guilt that pressed down upon me like the heavy stars studding the night sky.

			The Shark had done far worse to Aderyn. And I would make him pay for every second she was in agony.

			That fateful night, moonlight bled white into the sea. The water was so smooth, it shone like glass. I’d never seen the depths so still. I saw the familiar orange and umber and went to drag Aderyn from the water again. Not a single one of her feathers flinched, instead bobbing lifelessly along the surface. In my heart, I knew I was too late to save her.

			Tears blurred my vision. Heartache dulled my senses.

			I just wanted the strength to bring her home so Neera could send her soul into another. If her soul was lost to Talay, god of oceans, Aderyn would never live again. The only problem was that I worried I wouldn’t be able to fly her home under my own strength.

			I’d caught hold of one wing, feeling her hollow bones bend almost to their breaking points. She was so much lighter, so much easier to lift from the heavy water than she had been earlier in the day when the wave rolled over her. I thought that Neera had heard my cries and was helping lift her into the air where she belonged…

			Then I looked down.

			A keening noise escaped my chest when I realized why it was so easy to pluck her from the watery hands of the sea. I was holding only one of her wings.

			They had been brutally cleaved from her body, and it… was nowhere to be seen.

			In the darkness, a flash of silver reflection.

			The Shark lurked nearby with his eyes just above the water. Water sluiced from his short, dark hair, wending down his skin like serpents. There was a moment when our gazes locked and he knew–he knew what I would do to him, what I was capable of.

			Steely resolve curled his lip and he hurled his trident at my chest, forcing me to use Aderyn’s wing as a shield. His weapon lodged in the feathers and folds of hollow bone and I jerked it free, quickly aiming it back at the water, but he was gone.

			The coward had fled.

			I kept his trident–a trophy and a grim reminder. He might have killed Aderyn, but in the end, her wings had protected me.

			Feathers were the only thing left of her, so I tore away as many as I could carry before flying home.

			“His trident is in our nest,” I boasted.

			Both his brows rose at that. “You’re kidding!”

			I shook my head. “I’m not.”

			He tilted his head again. “Why did she go back to the sea after what happened that morning?”

			My throat tightened. “Because she wanted to touch it again before the fear of what happened that morning grew so large it drowned her and killed her love for the thing she loved most. The people of the sea hadn’t attacked her, the ocean itself dragged her in. She was afraid she would’ve lost her nerve to descend again for pure joy.”

			“Jorun denies being involved,” he said. “I talked to him privately. We trained together. I think he trusts me as much as any of us trust one another.”

			Jorun wouldn’t trust Talon with anything that might incriminate him, because he was on my quad and in my confidence. Besides, Aderyn trusted me implicitly, and I her. “Aderyn wouldn’t have lied to me,” I bit.

			His tone softened. “Aderyn wouldn’t have wanted to hurt you, or for you to risk yourself again. I just… Have you ever considered whether Aderyn really meant to come home that night? Or at all?”

			“She wasn’t suicidal.”

			His gray eyes cut to mine. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

			To her, the sea was the home of her heart. His words were an arrow to mine because in my darkest hours, I’d wondered whether the note was her way of saying goodbye and covering her trail when she left.

			The fear of losing her was the reason I dove from our nest that night despite her written assurances… Not just to check on her or assuage my fear in case she was rolled by another wave, but in case she, despite the danger, had finally and fully chosen the sea.

			Aderyn was drawn to the ocean in a way I couldn’t understand. Had my best friend made plans to give up the sky and everyone in it?

			The air suddenly trembled. The hair on the back of my neck and on my arms rose. Talon’s eyes locked onto mine.

			“Someone vital has died.”
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CHAPTER

			three

			I hurried to my looking glass and carefully placed the silver cuff threaded with an arrangement of Aderyn’s feathers over the curve of my left ear and hooked it around the bottom to secure it. I turned toward the balcony, striding toward the Oracle with Talon’s blood flowing in the clouds encircling my wrist, ready to fly, take my place in line, and find out which Empyrean had died, when Soraya landed beside me.

			“Why aren’t you in line?” I asked, taken aback and immediately on edge.

			Soraya kept her tone just shy of insubordinate. “Where have you been?” she challenged.

			Her leathers were pale green, setting off her dark skin and hair. Her hazel eyes held a hint of seafoam, but captured the color of wet sand and angry clouds, too. She waited for an answer.

			So did I.

			Talon’s powerful wings announced his arrival before he landed beside us.

			Soraya didn’t even glance in his direction. “I’m not in line because the lines were disbanded. The Oracle has died and will soon rise to meet Neera. The Elders have called for a conclave. They’ll meet once she ascends. Now, what took you so long?” Her pointed chin tipped toward me. It was my turn to answer her question.

			I suppressed the shock and worry her declaration carried with it. The Oracle was dead. Today, I would face a new Seer who might not do things the same way as the one I knew did.

			It was the worst possible scenario.

			“Were you worried for me?” I replied smartly, bristling at her insolent tone.

			As Soraya narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth, my hand found the hilt of my sword. I would rake it from its sheath and press it to her throat if she unbridled her ungrateful tongue. Perhaps it was time to find a new third, along with my fourth.

			In one smooth movement, Talon positioned himself between us, slicing the tension with his easy smile and honeyed words. “It’s a difficult day for her, Soraya,” Talon smoothly answered on my behalf, tapping at his ear. My third’s eyes clamped on the cuff I wore. “Would you not need some time to compose yourself if you were in her position?”

			Soraya’s glare roved over me, as if she didn’t believe him but the truth might be written in my stance. You don’t seem overly upset, it said.

			Guilt ripped through me. I wasn’t upset enough about Aderyn’s absence. I couldn’t afford to be. On Intention Day, survival was the only thing I could focus on. The moment my careful machinations slipped…

			I removed my hand from my blade’s cold handle.

			My emotions were on edge.

			I had to remember that when she wasn’t irritable and her patience worn thin, Soraya could be counted on. She was one with her bow and followed orders. She simply wasn’t warm and vibrant in the way that Aderyn had been.

			Talking to Aderyn had been as easy as flying.

			Soraya wasn’t open like her and never would be, but she wasn’t often unkind, just cold and unyielding. Matter-of-fact. Aderyn would have told me I looked beautiful no matter my state. Soraya never hesitated to tell me when I looked horrid.

			I couldn’t deny that there was a measure of comfort in her candor.

			I offered her a cuff; an olive branch I hoped would quench the fire kindling between us. She quickly took it and fixed it around her ear.

			Talon nodded as he took his. “This is meaningful,” he told me. “It’s a beautiful tribute, Elira.”

			“They’ve already forgotten her,” I rasped. As if they ever knew her when she lived.

			He nodded.

			Soraya gritted, “They will one day forget us, too. Grant us a simple, silent moment and then pretend as if our lives and sacrifices were nothing more than wasted breaths.” Her lashes fluttered angrily. I didn’t realize she’d been so upset by the inadequate honor our Elders bestowed upon our friend. The emotion seemed to wrap around the three of us, tightening and drawing us closer despite the pain we felt at being the only ones who truly cared and wanted to remember.

			Did the Elders deem Aderyn’s actions dishonorable? Did they feel she deserved to be forgotten? Perhaps they felt the moment of silence spent on her, heads inclined, was more than my second in command deserved.

			Anger slid through my belly, white and hot.

			“Rumors swirl that perhaps Neera’s new Oracle will be far younger than the last…” Soraya said, calmer now, brushing her ebony hair back. “Someone overheard one of the Elders saying that the goddess might wish to appoint someone who would hold the position for some time, given the difficult times in which we live.”

			Neera had chosen and crafted only twelve Seers, and their spirits were always among us. The soul of the Oracle we lost would be reborn into one of our hatchlings, though no one would know which one for many years. So, though the Elders might hope for Neera to choose a young Oracle from among the flock, the Oracle’s soul would not be new. Neither would her wit and wisdom, which didn’t bode well for me.

			How much wisdom did each Seer gain and retain from lifetime to lifetime? Would I be able to fool the new Oracle as easily as I had fooled her predecessor?

			Talon’s blood rushed around the storm cloud bracelet cinched at my wrist, warm and vital. I could feel the scant streak of bright Empyrea coursing through it as easily as I could hear my own heartbeat in my ear. I focused on that forked, electric energy and let it ground me.

			Everyone adorned themselves with Empyrea on this day. Some with crowns and diadems, others with anklets and bracelets. Some with cloaks that would drape beneath their wings and seemed to tether the maker to the firmament.

			“Elira?” Talon asked.

			My head whipped to him. “What?”

			His eyes flitted meaningfully down to my wrist. “Are you well?”

			Before Soraya noticed where his attention was focused, I told them, “We should probably leave for the gathering. We want to be there when the new Oracle is chosen.”
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			The concourse teemed. Feathers of every shade and wings of every shape stood between us and the sanctum as we hovered on the crowd’s edge, finally finding a foothold when those who were gathered shifted forward. Murmurs occasionally erupted from those closest to the sacred temple.

			No one could hear through the impenetrable walls, but speculation spilled like water over a cliff at times such as these. Times of excitement. Of change. Though not all timing or change was fortunate for everyone.

			Inside the sanctum, a conclave was being held. At times like this, the duty of the loftiest of our population–Seers and Elders–were to meet; a union of Neera’s blessed with the people’s chosen.

			The Oracle would not be voted upon; Neera installed whomever she liked. The Elders were only there to offer their condolences on the loss of one of the Seers and provide support as the other members of the sect prepared for Neera to choose from among their number.

			Everyone stared at the sanctum, waiting for something, anything to happen.

			The sanctum’s columns were crowned in voluminous clouds whose bottoms appeared to have been dipped in gold. They began to billow and build, a good omen. Our treasured city was constructed of clouds. Every building. Every nest. Even the sanctum itself had been sculpted with Neera’s might. They were the malleable firmament that allowed us to survive. Soon, they would see us thrive once more.

			The entire pale structure glowed purplish pink. Streaks of gold bolted through every false stone. Solid at first glance, but at the next, shifting.

			Empyrea.

			The same power coursing through our blood bound the clouds into whatever form we wished.

			Empyrea was the might of Neera concentrated into fiery white light, a power that only her winged champions held in their veins. Without Neera’s favor and strength, our world would fall and crash into Talay’s cruel sea and be subject to all the monsters that roiled within it.

			A sound came from just inside the sanctum’s enormous double doors. Another fit of murmurs and excitement built, then rose to a roar when the doors to the sanctum parted and the Elders emerged. The clouds atop the sanctum thickened once more. Crackling bolts lightly flickered through them, building and stretching with the emotion wafting from the gathered crowd as we watched the Elders take their leave of the sacred hall.

			Even they would not be present when Neera made her selection from among her revered. The Seers were the only sect in Empyrean whose throats the Elders didn’t have their hands around. Neera set them apart. She protected them as fervently as she guarded her secrets from the common.

			Seers were identified early in life when their Seer powers undeniably manifested and were sequestered from the rest of us, taken into the nest of the Revered and raised among their kind. Honor was heaped upon their heads from the moment they were cloistered, and it was said that they had a special relationship with our goddess, an intimate bond.

			Some envied such a relationship.

			I feared such closeness, just as I feared the goddess who had given us so much. She could just as easily take it all away in one anger-filled, contemptuous moment.

			The five Elders descended the wide staircase, the few younger among them slowing to assist the more aged, though all suffered from bent and shrinking spines. Their faces were the only unique feature they were allowed to carry forward from their former lives into the life of service to which they were elected. The five were equals. None more powerful or more important than the person standing beside them.

			Each wore a simple white robe tied modestly at his or her waist. Their matching pale wings were comprised of feathers tipped with gold paint to mark the significance of Intention Day. To highlight the loss one stood to suffer if their desires were too lofty to attain.

			The Elders weren’t born with blanched wings. Their feathers’ natural color, along with the unique shade of their irises, leached away once they were elected. Some said that Neera expected them to sacrifice the unique colors they were born with to symbolize leaving their former selves behind, but also so that they intimately understood what it was like when they asked another to do so.

			I wondered if either was true or if Neera simply withdrew her splendor from them, jealous that we’d given them any power over our lives. Angry that they were responsible for making and enforcing the laws that governed her distinguished kingdom.

			Losing the hues wasn’t a simple sacrifice like donning bland clothing, accepted each day but ultimately reversible. It was a monumental loss. As hatchlings, from the time we could understand speech, we were taught that our feathers were hallowed. We were encouraged to count them and watch them grow. To revel in their unique shades. And most importantly, to keep them safe. Once plucked, a feather was gone and forever your wings were weakened.

			To give someone one of your feathers was to show them veneration. To receive someone else’s demonstrated the high esteem in which the presenter held you.

			We who fought, fletched our arrows with our own feathers, a sacrifice we had to make in order to be strategic and thoughtful. Arrows were never wasted. Every shot was carefully considered.

			As the Elders reached the throng and stood among them, it occurred to me, not for the first time, that sacrificing their identities must have been as painful as their elected positions were prestigious.

			I would never want to be elected an Elder. I would never want to lose any part of who I was.

			My eyes were drawn to the cloud bracelet, swollen and ready to be wrung.
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CHAPTER

			four

			A thunderous noise emanated from the sanctum as the roof disintegrated into nothing more than scant tendrils of drifting vapor. The former Oracle emerged, levitating as Neera’s divine hand plucked her from the holy sanctum and lifted her body from the honored life she’d lived. Her delicate, silver feathers gently ruffled in a wind we could not feel, the sun glinting off their elegant hue as she ascended to Neera. Tufts of clouds raced toward her, cradling her limp form and carrying her into the endless blue.

			We watched until she became too small to see, then searched the sky for a long moment to be sure she was gone.

			Talon straightened beside me. He shifted his weight, then glanced in my direction and pressed his lips together. His eyes flicked to the bracelet crowning my wrist. He was worried–not for me, but for himself. And his fear made mine churn. What would his intention be? To challenge me for the position of quad leader? Would he reveal my deceit to unseat me?

			I looked away to Soraya, whose eyes were unfocused and whose fingers absently brushed over the cuff of Aderyn’s feathers.

			Empyrean was overwhelmed. Chests were full, brimming with a tincture of sorrow and joy. We had all lost a kind, soft soul.

			I hoped that when the Oracle was reborn, her gentle spirit was the same, and that this life hadn’t hardened it in the least.

			Since the day my small feet carried me into her sanctum for the first time, I respected her. She had never hefted a sword or drawn a bowstring, but she was armed with a kind smile and empathetic disposition. She graciously made the experience of my first Intention Day pleasant and removed every trace of my fear and trepidation, even as my small heart warred with my conscience and Aderyn’s blood first whooshed around my wrist.

			I was very young when I learned that Neera dealt in truths and dares, in the gambling of feathers and fates, and the measure of strength and weakness.

			But most of the stringent rules that governed Empyrean were constructs of the Elders. And though it was the Elders and their mandates that made it necessary to hide behind ever-stretching walls of lies, it was the kind Oracle I faced and to whom I breathed my first lie. My soul felt heavy and troubled then, the same as it did now.

			Neera valued truth above all things, but the goddess’s punishments stopped when and if we forfeited the feathers her scale demanded. It was the Elders who took our truths and with them constructed cages. It was the Elders who meted punishments and ruined lives.
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			The heavy sanctum doors parted with a ponderous sigh, signaling that the new Oracle had been chosen. Two Seers pushed them as far apart as they would go and held them in place. They had not been selected, but judging by their wide smiles, they were elated by the goddess’s choice.

			Another brought out the great, burdensome scales, settling the apparatus on the smooth stand. The pans teetered for a moment before settling, each side perfectly balanced and even with its twin. The Oracle would speak our intentions into her hands, lay them on one side of the scale, and announce to everyone how many feathers we would lose if we did not accomplish our goals.

			Neera believed in intention, but that intention without consequence was hollow.

			The scales intimidated, but more than that, they separated. The weak uttered only the most attainable aspirations out of fear of losing part of themselves, while the strongest among our number rose to Neera’s challenge and announced far more difficult aspirations.

			Whispers of the greatest intentions would resonate throughout the year as the person tried to fulfill their vow. But most who announced their intents today would be forgotten, as useless as the feathers that would soon litter the steps of the exalted sanctum, surrendered to the goddess by those who tried, but failed.

			Everyone allowed the hatchlings to push forward and the children chaotically formed lines on the stairs. The first eager child entered the revered hall to the sound of uproarious applause.

			She would be the first to meet the new Oracle and usher in a new age.

			I bit my thumbnail. The hatchling would never forget this moment. No one living would forget this day. Such an unusual upheaval would be recorded in our histories. Not only the events, but the feel of this transition would be captured in ink and poetic prose and preserved for generations to come.

			Emotions were high, and time short.

			To me, both were advantages.

			The waiting hatchlings were efficiently separated by broods as the Oracle met with the first child who entered the sanctum. It was a shame this shift happened today of all days. A first Intention Day was also a hatchling’s first step from their nest, and this brood’s would be harried and panicked.

			The new Oracle didn’t have the luxury of time to spend with them, though if she had honor, she would vow to make it up to them another day, to spend time with and guide them later.

			A moment later, the girl reappeared, beaming a proud smile, twisting her tiny body back and forth and excitedly fanning out her dark brown wings. A woman appeared behind her. A young woman with exquisite jade wings…

			The new Oracle.

			She laid a hand on the hatchling’s shoulder, spoke the girl’s name, and revealed her intention, catching the vow in her hand and placing it on one side of the scale. The young one planned to enter the training rings. It was no surprise. Nearly every child would share in that singular goal.

			A cloud formed upon the opposite scale, then took the shape of a single feather.

			If the hatchling did not attain her goal, it was all she stood to lose. She would barely be weakened at all if she did not gain entry to the training rings, and if she did, she would have much to gain. Just as she would have many more years to consider whether her vows would be remembered or forgotten, whether she would allow worry to weigh her down, or fly fearlessly and free.

			As a people, we prided ourselves in being fierce warriors of cloud and sky, defending one another from the sea people, but deep in my heart, I knew we could be more. We had the chance, the means, and the talent to conquer–the way the Elders said we could if we upheld the three hallowed values of Empyrean…

			Truth. Honor. Blood.

			If we were to ever rip the sea from Talay’s grip and the clutches of his people, we needed to spy for opportunities, then seize them. To attack instead of merely defending against them. To stop descending only when we were starving and had no other choice, and instead hunt the monsters who killed our friends.

			The young Oracle, whose given name would now be replaced by the title she’d been bestowed and blessed with, returned to the sanctum with the next child in line, beginning the arduous task of completing her sacred duty on our most sacred of days.

			The minutes passed slowly, but soon the hatchlings were finished and the younglings were organized by their ability to wield both bow and sword. Each weapon must be mastered years before the young Warrior would ever get close to the sea with permission. And the most formidable–the best fighter–in their number was saved for last.

			A few of them who failed to honor their intention spoken last year–to be deemed the best among their peers–lost their gambled feathers as they ascended to face the Oracle. Some weren’t bothered by the loss in the least, while others bore the stoic face of shame. Determination firmed many features. The majority who failed made only safe proclamations for this time, cowering instead of pushing forward.

			Others pressed on regardless of the risk. I took note of the brave. Every quad Commander wanted someone with mettle. They would need it if they were ever to approach the sea and the hideous creatures writhing within it.
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			The younglings were soon dismissed and all flew to the tops of nearby buildings to watch, dangling their gangly legs over ledges. They flared their wings so that the edge feathers fluttered in the light breeze, adding to the atmosphere of celebration.

			The apprehension they’d felt upon approaching the sanctum bled away, replaced by relief and happiness. I remembered the buoyant feeling that filled my chest after our first intention was uttered, weighed, and we were given our leave. Aderyn and I had sat among our peers just as they were doing now, the secret nestled safely between us. Our eyes met, locked, and we smiled. We’d done it. We deceived them and came out unscathed. Unpunished.

			That feeling reverberated through our youth. The power we held and kept safe together. The power, then invincibility, such youthful pride evoked.

			The quads arranged themselves from the newest and least experienced to the best–which was my quad.

			The first Warrior to climb the staircase to the sanctum was a middle-aged male. Feather after feather dropped from his rich yellow wings as they jostled loose with every step. I combed my memory but couldn’t recall the intention announced and weighed for him last year. I looked at Talon, who also shrugged. Soraya shook her head, too.

			I refocused on the dribbling feathers and the trail that leaked down the steps. How they swirled in the breeze, swept off one step only to fall to the next.

			I’d never lost one to Neera and wondered if it hurt for them to fall out the same way it did when one was plucked, or if the true pain stemmed from the feeling of failure, a blow to the bearer’s pride.

			When one’s wings thinned substantially, their Warrior status was also stripped away. It meant they could not be counted upon to uphold their word, and trust was crucial when fighting as a group. The thin-winged were given menial tasks and drifted in the periphery while the rest of us focused on the strongest and truest.

			The most honorable was awarded our attention.

			Not liars… never liars.

			Truth was the strong fletching embedded in the arrow shaft of each of Neera’s Warriors.

			As the Warrior entered the sanctum with the Oracle, I tried to focus on what I needed to accomplish and forget the fate that awaited if I failed, trying to calm my thundering heart. But like Neera’s white lightning, my heart could not be harnessed and my thoughts could neither be swayed nor slowed.

			Moments later, the Oracle and Warrior stepped back onto the platform. He stood stoically as she announced his new intention, placing it upon the scale. He wanted to build a nest and mate with a female who stood at the bottom of the steps. She was a member of his quad.

			I wondered if it was a safe intention. Per the scale, if he failed again, half his wings would be gone, as would his honor. That was the thing about Neera’s scales. When one failed, no matter how safe the next intention uttered, they demanded more. The stakes always raised and the penalty never lowered.

			The female, fortunately for him, was receptive, to say the least. She simpered, her pale pink wings fluttering gleefully. She would not let him fail. Next year, he will lose nothing, her features announced. And as he descended and the two passed on the staircase, both reached out, their fingers catching hold of one another before they released to continue their own paths.

			Talon’s brows shot up along with mine. Such a brazen show of affection wasn’t common, let alone on such a sacred day.
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			The breeze rattled Aderyn’s feathers at my ear as more feathers fell and covered the steps like falling snow, as more intents were laid bare, then measured. Most were mundane and would garner inconsequential loss if left unmet. A feather or two here and there wouldn’t harm an otherwise full wing.

			Applause and tempered hope met the women who announced they would try to conceive for Empyrean, but weary dread filled the space between cheers. Too many wombs lay bare year after year. Where there used to be many clutches of hatchlings, now there was one.

			Mingled among the Warrior quads was an esteemed flock of Scholars. They would walk the streets of Empyrean, fly the wending skyways, and conjure new growing methods for the fruit and vegetable seeds we were able to scavenge each time we descended to the Isle. In this, they had been very successful. Most of the seeds took root and bore at least some fruit.

			In addition to their careful innovations, these men and women recorded our histories. Their harried fingers would be stained with ink on this eve, racing to capture the events of the day on parchment with nothing more than words.

			The Scholars were exceptional, and thus, exceptions were made for them. They were the only group allowed to enter the sanctum together. For them, the Oracle uttered a singular shared intention. And when she was finished, the group basked in the praise with which the Oracle showered them.

			Neera had always respected the machinations of the wisest souls. Maybe it was their inventiveness that made watching over us seem less stagnant.

			This year, the flock vowed to try again to form a sea within the clouds and stock it with fish so that we didn’t have to descend anymore. It had never worked in the past, but we applauded their attempts. After all, those who failed at something a thousand times might succeed the next.

			The Scholars were clever with their phrasing, something others had picked up on and used to their advantage through the years. They vowed only to try to make their ideas work, which meant that none of their feathers would be sacrificed if they did not succeed.

			When they descended the staircase, the whole of Empyrean raised their fists to honor their efforts.

			The singular procession began again with a Warrior I didn’t think would ever hang up her bow. She sought a release from her role as quad leader, and the Oracle announced her intention to search out a new one–preferring to either assist the Scholars with their attempts or teach the younglings to fight.

			The Elders granted her the latter, taking advantage of her experience and knowledge. Of her precision.

			After her, a once-great and war-broken Warrior whose body was too damaged to even volunteer to help others, simply asked to rest. The sadness he felt… the shame and uselessness, was palpable. It was a future all of us hoped we would never face. Our youth screamed that we had an eternity before then. I was certain the Warrior’s youth once lied to him the same way.
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			Talon’s eyes had glazed over by the time we finally pushed toward the stairs. Soraya looked as fierce and stoic as ever while I… inwardly paced and panicked, fists collecting sweat at my side.

			The new Oracle was efficient. By the time we approached her, thousands had entered her sacred space. Thousands of intentions and desires had been revealed and weighed.

			Some intended to challenge and usurp their current Commanders, who bristled at the notion. Others wished to vie for quad leader or join other quads. Mine was mentioned many times over. Not a huge loss for the individuals by any measure, but collectively, many feathers would fall to the ground on this day next year because I had only one spot open and knew to whom I would offer it. As long as none of my quad fell, there would be no additions in the coming months.

			I had collected and honed an efficient team. We fought well together. I did not want to train another.

			As we inched closer to the feather layered staircase, people took note. It was always exciting to watch the most powerful. Some were envious, no doubt, and wished we would fall from our lofty perch, that they might overtake us as premiere quad. Some watched, eager to cheer for us and see us climb even higher. When we ascended, all of Empyrean rose with us.

			Whispers followed every step like a wake of wind. Soraya walked stiffly at my side with her back straight and her head held high. She was proud to be on my quad, even if I wasn’t her favorite person.

			In the dark hollow of my heart, I almost wished for her to challenge Talon for the position of second. I would allow the fight–not to the death, of course–but certainly to see which of them was more ruthless. My eyes flicked to Soraya and she noticed, her attention fixing on me. Her brows drew in as if she’d sensed that my thoughts were about her.

			Talon stood to my right, arms crossed over his broad chest. His usually easy demeanor had turned to stone. I followed his focused gaze to Jorun, who was staring, his head craned back to reveal the apple of his throat. I imagined clamping onto it and tearing it out with my teeth.

			Jorun’s quad was lined up in front of us, next in line to enter the sanctum. He noticed the cuff fanning from my lobe. I stared back until he looked away, called forward by the new Oracle.

			With the exception of the hatchlings and a few of the smallest younglings who had left to settle into sleep when the sun sank into the sea, the crowd had remained to hear the truths of the greatest quad and await what the Elders would lay bare. Not that the Elders would lose any portion of their blanched wings, regardless of what they uttered. They would all offer the same boring intention: to lead, serve, and guide the citizens of Empyrean.

			Aderyn always said that they watched, not out of reverence for the goddess or Oracle, but to seek out weaknesses within the greatest quad. They wouldn’t find any in ours, even without her presence. Aderyn’s loss, as considerable as it was, had strengthened the three of us. When we descended to guard the Fishers, we were more aware. Cautious. Determined not to let another of our quad fall prey to them.

			Jorun was called forward while the other members of his quad waited patiently for him to exit. Seconds ticked away, each feeling longer than the last, but soon enough, he stood atop the landing with the Oracle.

			Her gaze fell upon me immediately. She tilted her head, a hopeful smile playing at her lips and I stiffened, wondering what, exactly, he’d said to evoke such a curious grin.

			Talon shifted beside me and leaned down to speak in my ear. “Why is she looking at you like that?”

			“Jorun,” the Oracle began, “has revealed his intention to pursue the formidable Elira as a potential mate,” she announced breezily, but didn’t stop there. “And, in addition, he would like to make a request of her–that she consider him for the open position on her quad.” She caught his truth in her palm, a faint golden flicker, and set it on the scale.

			Her smile bounced from him to me and slipped away when she saw my hate-filled expression. My bared teeth.

			Never. Never would he come so close and live to draw breath again.

			And the feathers he stood to lose? A dozen… maybe two, by the looks of the mystical heap balancing the scale. Jorun looked displeased if not shaken by the amount of feathers the scale demanded.

			I was livid.

			Talon and Soraya’s hands gripped the handles of their swords and the daggers at their sides, hidden in their leathers. The threat was clear. If he came near, they would not hesitate to cut him down.

			Nor would I.

			I clenched my teeth together to keep the Empyrea from flicking out of my mouth like a fiery tongue and singeing the bold, moronic bastard and the new Oracle, Neera be damned.

			The Oracle gracefully tucked her jade wings tightly behind her back as she whispered something to Jorun.

			Jorun shrugged as if to convey that my refusal was my loss. To save face. Maybe to calm my anger so I didn’t skewer him on the spot the way I kept imagining.

			When she dismissed him, he jogged down the steps and jutted his head toward his second, indicating she could take her turn. How could she stand to be near such filth? I struggled to rein my breathing.

			Talon leaned in to whisper, “As much as his intention angered you, it might help you in the end…”

			He stepped away as Jorun blended into the crowd to wait for the members of his quad to filter through. I wondered how those under his command felt knowing he would so easily abandon them to join us. To trade his powerful role for one of subservience.

			Talon was right, though. Jorun’s intention afforded me the opportunity not to lie, but to speak honestly to offset his demands. Jorun was the last male I would allow to pursue me and the last I would want to join my quad. I would rather entrust the open role to a youngling who’d never nocked an arrow.

			But right now, I could use him as a shiny shield, catching the sunlight of his truth and deflecting the rays to hide my deception. I would turn the attention back on Jorun.

			The next moments passed too quickly as the three remaining Warriors in Jorun’s quad each pledged to vie for the position of leader if he left to join ours. They wagered little, all because of that tiny word: if.

			But no matter the gamble, I would enjoy watching their feathers ascend and take pleasure in knowing their wings were thinner.
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CHAPTER

			five

			When the Oracle was finished with Jorun’s quad, I nodded to Soraya to take her turn, but the Oracle stopped her.

			“Actually,” the Oracle said, her voice carrying over and quieting the crowd. “I know it goes against recent tradition, but I’d like to see you first, Elira.”

			My ribs cinched. Knees locked. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t process what was happening until Talon’s arm smacked mine. I snapped out of my shocked daze as she waved me forward with an encouraging nod.

			As each Warrior, even younglings, raised their left fists into the air to me, I basked in their veneration and squashed my apprehension, along with the feathers of every shade I crushed beneath my feet with every step I took toward her. Blood thundered in my ears and pride swelled in my chest as I jogged up to the landing.

			Her features, including her shaved head, were delicate. She was pretty and dainty and a thousand other things I wasn’t and never would be. I knew that if she came to know my heart, she wouldn’t like me at all. Not that I would allow her so close.

			“Elira,” she chimed. “I’ve heard so much about you over the years.”

			“I didn’t realize Seers enjoyed gossip.” I tried to smile, my words coming out sharper than I’d intended.

			“You have no idea.” She gave a warm smile and waved for me to follow her. We stepped out of the crowd’s view and the columns, like the teeth of a colossal beast, swallowed us whole.

			Strings of iridescent beads hung off her neck in concentric succession like the rings hidden inside the heart of a tree, each strand longer than the one before it. Her every step swayed the longest strand as it cascaded over her chest. Similar beaded bracelets climbed her arms to the bicep, and beneath them, a pattern swirled on her skin, barely discernable.

			“Seers are marked by the goddess when our true souls are discovered,” she answered without looking at me.

			I wondered why Neera limited the souls she created and which soul the new Oracle’s body harbored, but refrained from asking. Nervousness flooded me and I didn’t want to add to it for fear it might spill over for all to see.

			The shadowed outer sanctum smelled as it always had, like smoke from the fire that slowly consumed sage leaves. I could almost envision their aroma lazily drifting into the hazy air.

			The sanctum felt the same, too. Like something ancient and powerful lurked within every corner. I had never felt safe within these walls.

			The former Oracle had claimed a small piece of Neera’s spirit lingered in this space, warning that if it were any larger it would consume us all.

			My legs felt heavy, every step more difficult to take than the last as we crossed the polished pink hall to reach the inner sanctum. The Oracle opened, then closed a heavy pair of doors behind us as we entered the vast, mostly empty room. She waved her hand and solidified the doors, walls, ceilings–every crevice erased and hardened. Private. A vault in which I was at the Oracle’s mercy and subject to the whims of the tempestuous goddess.

			My palms were slick with sweat and my heart thundered like the single dark cloud hovering just above the floor in the broad room’s middle. Two plush cushions sat on either side of it. The Oracle led me to one of them and asked me to sit down. She took the other and quietly studied me.

			Outside, with my anxiousness pounding through my head, I hadn’t noticed that her eyes were velvety violet, calmer than the dawning sky of mornings Neera painted in the same shade. I wondered what she saw within her mind.

			A strange feeling washed over me, like the outer layers I’d spent so much time building and hardening and turning into armor were softly and slowly being peeled away and no matter how I tried to grip them and hold them in place, I was too weak to do it.

			She pointed to the cuff on my ear. “That’s a lovely gesture.”

			I nodded once, resisting the urge to rub my breastbone in an attempt to stop her power from peeling me to the core. “Thank you.”

			She glanced at the uncomfortable hollow in my chest. “Has your heart always ached so, or only since she passed from this life?”

			The scent of burning sage filled the quiet space. I shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sure you can little afford time to discuss my pain.”

			“On the contrary. We have all the time we need while sealed inside the sanctum. Neera is gracious. To those outside, it will feel like we’ve only been gone a moment.”

			I looked from her violet eyes to the heavy, blood-soaked cloud before us. Veins of Empyrea flickered from the middle to the cloud’s edges. The white light encircling my wrist called to it. I curled my hand over it in case it flickered.

			The Oracle relaxed onto her pillow and asked, “I take it you will not welcome Jorun’s romantic pursuits?”

			I sat up straighter. “Certainly not.”

			“And would you have him join your quad?”

			“I would not.” My tone was as sharp as the blade I would thrust through his lying belly if he attempted to ‘pursue’ me.

			“Why would you deny such a strong fighter?” she asked curiously. I wasn’t sure if she was referring to mating with him or to him joining the quad. Perhaps she meant both. My answer would suffice for either meaning, or both, as well.

			“His presence would cause strife we cannot afford,” I offered, not fully explaining or feeling the need to.

			“Arguably, despite the strife to which you allude, his skill would strengthen your quad.” She sat up straighter, using her Seer power to peel more of me away. “Why do you hate him so?”

			I swallowed. “I believe he had something to do with Aderyn’s death–whether he was with her and left her to the sea, or failed to escort her as promised.”

			“Why would you think either is true?” she inquired.

			“Aderyn left me a note that someone was flying down with her. She’d been infatuated with Jorun for weeks.”

			She leaned forward. “I see.” She paused for a long moment. “In her note, did she mention him by name?”

			I gritted my teeth. “No, she did not.”

			“Are you angry that I’m asking? I only seek the truth,” she vowed, batting her eyes. I wondered if her feigned innocence worked to soften other people. Did it fluster her that I could plainly see her act for what it was? Her saccharine lips turned sour. “Jorun told me that you confronted him about his supposed involvement.”

			“He denied being involved when I asked, so I’m sure he denied it when you asked as well.”

			She nodded. “Indeed he did. So, I took an extra step to prove he was being truthful.”

			Surprised, my eyes flicked to hers. “What do you mean?”

			“He offered me one of his feathers, and I took the time to read it.”

			Feathers recorded everything. A history of truth only accessible by three of the most powerful Seers’ souls–which narrowed down which of them her body housed. Our pasts, our presents, and even our futures could be seen, though the end barbs could shift again based on the decisions still yet to be made.

			I swallowed. “What did you learn?”

			“Many things.” She adjusted her jade wings and leaned forward. “But first I’d like to read one of yours. The truth is always written in the chasm that stretches between assumption and knowledge.”

			I couldn’t deny her, though everything inside me screamed it was the only sane thing to do. “Very well,” I relented, shifting to reach a feather at the base of my left wing. Inhaling slowly, I fought a wince at the brief flare of pain when I pulled the quill free.

			Extending that intimate and intrinsic part of me to her was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. She pinched the quill’s tip and a shiver flitted over my wings. It was like she struck a nerve in my heart and felt my faults. My scars. My shortcomings… all of them laid bare.

			“The color of your wings is unique. Many are envious of the shade.” She brought the feather close, eyes working back and forth as if she saw text inscribed upon the barbs. “And if that weren’t enough, there is Neera’s mark on your skin.”

			I hated the forked scar I bore. The goddess had marked others in the past and allowed them to fade into nothing over the course of time, however mine seemed permanently etched; a pressing, daily reminder of Neera’s power and my weakness.

			“You can offer your blood now if you’d like,” she suggested absently.

			While she concentrated, I eased my hand toward the cloud and wrung Talon’s blood from the bracelet I’d conjured, keeping my eyes on her. She never looked away from my feather.

			One drop…

			…. Two drops….

			………….. Three……

			I hoped she was merely searching for the answers around Aderyn’s death and wouldn’t find anything beyond it.

			The Oracle’s brows furrowed. Her breathing went ragged, then steadied again just before her gaze snapped to mine. My stomach sank.

			“Elira,” she paused, then slowly asked, “whose blood was that?”

			My ribs stiffened.

			“It certainly wasn’t yours. Goddess above, how have you hidden it so long? Or did the last Oracle know and conceal it from the Elders?”

			I pressed my eyes closed while my heart tapped a staccato rhythm against my chest. I didn’t know whether the former Oracle knew and allowed my deceit or was oblivious to it. The former seemed more likely, but I had no proof and didn’t know why she wouldn’t immediately call me out if that were the case. The truth, I supposed, lay where the woman in front of me had said: in the hollow place between assumption and knowledge.

			She waved off her question. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. What matters is how we move forward.”

			Another moment of tense silence stretched as the Oracle continued examining my feather, stunted only by the gentle peals of rumbling thunder that filled the sanctum here and there. Empyrea bolted through the growling cloud separating us, its flashes reflected in her obsidian pupils. The white light flickered over our faces and sparked through the darkened room.

			“Your greatest fear is to have the truth of your blood exposed,” she continued, marveling. “I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure you feared anything. Your reputation in battle isn’t one that can be ignored. Surely you hear the way the crowd hushes when you make any move at all.”

			Of course I noticed the way my people responded to me. I wasn’t a fool. But the Seer was wrong. She saw only their reactions, not what drove them. I didn’t fear my blood or the truth about what it contained, only the consequences that came with possessing the power held within it.

			Power was something others coveted, something they would die to take away.

			“Please,” I managed to choke out. I was asking her, begging her what I should never even breathe, but I couldn’t help it. Desperation overwhelmed me. “Please don’t tell the Elders.”

			She shook her head, lips parted. “Elira, you know I can’t lie to –”

			“I’ll do anything. Anything you ask,” I stopped her. “You know what they’ll do to me.”

			Her lashes swayed with the iridescent beads layered around her throat. The Warrior in me imagined taking hold of the beaded threads at the base of her neck, pulling tightly, and using them as a makeshift garrote to seal her lips forever.

			The only thing stopping me was self-preservation. Neera would never allow me to hurt one of her precious Seers. If I touched her, I’d never make it out of Empyrean alive.

			“I cannot lie to them.”

			“I’m not asking you to lie, only that you offer them a different truth,” I told her, wringing my hands.

			The Oracle seemed to ponder my spin. “Whose blood did you just offer the goddess?”

			I clamped my lips closed, unable to speak another lie, feeling like the goddess had cupped her hand over my mouth at last.

			She sighed. “I suppose it’s honorable for you to protect the owner. You won’t tell me how you got it? Whether it was freely given or taken without permission?”

			I shook my head.

			“Very well.” She twisted my feather back and forth between her fingers, staring at the blood-soaked cloud between us. “Add your blood to the Cloud of Empyrea, Elira.”

			My mind raced, desperate to protect myself at all costs. If I cooperated, she and I may be able to reach an agreement. There must be something the Oracle wanted that I might provide. I unsheathed the dagger on my hip and pierced the fleshy pad of my palm. My blood was bright, blinding white as it dripped from the wound. Empyrea from the droplets lashed toward the cloud, licking the bolts striking out from within its bloody heart.

			The formerly crimson cloud brightened before us, flooding with the light hidden within my blood.

			The Oracle was stoic as I calmly wiped, then re-sheathed my dagger. I held my thumb over the wound until the bleeding stopped. Several long moments passed. The Oracle watched the cloud, pensive.

			Finally, she spoke, and I wondered if I imagined the tremble in her voice. “Your blood is pure–like those of the first souls.”

			I stared blankly at the cloud between us, watching the pure Empyrea I added flicker and flash and rage.

			I was not a first soul. Was I?

			The very implication made the storm in my stomach churn and rage.

			I felt like I always had. Not aged and wise. Not young and tender. My experiences were my own and they had forged me.

			She blew out a long breath and finally looked at me. “You don’t believe me?”

			“I don’t know what to believe,” I croaked.

			“On this there is no mistake, Elira. You are a first soul. And because your blood is flawless, I am torn between duty and conscience. Feathers usually only record the bearer’s past, but yours… Your feather revealed a frightening new hope. You could play a pivotal role in finally ending the war,” she breathed.

			I leaned closer. “How?”

			She shook her head. “Until today, I’ve never seen a feather with a future path. The past is held within the barbs, perfectly clear, like one’s reflection in still, pristine water. But in your feather, possibilities ripple in that water. A glimmer of them is there, like catching sight of something solid, but only from the corner of your eye. The future can always be changed depending on the choices we make.”

			She said I could play a role, but didn’t question it as much as she’d like for me to think. Awe, disbelief, and hunger filled her voice. Not only because the war’s end was something she coveted. The Seer believed me capable. That was the leverage I needed to sway her in my favor.

			I leaned closer and realized that the cloud was now pristine. My blood was potent enough, powerful enough, to drown out that of nearly every living soul in Empyrean. Brilliant, pure light flashed over our faces. Such power could work in my favor.

			“Oracle–do you wish for the war to end? For our people to be able to descend freely? For us to find a foothold on the land instead of swooping down to steal what we need to survive?”

			We existed here. We pretended we were a strong people, but the truth was visible in our dwindling populace and in the city that shrank more and more each year. Empyrean was dying.

			We were hunted when we descended to catch a small piece of the ocean’s bounty or gather fruits from the trees upon the land. The Scholars’ attempts at gardening had given us enough to keep us from starving–but only barely. Despite the fact that from childhood we were taught to defend ourselves, too many Warriors had fallen last year. There were half as many quads as there were only a few years ago when Aderyn and I announced our intention to join our first, so we could fight and learn together and one day lead our own quads.

			Her purple irises met mine as a flash of dazzling light emanated from the cloud, brightening the entire room. “Of course I want those things.”

			“Then don’t allow the Elders to clip my wings.”
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			The Oracle wetted her lips and abruptly shifted the conversation. Whether she was still considering or had made up her mind, I wasn’t sure. The only thing I knew was that she hadn’t vowed not to let them maim me.

			“Jorun did not kill Aderyn,” the Oracle declared. She looked at the cuff on my ear. “Would you allow me to keep one of her feathers to read later?”

			My fingers grazed over the cuff. I pulled it off and began to unwind the coiled metal, sliding one of her umber feathers free. I offered it to her, a downy olive branch. “If you learn that any of our people were involved…”

			“You want to know so you can avenge her?” she surmised.

			I coiled the metal once more and replaced her cuff, taking comfort from the feathers that remained. “I want to know so I can prevent others from suffering her fate,” I reframed.

			Her eyes narrowed as if she didn’t believe me. “You believe The Shark killed her.” She’d seen that truth in my feather, no doubt. But something in the hollows of my bones screamed that there was more to Aderyn’s story than what I had uncovered.

			I shrugged. “I also believe someone failed her before he did. Someone who descended with her, or should have. If it wasn’t Jorun, I want to know who.”

			“And would you also like to know if Aderyn lied to you?” she asked. “Would it ruin your memory of her if it proved true?”

			My skin felt too tight as if I might burst from the pressure, but I managed a curt nod. “Yes, I want to know.” I would rather live with the full knowledge of what happened regardless of the truth and how painful it might be.

			Just then, the Oracle startled and scrambled to her feet, staring at the ceiling and crying out Neera’s name. I leapt to my feet as well, chest heaving and watching in horror as the storm cloud between us grew. It billowed and roiled, then stretched to fill the room. I retreated until my back hit the wall behind me. Until there was nowhere left to run.

			Something in the shadows stirred. The ancient power moved within this space, far too small to confine such a force. I forgot the cloud of blood and focused on the shadows writhing over the walls, trying to find the source but unable to see where she was, only that she was there.

			The Oracle’s hands rose in the air as she cried out to the goddess again and again, turning in a tight circle, the cloud bending and flowing around her.

			Incited, Empyrea raged and snapped. A singed smell filled the air as the bone-tingling thunder grew louder and louder, echoing through the room until the reverberation was all I felt in my flesh. The wall behind me sizzled, the Empyrea within the walls answering the goddess to which it belonged.

			The blinding light and deafening noise disoriented me, and my legs suddenly weakened as if Neera demanded I bend the knee in her presence. One of mine hit the flickering floor, but the lightning did not harm me.

			I realized that the thunder was not thunder at all, but a voice whose words drew closer and closer.

			The Oracle stopped spinning, her face and hands still raised as if she could catch the goddess’s revelation as rain drops falling from the sky. Beneath the cloud, I watched her toes draw in to grip the floor. Her eyes shifted left to right as if reading something written above. Something I could not see.

			Neera’s voice rang clearer until even I could make out her words as they filled what space her presence didn’t:

			“The war will end in the place where oceans burn…”

			A burning sea? A chill spread over my skin.

			Then, a sudden brilliant flash of gold.

			In a blink, the goddess retreated into the shadowy corners, the blood cloud shrank back to the size it had been when I entered the space, and the walls and floors calmed. The only proof that any of it had occurred were the upset cushions on the floor and the rapid rising of our chests as we struggled to catch our breath.

			“The goddess has spoken,” she said tremulously, lowering her hands at last. “She offers a compromise to satisfy both your thirst for recognition and Empyrean’s needs. Add Jorun to your quad, and she will offer you a portion of time and the opportunity to seize what might be a destiny that will resonate through the ages.”

			My teeth ground together as my fists tightened at my side. Jorun again. What did that oaf have to do with my future? “Why Jorun? And what do you mean by time and opportunity?”

			“In Jorun’s feather, I saw a flicker of your triumph. Neera confirmed that you will not–cannot–accomplish your destiny without his help.” She turned and began walking toward the doors. “And by time and opportunity, I mean that the goddess will allow you a limited amount of time to achieve the goal of your heart, because the intention I must speak for you today will demand the sacrifice of all your remaining feathers if you cannot accomplish it.”

			“What? That’s ridiculous!”

			She calmly, and with the slightest sly smile explained, “Without the fear of the Elders clipping your wings hovering over your head like a storm cloud, you will not be motivated to victory. Time is running out. The war between Neera and Talay must finally be decided, as must the war between their peoples. If you’re too weak, she will choose another to champion our cause.”

			Too weak? I bristled, churning from livid to indignant in an instant.

			Then the rest of what she said began to seep slowly in like blood into fabric…

			Of course the Elders wouldn’t bother clipping my wings. With no feathers, my wings would be useless. If I wasn’t successful, the goddess would have my freedom.

			In all the histories breathed in this sky throughout the millennia, bargains with goddesses never boded well for mortals–though to call them compromises or bargains implied that the mortal had the option to reject the offer.

			“You know of my plans for The Shark?” I guessed. She and the goddess were using it against me. They didn’t think me capable.

			She inclined her head. “You’ll get one year–until next Intention Day–to capture him and use what information you can glean to end this war, or you will forfeit your feathers and quietly take your place where the Elders would have you.”

			“Capture or kill, you mean? Either would sway victory to our side.”

			Her eyes narrowed before she started to the door. I followed, falling into step beside her. This conversation wasn’t–couldn’t–be over. She said we would have all the time we needed or wanted. I wanted more.

			There must be another way! Couldn’t she persuade Neera to allow me to keep my feathers if I killed him? Wouldn’t she try?

			It was as if she read my thoughts. Perhaps she did.

			“Killing him is something any Warrior might do if the right circumstances aligned. Despite his elusive nature, it could happen by chance,” she said, her brow quirking when my eyes narrowed.

			No one had even come close to him save me. She saw how close I’d been to him that night in my feather. It was true that our close proximity happened by accident, because I was more concerned with Aderyn than my own safety and hadn’t scanned the sea for dangers. So, while it was true that the ‘circumstance’ of that night would’ve put him in range of my bow, it was also true that so close, I might have caught him, given the right tools. The Oracle prattled on and I quickly grew tired of her drivel.

			“Catching him, though, requires true skill. Catching him tips the scale in our favor, Elira. It is the only way the goddess will allow you to retain your feathers.”

			I needed answers. “You spoke of a flicker of triumph in Jorun’s feather, but is my victory written in mine?” We reached the wall where the door would reform at her command and reveal us to the masses waiting expectantly outside.

			“The hope of it is.” She waved her hand over the surface and it bent to her will, the doors reappearing. The former Oracle had never sealed us inside with her. It made me wonder what made the new one feel as if she had to…

			“So, if I capture him, I retain my command and my feathers?” I wanted to be sure of the terms of the truth and the consequences it demanded.

			“Your blood is too precious not to pass on, Elira. Catch him, and you keep your wings, your ability to fly, and an amount of freedom few others with blood like yours know. Your command would pass to another.”

			I raised my chin in defiance. I’d known the goddess’s terms would never be advantageous to me.

			Catch him and I would be able to soar, but only as far as my tether allowed.

			Fail, and I would lose everything I’d worked for.

			Succeed, and I would lose it anyway.

			“How many others have blood like mine?”

			“We have not seen a first soul in—”

			“I don’t believe I am a first soul,” I cut her off. “I want to know how many in the kingdom are clipped and caged?”

			“You are a first soul. Neera confirmed it to me,” the Oracle said, raising her chin a tick higher to meet mine. She tried to match my sneer as well and failed miserably.

			“How many?” I demanded.

			“No one else has as much Empyrea as you, but there is a small population who have more of Neera’s power than most of the others. I don’t know the precise number,” she admitted.

			I could see how difficult it was for her to admit it. I didn’t know Oracles could be so proud or combative until we’d lost the gentle, compassionate one.

			I wondered if there were a dozen or only a few. Small population could be interpreted many ways, but there were others–maimed and bound and used and used and used for breeding until they were as hollow as their bones and equally as brittle, if the rumors were true.

			“Your blood is a gift from Neera,” she asserted.

			It was no such thing. It was a curse. If it was a gift, then it would be mine to do with as I would. Anger flared in my heart before it ignited in her eyes.

			Before I give up my feathers, I’ll leave. I will never give up my freedom. Not even for the benefit of my home. Not even if the goddess demands it.

			“You’re thinking of flying away,” the Oracle observed with a sharp smile, her wings flaring, then snapping in anger. “Neera has granted you a gift that hasn’t been seen in our people in centuries. Do you think the goddess will allow you to squander it? The length and breadth of her kingdom includes all that the sky touches. There is nowhere for you to hide from her but in the sea… in death. Your destiny will never negate your obligation, Elira–to the goddess herself, or to Empyrean.”

			I hated this Oracle. And if on this day next year I was dragged before her, my blue gray feathers bleeding over all the paler shades, I would carve out her heart. The moment I reached the top step, I would lunge, already striking, using both hands to break through ribs; quickly, roughly sawing downward, over, up, until my hand found a way to worm into her chest. I smiled sweetly, imagining holding it up before all of Empyrean, before Neera herself. Making a spectacle of her death the way she was about to make a scene out of my forced intention.

			I would not soon forget her refusal to help me. The bargain she negotiated was no bargain at all. Only a chance to use my skill in battle before they used my body against my will.

			But I wouldn’t let them win. I would disappoint them all. I would catch The Shark and become mythical. I would become untouchable, claiming more power than they could ever restrain.

			And if they tried to chain me, I would destroy them all.

			I let my sneer fall away and straightened my back, ready to face the crowd.

			She placed her palms on either door and pushed. As they gave way, I told her, “If you’re right and I’m such an important asset, then I’m sure Neera will keep me and my quad safe, and alive, as I attempt this feat.” She gave a wan smile. I wasn’t sure whether the expression was made because she agreed or was disappointed with my observation. “And with the goddess involved, you’ll have no trouble convincing the Elders to not only allow it, but to aid me in my endeavor.”

			The Oracle’s smile vanished like fog in a warm ray of sun. She removed her hands from the doors as she contemplated my words and the feat that lay ahead of her. As difficult as catching The Shark might prove, convincing the Elders that their knowledge and will wasn’t higher than the goddess’s might be impossible.

			Did she see my change in plan? To carry out my intention of catching The Shark and using it against her and Neera? Against the Elders? Against them all?

			Her brows pinched. She extended the feather she’d read. “For you to fletch your arrows with. May Neera bless your hunt.”

			I ignored the disingenuous words and snatched my feather away before pushing the doors open myself, leaving her to trail behind me. My blue gray wings flared angrily and all of Empyrean seemed to give a collective gasp.

			I wondered if those with clipped wings heard it from their caged perches.
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CHAPTER

			six

			I stood before the exacting brass scales and proudly folded my wings. The pans on either side of the apparatus were empty, waiting to be filled with equal portions of promise and threat.

			Talon and Soraya’s hands were on their swords’ handles again, ready for trouble. But if the goddess stood against me, what good would their swords and skill be? Still, the atmosphere had given way to deadly apprehension.

			From birth, we were taught to obey our instincts, never to ignore them. Whenever they were tamped down, bad things happened. I steadied my breathing, once again fighting back thoughts that strayed to Aderyn and how I’d failed her that night. If I had just leapt off the balcony instead of hesitating that night, maybe I could’ve saved her.

			My indecision contributed to her death. I accepted my part in it.

			Maybe that was why Neera had finally revealed my blood and demanded payment for what she’d bestowed. Maybe this moment was both trial and punishment.

			And maybe I deserved the sentence she’d handed down, but I didn’t care. I’d been taught to fight and would do so until my strength failed me.

			Gesturing for my quad to stand down, I lowered my hand to my waist and watched until they relaxed. Talon probably assumed I’d been caught and he was about to be outed. He was right, but I hadn’t–wouldn’t–give anyone his name. I wasn’t sure how detailed feathers were, if every moment was inlaid or only the most vital, the ones that made the most impact. The ones that mattered. But if that infinitesimal detail had been recorded in my feather, the Oracle hadn’t indicated that she saw it. She’d asked a name and I denied her. Foolishly, she’d given my feather back so there would be no studying my past later.

			I met their stares, again hoping to cautiously reassure my quad. But slowly, Soraya’s jaw went slack. Talon’s eyes went wide. Horror and awe fought for dominance on my quad’s features.

			A startled jolt pealed through the crowd; the chaos and commotion that followed was more deafening than Neera’s thunderous voice clanging through a space far too small to confine it.

			Wings in every shade writhed excitedly on tightened shoulders. Mouths were either covered or spilling words so fast I couldn’t make them out. Finger after finger pointed at me…

			The Oracle’s lavender eyes darkened to amethyst. “You’re bleeding, Elira,” she gritted.

			I looked down.

			My heart stopped. Bright white was all I could see. It blinded me for a moment, as if I’d looked directly into the sun a moment too long. Even blinking, even closing my eyes, didn’t erase the imprint of Neera’s white-hot power in my blood.

			“This changes things,” the Seer said ominously.

			The seconds ticking by thickened, and I felt like a fly being drowned in golden, heavy honey.

			A familiar shrill whistle cut through the din, one reserved to indicate times of trouble and give me a heads up in battle. Talon’s thumb and forefinger hovered near his lips until he saw he’d caught my attention. He pointed to something.

			I turned a circle to check behind me, but nothing was there. No one was near but the Oracle. Nothing but the ominous scale. I looked back at him and shook my head, confused. My vision was still slowly returning.

			He lifted a hand, pointing to it.

			My hand? It quivered as I lifted it, my head feeling like my vision clearing after flying through dense fog.

			Bright white Empyrea flowed from my palm and splashed at my feet. It splattered onto my boots. Lightning jerked in every drop.

			Time resumed its pace and my thoughts abruptly cleared.

			My hand.

			My blood.

			My truth…

			With a muttered curse, I clasped my palm, pressing a thumb on the deep incision, inwardly cursing as it closed again. The Elders descended on the stairs like scavengers on carrion. Like gulls tearing flesh from a belly-up fish.

			Pushing Talon and Soraya to the side like wayward hatchlings, the pale-winged approached with arms outstretched as if coaxing a frightened, cornered animal… one they desperately wanted to capture.

			My quad balked at their blatant disrespect but didn’t dare rebuke them.

			Their pale eyes hungrily assessed my body, my wings, my scar…

			My shoulders tensed, wings arched. The leather tightly fitted to my body groaned as I took up a battle stance. If they thought I wouldn’t defend myself, they were wrong. And not only defend, but conquer.

			I was a Warrior.

			If the Elders threatened, I would strike first. If I was going to die, I would take as many of the aggressors with me as possible. That was another of the lessons they’d ingrained in me throughout the years.

			My fingers curled around my blade’s handle. The metal sang, only cut off by the Seer when her soft hand fell over mine.

			She faced the Elders. The Oracle’s voice, thundering with Neera’s power, stopped them. “Do not approach the sanctum.”

			Like rigid statues, they arranged themselves on the staircase, neither daring another step nor retreating as they should have. As anyone wiser would have.

			The Oracle fumed. “Neera appeared to Elira and I in the sanctum,” she announced. “She came to us with a very dire message. Elira is a first soul, her destiny spun with Neera’s pure blood and power.”

			The Elders were flabbergasted. Talon and Soraya were left stunned. Everyone seemed shocked. Amazed. Overwhelmed with joy.

			I was furious.

			“The goddess concealed Elira’s pure blood until this moment. Until Elira was ready for the task for which she was born,” the Oracle proclaimed boldly, taking my hand in hers and making a feeble attempt at crushing it. I showed her what it felt like as she raised our clasped hands into the air and she choked on my name. “Elira will wage a great and terrible assault on our enemy. The people of the sea expect us to continue these unprofitable skirmishes, but Elira will show them the true meaning of war.”

			A thunderous roar came from the crowd. Every fist was raised; every hope fastened on me. And if I failed, the blame would also be mine.

			The Oracle released my hand and cupped her palms. Every sound vanished and every ear in Empyrean sharpened as the Seer spoke the words that would seal my fate and forever change my life. “Elira intends to capture The Shark.”

			Talon’s eyes sharpened with hunger. If I was going to attempt this, he wanted in on the glory that might be left in the wake of such a feat. Soraya gave one nod, confirming she was still willing to fly with me.

			Gingerly, the Oracle placed her cupped hands over the left scale pan. As she parted them, the scale gave a loud groan. The pan sank beneath my intention’s weight, only resting when it could dip no further.

			I ignored the covered mouths and fearful stares of those who had for a moment hoped I could conquer, as well as the satisfied smirks of those who hoped I would fall from my tall perch, and stood tall, back straight and chin up as a bright cloud formed within the right pan. Feather after feather peeled from the vapor and landed in the pan’s bottom. It slowly sank, demanding more and more.

			I smothered the fear that filled my heart with anger.

			Talon and Soraya’s expressions were unreadable. Would they give me a nod of solidarity now that they knew the heavy price? Of course they didn’t know it yet, but for them, the cost would be minimal and the reward, if we succeeded, grand beyond our imaginings. Beyond everyone’s.

			The cloud produced a final feather that landed atop all the others, balancing the pans at last, before dissipating.

			The whole of Empyrean now knew that all my remaining feathers would be forfeited if I didn’t succeed. There were awe-filled mutterings of ‘first soul,’ and ‘war,’ mingled with snide predictions that I would soon be ‘wingless,’ ‘cut down,’ and ‘useless’ as everyone discussed my fate. Then there were whispers of mates and hatchlings and clipped wings. Of tridents thrown like javelins, and scales and monsters.

			Salt-scented wind gusted around me as my pale hair lashed my cheeks. The Oracle waved her hands over the scale to clear the pans, then looked down upon the Elders, still motionless on the staircase. Their blanched irises keenly considered me, likely trying to fully discern what the Oracle’s revelation meant for Empyrean, for me, and most of all, for them.

			As much as Neera valued truth, honor, and blood, the Elders valued power and measured theirs against those who might wrench it away from their greedy claws.

			They now saw me as their greatest threat. I could see their jealous hatred in the rigidity of their postures, the narrowing of their eyes, the twitching of their fingers. They would bind me on the spot, if only they could. If only Neera wouldn’t stop them.

			By aligning Neera with me, the Oracle had saved me, at least for a time. The Elders feared the goddess’s wrath more than anything. For now, they would wait and search for weaknesses in our bargain and advantages in any they might propose moving forward. They would silently scheme and craft and rage for fear of upsetting the goddess with any forwardness, any indication that they thought they knew better than her.

			I had parried the Elders’ prior attempts to test my loyalty. The moment I was promoted to quad leader, they’d cautiously praised my skill in battle, warning me of becoming too bold. They claimed that they feared my reputation would grow and the people of the sea would set traps for us. What they truly meant was that if I didn’t stay in line, it wouldn’t be the people of the sea who would lay in wait.

			As my quad began to overtake each and every other until we were seated at the top, the Elders grew restless, but only to a point. Even as a leader, I was subject to their control. The quads didn’t act roguishly. Our Warriors were organized and led by the most experienced.

			Until now, my Commander had deftly held my reins. Though I sometimes gnashed at the bit in my mouth, I did as she said. With this revelation, our roles would soon change. I wasn’t sure if I would be set free, independent to do as I wished, or might be given control of all the quads for the next year, or until I accomplished my goal.

			As a scavenger scented blood and flesh floating atop the sea, the Oracle also seemed to sense the darkness swelling in the Elders’ hearts. She leveled them with a glare. “If any of you so much as utter a word to Elira without me being present, Neera will singe you all to dust.”

			Her warning caught their attention. Finally, they began to slowly retreat, a tide of white foam being dragged off a stony shore constructed so well by the goddess that it would never be worn away by something as insignificant as mortal whims and wills.
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			The Elders congregated behind Talon and Soraya like a small, naive flock who still believed there was strength in numbers and that as long as you were part of the whole, you were protected. The truth was that the only safe place in a group was in the center of it. Those flying on the periphery were left vulnerable. I wondered what each of our wise Elders might do to ensure the golden center spot was theirs.

			The Oracle turned to me. “Will you remain before the scale while I take Talon, then Soraya inside the sanctum?”

			I gave a single nod, wondering why she hadn’t dismissed me as she had all the rest, yet grateful for the same. I wasn’t ready to rejoin my kinsmen who tried vainly to act as if nothing had transpired when everything in our world had shifted in a fateful handful of moments.

			The Oracle called Talon’s name and he ascended, leaving Soraya to wait alone at the bottom of the broad stairs. His mighty gray wings were so long they dragged upon the steps, upsetting the surrendered feathers more than mere footsteps upon them would have.

			His eyes met mine as he crested the staircase, then respectfully, briefly, he inclined his head to the new Oracle. The two entered the sacred space, reappearing seconds later, but I wondered how long their time together truly had been, what he’d asked and what she’d admitted, and whether the Oracle might lie for him as she had for me.

			She had told all of Empyrean that Neera–not I–had hidden my blood until this day. If she was further questioned on the matter, she might say that the goddess had worked through me and in doing so had allowed my deception. She might tell the Elders that her predecessor was ordered to hold her tongue or turn a blind eye.

			I wondered how Neera felt about half-truths. Did she see them as lies or for what they were: a smudge of gray between black and white? A calm shade in the color of compromise.

			Would the Oracle’s deceptive claims be smooth and easy for the Elders to swallow, or would it swell in their throats until no air could press into their lungs?

			No, half-truths were the language of liars, one in which I was fluent. And like bone, lies could only bend so far before breaking.

			Yes, by crediting Neera for concealing the pure lightning in my blood, even if she believed every word she’d spoken, she neglected to tell the whole story.

			That I meant to deceive them.

			That I’d never felt Neera’s presence surrounding my intention. If I had, Aderyn and I wouldn’t have worried at all.

			Her feathers rapped beside my ear as if my friend’s spirit rode the wind and was in accord with all my errant thoughts, reminding me that she meant to lie, too. For me, she committed sedition again and again.

			Lies were the degradation of everything for which Empyrean stood. Such an egregious offense was punishable by death. We should’ve had our wings torn from our backs and been cast from the city into the sea the first time we ascended the staircase leading to the sanctum with deception in our hearts and a rehearsed plan in our mind in case we failed.

			With each successful pass, with each year we made it through unscathed and unpunished, we were emboldened.

			I stood a few steps away from the scale and watched as the Oracle and Talon approached. The Oracle returned to tradition. Instead of explaining, she simply cupped her hands and spoke his intention, that Talon wished to accept his role as my second and vowed to help me try to catch The Shark. His intention was weighed and Talon gave a relieved smile when the goddess only demanded one feather if he should fail.

			The Oracle asked him to remain with me as she continued with her duties. Talon settled at my side as Soraya ascended and disappeared into the inner room.

			I chanced a glance at the looming Warrior beside me. His gaze darted over the crowd, snagging like a hangnail on fabric when he saw the faces of those I knew he hated.

			Moments later, Soraya and the Oracle reappeared. The Oracle confirmed her as my third and spoke the same intention for her as she had Talon. Again, the scale demanded from her a single feather.

			The Oracle spoke, her melodic voice rising above the crowd. “Elira, as Commander of your quad, you have the opportunity to choose the Warrior who will fill the empty place where the brave Aderyn once stood. Do you need time to consider your choice, given the tumult of this day, or have you made your decision?”

			Time finally refused to be toyed with. The daylight had sluiced away like hard rain off skin, but we weren’t plunged into darkness. Jolting flickers of Empyrea lit the entire city in bright white, twitching, trembling light. It was trapped in every wall, every stone made of sturdy, solidified clouds. Every column, ceiling, road and door. A beautiful, deadly light show reminding us to whom we belonged.

			Veins in the flesh of all Neera allowed us to form.

			“I’ve made my decision.” Another quick warning glare to Talon and Soraya before I announced, “I would like to ask Talon to become my second.” The male beside me stretched his spine a fraction taller and widened his stance menacingly, as if to dare anyone to question whether he deserved the honor.

			“I’d like to ask Soraya to become my third.” She gave a sharp nod, her lips pressed together tightly, but pleased.

			That left the position of fourth. I knew what the Oracle demanded, but for a moment the words–his name–would not flay from my tongue. When I finally cut them away, I did so confidently. “I’d like to ask Jorun to join our quad as my fourth.”

			Jorun’s brows shot up. Surprised, he smiled and accepted congratulations from his quad and those surrounding him, bowing at the waist to those who bowed to him first. Some of the well-wishes were heartfelt, while part of the praise was tinged green with jealousy. A portion, though, was hungry. Jorun’s acceptance of my offer opened opportunity within his former quad. The Elders were hardly the only vultures who circled.

			At the Oracle’s demand, Jorun jogged up the steps to join us.

			Talon and Soraya thrummed with anger. Talon managed a forced smile, but hid his fisted hands behind his back. Soraya refused to meet my eyes, her chest rising and falling as water crashing over a fall.

			Jorun’s wings were pale brown inlaid with a darker shade of the same color. At the sight of the sheer excitement on his face, the urge to shout that I’d changed my mind rose into my throat like bile.

			One look at Talon… me… then Soraya, and his exuberance bled away.

			The Oracle raised her closed fist and the crowd quieted.

			“Elira will lead her quad and all of Empyrean in the efforts revealed today. If she requires something of you, I beseech you: Assist her in her endeavor. Support and encourage her quad. Their shared intention must become the priority for everyone in this fair city, for it has the power to shift the mighty winds in our favor. If Elira is victorious, all of Empyrean will arise the victor in the war raging between sky and sea.”

			She pinned me with a careful, hope-filled glare before her eyes found my scar. The Oracle turned back to the crowd, aiming her conclusion at the Elders.

			“Talay’s people might have stolen the land our goddess provided us, but Neera has spoken. By sending a first soul to fight for us, to lead us, she’s made it clear that the time has come for us to take back that which is ours.”

		


		
[image: cover]

			





CHAPTER

			seven

			Flanked by Talon, Soraya, and Jorun, I waited as the Elders filtered in and out of the sanctum, their gazes dragging over me as each ascended, as their weak intentions were breathed into the scale’s brass pan, as none of their pale feathers were demanded of them.

			Neera wouldn’t weaken them as she would her Warriors.

			I gritted my teeth.

			No one questioned why a first soul would be stripped of her feathers if in one year she did not succeed, or why a lifetime of potential power would be squandered if a rotation around the sun wasn’t sufficient to accomplish the goal I’d set.

			Everyone seemed to believe that failure was impossible simply because Neera’s power flashed through my veins.

			Perhaps if I could somehow harness it, hone and wield it, I could convince myself I was a first soul and believe right along with them.

			I nearly gagged on the honey-sweet euphoria in the air. In my people, a solid resolve settled into the Warriors who gathered to watch the Oracle conclude today’s rites. It unsettled me in a way I didn’t fully understand.

			We were brave. We were steadfast and loyal and unafraid of death, or so we pretended. But now before us was the possibility that we as a people might do more than survive. If we could reclaim our land, we could thrive.

			We could live as we’d like and while we would still be tasked with defending it, our existences would become infinitely easier. The tides would change and we could finally cast the wretched monsters back into the seas from whence they came, where they belonged.

			The new Oracle looked haggard as she settled between my quad and the Elders. In that moment, she positioned herself as the figurative fulcrum and placed each of our groups upon opposing pans. My stomach sank as I imagined the pan beneath us abruptly falling.

			Her lavender eyes met mine and where before they had flashed in warning and sharp reproach, now, they looked strained. The emotion-laden day might have settled heavily upon her shoulders, but it was mine that would bear the weight for the next year–or until I succeeded.

			I couldn’t help but wonder if our new Oracle lamented that she had been plucked from her kind and pushed into a role for which she was obviously ill-prepared. The Seers approved of this woman when she was chosen. What would they think of her after her wild, first Intention Day?

			The moment the Oracle dismissed the masses, the Elders carefully and calmly approached.

			“Do you want to fly?” Talon asked, offering to usher me away from them. My new second deftly covered Aderyn’s footprints with his own as he stepped into a role he wouldn’t have had if she still stood by my side.

			Again, the breeze stirred her feathers at my ear.

			“No. Let them come. Better to receive them here than in my home.”

			The Elders would have their say. They weren’t accustomed to be usurped in power or popularity. Not only that, but the Elders hated change, so their ire was fixed on me. On my quad. Despite the wisdom required to hold such an esteemed position, none of them were skilled in the art of lying. Their false smiles did little to hide their emotions.

			The Elders were a group of women and men of varying aged bodies who housed souls of diverse ages and experiences. They encircled us, each boldly proclaiming my victory, their voices meant to bolster my spoken intention and perhaps my resoluteness, but their luxuriant attention made my feathers prickle with unease.

			It was bad luck to speak of a battle’s outcome before it was fought. Every Warrior knew better.

			But the Elders were not Warriors.

			They had little use for superstition and no empathy for those who opposed them. They seemed to still be deciding how to deal with me. They didn’t seem to accept that Neera–and her Oracle–had already settled the matter, which did not bode well for me.

			Aderyn knew all their names, their souls. She read our histories and knew the color of each Elders’ feathers before they became… this. She knew what color their eyes had been and what matters were most important to each. Without her, I was ignorant. I should have listened when she tried to educate me. I should have paid attention. I just never imagined a time when she wouldn’t be at my side to counsel and fight.

			Aderyn, I lamented, would also know how to handle their incessant barrage of inquiries. She would grin as she anticipated their every move as easily as shifting the pieces on each side of a game board, not with sleight of hand, but with wit alone.

			“What is your plan?” one demanded, his chin tipped up so that his thin, pointed beard swayed in the wind. “How will you catch The Shark?”

			“Where will you keep him once he is caught?” another asked; I didn’t catch who.

			Another voice. “How will you ensure that he gives us the information we need?”

			Then another. “Will you require many quads to accomplish this feat? Some cannot be spared.”

			More questions. More obstacles. More frustration. No one paused to allow me the chance to answer, and even if I could, I would have only provided vague generalities. There’d been no opportunity to prepare for such a feat on this historic and potentially damning evening.

			A woman with owlish, pale eyes pushed her way through the gaggle to be heard. “When will you begin the hunt?”

			“How will your quad mates be kept safe?”

			My aggravation bubbled, then boiled as their questions turned from inquisitive to accusatory.

			“Did you speak to the goddess in her sanctum?”

			“What did the Oracle tell you?”

			The owl-eyed woman pushed around a peer who had migrated in front of her. “Did she read your feather? May we have one to take to the other Seers?”

			“No,” I answered her. “I need every ounce of strength I have.” And still, I feared it would not be enough. “And the Oracle is the only Seer that matters until Neera claims her soul again. I would think you would know that.”

			The Elder scoffed, offended.

			“Why did you choose Jorun?” a tall, lanky male with deeply wrinkled skin dared question my decision.

			His hand fell on my forearm and I hissed, jerking my arm away. I drew my sword, watching as the group stepped away from us. “Never touch me without asking first,” I gritted. “And in case you’re wondering how I would have responded if you had made the appropriate request, it would have been and will always be with a no.”

			The pushy, owlish woman clutched her chest. The tall, lanky male with rheumy eyes to whom the offending hand belonged straightened his back, posturing to make himself appear taller. “If it weren’t for Neera’s blessing, we would have your wings for such an offense. To raise a blade at us is to raise a blade at Neera herself!”

			I smiled, making sure to bare my teeth, and stretched my jaw so they could clearly see the goddess’s mark on my neck. “The Oracle made clear who among us has Neera’s favor, sir. I did not hear your name pass through her lips.”

			The very air pulsed between us with an electric charge. I stepped forward and the tension pushed him an equal step backward. The infernal scale always demanded balance.

			“How dare you scold me for speaking the truth of your mistake!” I growled. “I could have your wings for touching me so cavalierly and without my consent.”

			A young Elder, perhaps the youngest, cleared his throat. “Perhaps it is best that we rest on this night and collect our thoughts to speak with clearer minds in the morning.”

			Talon relaxed. He’d moved when I did. My second.

			I had to get used to his broad form being where my mind expected her to be.

			“After the events of today, I think that would be wise. Tempestuous emotions cloud good judgment, after all,” Talon said with a sly wink, using the Elders’ own adage against them.

			Soraya hissed at something Jorun whispered and he wisely withdrew from her.

			I bent my wings and pushed into the air. Talon fell into formation at my right. Soraya flanked my left. Jorun flew directly behind me to guard my back. I’d have to keep an eye on him. I didn’t trust him not to take advantage at some point and run me through.

			We flew to my home where jittery bolts of Empyrea greeted us as we touched down on the ornately formed balcony. The forks of white light went wild, mirroring my rage and fear.

			Talon and Soraya followed me inside while Jorun hovered just off the balcony. Resolve solidified his features the moment he seemed to decide within himself to join us. It was his first mistake.

			“You are not welcome in my nest,” I growled, not bothering to retrace my steps to confront him. My words were sharp as any knife. Surely, he would heed them…

			“You invited me to your quad,” he argued, crossing the balcony and entering the room we occupied.

			Talon chuckled low, his eyes flitting between me and our newest and most loathed member. Talon never shied from conflict. He welcomed it. He thrived upon it.

			“I think everyone in Empyrean could tell the invitation was not truly mine. Now get out.”

			“I won’t,” he rebelled, planting his feet. “No matter who demanded my addition, I’m here now. I’m part of this quad and I refuse to leave.”

			Baring my teeth, I advanced and drew my sword, compelling him to take flight. How quickly Jorun had forgotten his brave, dissident vow.

			He didn’t leave us, though. He circled, watching. “I’m part of this quad!” he shouted again.

			I wondered if he was reassuring himself or trying to make a scene so someone would run and tell the Elders about how he was being excluded.

			Too bad for him. None among them would involve themselves tonight.

			“Perhaps I can persuade him to depart?” Talon phrased it as a question.

			I nodded, giving him permission to try. Jorun could circle all he pleased and never hear the words passing between me and my trusted second and third, but my nerves were frayed and the very sight of him only tangled their unraveled ends.

			Talon went to speak to him. With only a few terse words, Jorun was gone and my second reentered my nest.

			“What did you say to him?” my third questioned Talon when he returned.

			“That you still held your sword, and enraged from the events of the day, had begun the discussion of whether his death, though it would feel like a sport to Elira, might have another potential benefit in that it might be deterrent to anyone who might cross you and weed away the weak who might covet the fourth position of your iconic quad.”

			It was perfect. Something like Aderyn would have said; the true threat hidden in a playful, mocking tone. I tried to smile and failed miserably, settling for rubbing my aching temples.

			“I need some time alone,” I told them.

			Soraya scoffed. “You no longer have the luxury of privacy. The Oracle all but painted a target on your wings.”

			I hated to hear her say it, but knew it was true. The Seer invoked Neera’s name, dragging the goddess into the midst of this mess, saying she blessed me and my efforts. But all the Elders saw and coveted was the purity of my blood and what power they might glean from it.

			They honored Neera. They upheld the belief that part of our goddess dwelled in the sanctum and, therefore, lived among us. But after their questioning, I knew that none of them had ever truly felt her stifling presence. None knew what she was capable of when crossed. Deep down, they were all cowards who elected not to fight for Empyrean and her people, but to pretend to know them and what was best for them all. If they truly knew Neera, they would never cross her the way I would.

			I decided to use the opportunity she’d given me to my advantage the moment she afforded it.

			“She’s right. It’s too dangerous for you. For the next year, at least until we corner and catch The Shark, you’ll be seeing more of us than you ever could’ve imagined, and far more than you’d like,” Talon retorted with a grin. His copper hair reminded me of the metal of the exacting scale that offered both my victory and defeat.

			“I’m sure things will settle and your presence won’t be necessary for long,” I told them.

			Soraya crossed her arms. “Don’t delude yourself. The Elders will wait for you to grow complacent and comfortable. The wisest enemies strike when it’s least expected.” She waited a beat. “I’m going to go get some of my things and what food I have.”

			My third looked at Talon. “You can go when I return.”

			His lips parted, a smile tugging at them. He wanted to claim his position and put her in her place–behind him–but refrained, shaking his head as she left without uttering another word, without his justifiable reprimand.

			Her wake stirred the air, ruffling my cuff and Talon’s. He reached up to remove his and though I hesitated to do so, I did the same. Staring at her feathers in my palm, I wondered what she would say if she were there, what insane plans she’d hatch and ask me to consider.

			Knowing Aderyn, most of her plans would’ve been too risky, but maybe that was necessary. What choice did I have but to throw caution to the mighty winds and risk everything?

			Talon’s voice wrenched me from my heavy thoughts.

			“The Oracle implied that Neera hid your blood…” His silky tone and words were as careful as a youngling sneaking about after dark, barely breathing for fear of being caught and reprimanded. A fledgling feather lamenting its harsh plucking for the indiscretion.

			“I know what she implied.”

			He didn’t press further. He knew the truth. My affirming it wouldn’t alter it in any way.

			“Did you see Neera? Did you feel her in the sanctum?” I rasped.

			His gray eyes churned. “I saw only her blood cloud. Were you aware of the goddess?”

			I nodded once.

			Talon went quiet. Pensive. He raked a hand through his copper hair. “What was she like?”

			The truth bubbled up from someplace deep within. “She was unrepentantly terrifying and mightier than anything I’ve ever seen or felt.” Yet my description didn’t encompass a tenth of her might. No words could capture what she was or how she felt.

			She was more vibrant than the sunrise, even though I never saw whatever part of her lingered in our sacred space, only the shadow of whatever sliver existed with us here.

			She was destruction and life and everything in between.

			Was this what Talay felt like to his people? Did the very sea shudder when he breathed?

			“Maybe I should be thankful I didn’t see her,” he teased. But beneath his easiness, unless I imagined it, was jealousy.

			Tension tightened and tugged upon the bones in my back until every muscle strained and ached.

			Talon felt it, too. He rolled his broad shoulders, curled his neck around, then returned the cuff I’d made for him to wear. “You should keep this,” he said, before leaving me to my thoughts. He strode onto the balcony and stared at the star-dusted sky, waiting for Soraya to return.

			I would have said that our quad was close, but that wasn’t really the case. Aderyn and I were close. That was why I felt her absence so acutely. But would I feel the same for Talon or Soraya if one of them fell? The truth was that I wouldn’t, and in becoming close to Aderyn, I’d kept them at too far a distance.

			Staring at Talon’s back, at his expansive wings, I wondered what passed through his mind. With Aderyn, I never had to guess. I instinctively knew. I needed to be a better leader, but more than that, I needed to be a better friend. And to do that, I had to begin the heartbreaking process of truly letting her go.

			Aderyn’s feathers in hand, I walked across our nest and placed them back into the top drawer of my writing desk, settling them among the treasured possessions that reminded me of things I never wanted to forget.

			Some were simple remnants of happier days from when we were hatchlings, younglings. Some were mementos of honors given. Some weren’t plucked from happy days, but of days that taught difficult, life-altering lessons.

			I closed the drawer with a snap and closed off the onslaught of memories it evoked.
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			When Soraya returned, Talon flew to his nest to gather what he needed for the night and morning. I decided he would sleep in the shared common room until we had time to form a nest for him and directed Soraya to Aderyn’s old space, every inch of me screaming that she didn’t belong there despite the invitation my lips had given her. Despite my insistence, it seemed my heart wasn’t ready to give any part of my friend, her memory, or her things away.

			So while I told her to take Aderyn’s room, I couldn’t rein my icy glare, sharp as any arrow tip. “I won’t bother her things, Elira,” Soraya assured me, intuiting my pain and concern.

			The only thing I could muster in response was a rasped whisper of thanks.

			I knew another would need to wear her clothes and boots. Someone would have to brandish her weapons, even though my chest hurt to imagine the bow Aderyn took so much time shaping to her hand refitted for another.

			No one in Empyrean could afford to waste such things.

			Leaving them to rot just so I could remember my friend would not help me avenge her. The bow, along with the arrows fletched with her feathers, must be pointed toward our enemy now. Perhaps from the Great Beyond, Aderyn could guide the archer so the tip struck true.

			If anyone had earned such an honor, it was my new third.

			Soraya gingerly laid her bag on the floor near the bed, her brows furrowing as she took me in. “I need a moment, please.”

			I nodded and gave her the privacy she requested. The copper fastenings of her leathers clanked as she removed each piece. Walking to my room, I unfastened my own, my coppers harmonizing with my third’s. Hanging my leathers on a hook just beside the door, I walked to my chest of drawers and dragged on a pair of wide pants before tying my long-sleeved shirt at my neck and back.

			Soraya made her way to me, holding up a woven food basket. “I have a few pieces of fruit and some bread. It feels stale, but it’s not molded.”

			“You should eat,” I told her, walking to the door where she now lingered.

			“We should,” she corrected. “You haven’t eaten all day.”

			“I’ll find something in the morning.”

			“You need to stop,” she told me, tipping her chin up. “Your pride will be your fall, Elira. You have a quad who will do anything in their power to help you conquer this task. All you have to do is allow us.” She held the basket up again. “I want to share with you. It is neither a burden nor a chore.”

			“Very well,” I answered when what my heart screamed was Thank you.

			Thank you for feeding me when I was too distraught to feed myself. Thank you for taking what you risked your life to gather and dividing it with me. Thank you for being here.

			I pretended that I preferred being alone, but the only thing in these rooms was Aderyn’s memory and the echoes of the past she and I carved and shared. I’d never shared with anyone else. Never trusted anyone else–not fully.

			I poured three glasses of water from a pitcher and placed them on a small table just large enough for the three of us to gather around. Soraya found my knives and chose the sharpest–my favorite–to split the fruit.

			Talon returned just as I sat across from my third. He smiled and held up a small wrapped parcel. “I brought smoked fish.” He dropped his bag and brought the wrapped fish to us, plopping into an empty chair and rubbing at his temples. Exhaustion bruised the skin beneath his eyes.

			Soraya divided the fish and then pushed sections of it, along with the plums and bread toward me and Talon, keeping an equal portion for herself. The room was silent save for the sound of chewing and swallowing, followed by sipping and hearty gulps. And when the meager supply had been devoured, we stared. At the table and the walls lined with mine and Aderyn’s books, but never at one another.

			Soraya blew out a tense breath, then rapped her knuckles on the tabletop. “I want to know everything.”

			I pinched my lips, knowing I owed her that. I owed them both that and much more.

			“The more information we have, the better we can help you plan for what’s ahead. That said, I think we should wait and speak tomorrow,” Talon advised. “Sleep will clear our minds and temper the emotions that are so high right now.”

			Soraya waited impatiently for my decision.

			It was an easy one.

			“Let’s speak tomorrow. I’m exhausted.” And frightened, and feeling backed into a corner. I wanted more than anything to believe that what she said was true: that she and Talon would do everything in their power to see that my intention was proven true so I could keep my feathers. I wanted to stop doubting them. To stop questioning whether they might sabotage me to ensure my failure so they could usurp me as the leader of the most formidable, renowned quad in all of Empyrean.

			I wanted to… I just wasn’t able to yet.

			Experience taught me not to trust until it was proven, and while the two had been loyal thus far, who was to say their loyalty didn’t have limits?
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CHAPTER

			eight

			That night, I dreamt of the goddess. Not her ominous dark shadow. Not her overwhelming, stifling presence. Only her. And in my restless dreams, Neera’s hair was streaked in the sun’s brilliant fire, her skin a soft blue like the shade that blanched with the sun’s first light, her eyes the same bright fuchsia as the warning dawn.

			I should have heeded their hue. She tore me from my nest, ripped off my wings, and cast me into the sea for the monsters to feed upon. I woke before I knew if one of the gargantuan beasts mercifully swallowed me whole, or if I was consumed bite by bite–by them.

			Talon thought that rest would provide clearer heads and reined emotions, but I found no such calm that night. I wasn’t sure if I would feel peace again.

			Had Neera sent the dreams as a threat? It felt as though she had. They were so vivid I could still feel her cold fingers wrapped around my throat and sense as the air turned to salt as I plummeted toward the vast blue sea. And the moment I hit Talay’s expansive sea, my body and mind fractured irrevocably.

			The pain was excruciating. Far worse than when I’d been struck by a thick bolt of Neera’s lightning.

			I thought I was dying then, too.

			Wrapped in my cozy bundle of blankets, I sat up and touched the scar the strike had left behind. The skin wasn’t raised, and it was no longer painful or tender to the touch. Streaking from the center of my chest, up my neck, and clawing up my jawline, the lightning looked like it had been permanently stamped into my skin. One of the healer Scholars had visited after the strike, assuring me it would fade in a day or two. Three years later, it was just as vivid as the day it happened.

			I faced the former Oracle on Intention Day weeks after the strike and she told me I’d been touched by the goddess that day, claiming I should celebrate her mark, for it was an esteemed honor. She was adamant that the bolt was a sign I was destined for greatness, Neera-blessed.

			The same was said by the new Oracle today: I was blessed by the goddess.

			But her blessing, like the intentions we revealed each year, came with a heavy price.

			The lightning Neera sent to me, if it was her, almost killed me. The bolt came from nowhere, with not even a rumble to break the stillness of the sky as a warning. When it hit, every muscle in my body turned to stone and I sank through the air and plummeted toward the sea, just like I had last night in my dreams, pathetically unable to command my body.

			In my mind, I screamed. From pain. From fear. Because even my voice was stunned in that fateful moment.

			Until, finally, I could wiggle a finger, then move my hand, arm, wings… flexing them with arduous effort to stop from splashing into the unforgiving sea. My quad was returning home from guarding the fishermen on their latest descent. Soraya and Talon had flown on ahead of us, but Aderyn always lingered to watch the sea from afar.

			It was she who I saw and begged for help, silent and sinking like a stone. She dove for me, determination hardening her brow, her hands outstretched. She screamed my name, told me to fly, to snap out of it, to try. Her teeth were gritted as she drew nearer.

			I heard the tumultuous waves below when control was finally restored to me, but I knew then that my second would have struck the surface with me to try and save me, even after the hope of doing so was lost.

			Talon’s footsteps crossed the common room, where he’d slept last night. He leaned against the door frame and yawned, the action cut short when his gaze found the trident propped in the corner of my room. A sly grin spread over his lips. His copper hair was mussed, and it was strange to see him in loose, casual clothes. I’d never seen him in anything but training clothes and battle leathers, though I was sure he thought the same of me and Soraya.

			“Were you able to rest?” he asked, his steely eyes searching mine.

			“Well enough. You?”

			He nodded. “I slept soundly.”

			Soraya joined him at the entrance to my rooms. “A message just came for you,” she said, holding up a sealed piece of cream parchment. “From the Oracle.” She walked to me and handed over the Oracle’s missive.

			I broke the wax seal bearing the third eye of the Seers and skimmed over her note. “She wants to see me.”

			“When?” Soraya asked.

			“Now.”

			Talon was already striding away to get dressed as Soraya left my room, closing the door behind her. Marching to my small washroom, I quickly relieved myself, scrubbed my face and teeth, and tightly plaited my hair and coiled it at the nape of my neck before tugging on a pair of tight-fitting pants and an equally tight shirt. I pulled down the sleeve at my wrist and wrapped the panels of fabric around my body, beneath my wings at the back, and tied it securely at my side, tucking the strings and loops into the tight layers.

			Never let anything weaken you, not even your clothing.

			That was one of the first lessons hatchlings learned when our training began.

			I left the washroom and tied on my boots, meeting my quad in the common room. They were dressed and ready.

			We’d worked as a team for so long, they knew what to anticipate and did it instinctually. And though it stung my pride, they were right last night to move into my nest. Just as they were right to accompany me as I left my nest today, and for every outing in the foreseeable future. While part of my heart still screamed for quiet, for time alone, it was also grateful for their steadfast presence.

			Grabbing my quiver and bow, I met my quad on the balcony. Talon pressed my quiver between my wings on the small sliver of flesh that lay between them. I grabbed each leather end and fastened it tightly. “You’ll need more arrows,” he noted. “We all will.”

			Soraya handed over my bow. It was light and crafted well. The pale wood bent with ease, but held the tension of the string so that my arrows soared toward their targets without faltering and wobbling mid-air.

			“There are many things we must prepare and plan.”

			Too many to number…

			***

			The broad piazza in front of the sanctum was empty. Neera had already incinerated the myriad of feathers forfeited yesterday. Ash grouted the Empyrea-formed block under our feet as we touched down, our wings sweeping behind us before we tucked them in, our boots leaving prints in the haunting remnants. I tried not to imagine my own feathers mixed with the rest, burnt to nothing, someone else treading over their ashes.

			The sun’s first light slid slowly over the city. As if she’d sensed me, the Oracle appeared at the top of the staircase. She waited, arms folded before her as we jogged up the steps and joined her on the landing.

			“Thank you for being so prompt. I felt it prudent to speak with you before you are called upon.”

			My brows furrowed. “Who will call for me?”

			“The Elders, of course. But don’t concern yourself with their machinations. I’ll be present for any and all inquiries they demand of you,” she said grimly.

			“Let’s hope there won’t be many. I have much to do.”

			She nodded, then glanced at Talon and Soraya. “Do you wish for them to accompany you?”

			“Yes,” I pushed from my lips. I’d always met with those I needed guidance from privately, even though I divulged all to Aderyn afterward, but time truly was of the essence now. My feathers tingled as if to remind me of the allowances the goddess had bestowed, and to remind me what I stood to lose if I didn’t follow through with the intention the Oracle presented her.

			“Very well,” the Oracle acquiesced, turning on her heel. The delicate fabric of her sunrise yellow dress fluttered at her ankles, exposing her bare feet.

			We passed through the outer sanctum and into the heart of Neera into the empty room in which my fate had been weighed and decided just the day before.

			The cloud still floated in the center of the massive space, the blood of every Empyrean of age to Intend swirling and churning within the angry gray. Flashes of Neera’s power flashed and flickered, lighting the shadowed space. It seemed to pulse in time with my heart…

			Over the next year, the blood would slowly evaporate until none remained. Until we refilled it.

			My attention fixed on the dark corners of the room, watching for movement, feeling to see if that portion of Neera would show itself today among my quad.

			The Oracle didn’t take us to the cloud. There were no cushions arranged around it. Instead, she led us to the other end of the room where she formed a modest door and led us into a smaller, cozy space outfitted with a plush chartreuse bench to the left. Across from the gaudy piece were two matching fuchsia chairs, deep enough to sink into but backless, of course, to accommodate our wings. Their hue reminded me of Neera’s warning glare, and I wondered if the Oracle had seen her as well, honoring her by adding the color to her private space.

			Along the far wall were three tall stools. When the Oracle asked us to make ourselves comfortable, we chose those. One could stand easily from them and see the door and all angles of the room.

			The Oracle smiled as if she’d expected no less and perched herself upon the chartreuse bench, daintily folding her feet beneath her. She withdrew Aderyn’s feather from her pocket.

			“Did you learn anything of value?” I asked. She knew what I was asking. In the feather, was there any indication of who might have been the one to descend with Aderyn that night? She said Jorun’s feather indicated he hadn’t killed her, but was he supposed to have her back that fateful evening? Did he fail her?

			Talon sat up straighter beside me. Soraya’s eyes were fixed on the feather in the Oracle’s hand.

			Brown streaked with orange, she twisted Aderyn’s feather back and forth until the barbs blurred and color was all I could discern. I met the Oracle’s calm lavender eyes, remembering how they darkened when she was angered, tempted to draw the color out just to watch the transition.

			“I wish I could tell you I learned much, but I can’t. Aderyn made her decision to descend again, but there was no indication that she invited anyone to go with her. Her nervous anticipation was there. The fear of her earlier near-drowning. Her last barbs indicate that in her last moments, she could see the ocean. She was on a perch. Beyond that, I’m afraid I have no answers. She might have been so close to the water that the attack was too swift and startling for it to be recorded.”

			“Were her wings cut away before she drowned?” Talon quietly asked. “Did The Shark injure her? He was there that night. Elira saw him.”

			Had the attack come from the sky or the sea? From our people or theirs? Or was it just another miscalculation on her part–an unfortunate accident that could’ve easily been prevented?

			The Oracle rubbed her palms over her skirt as if her hands were cold. “I can’t see anything further than I’ve revealed.”

			“She was likely caught off guard,” Talon grimly surmised. “There’s no way he was there by chance.”

			The Oracle shook her head. “We’re grasping at straws. We don’t know for sure that she was attacked at all. She could’ve been too weak to fly so close to the waves and been rolled again like she was that morning. But no matter what happened, her death was swift.”

			“Elira, do you still suspect that The Shark was responsible?” Talon asked me.

			I answered him the only way I knew how. “Her feather suggests she descended by herself.” Like a fool. Already weakened from the earlier tumble. Already hurt. “But I can’t help but think she would’ve been more careful of the sea and surf. What if she thought it was safe and was so focused on touching it once more before she lost her nerve, that she flew too close without realizing The Shark was circling nearby?”

			“She was impatient and impulsive at times,” Soraya hesitantly noted.

			“She made a perch and watched his movements. I just don’t know how long she observed him,” I weakly defended her. She obviously hadn’t watched him long enough if he was still near when I descended. No amount of time would’ve been.

			The Oracle waited quietly, watching me carefully. I wanted to scream and tell her to stop. Instead I stared back, daring her to dig her nail into my wound again. I might bleed, but I would never break. I would never show weakness, especially not before my quad. They had to trust me to control my emotions, knowing I could make pertinent decisions under stress, believing I was fit to lead them. That I was the most powerful among us in every way. Otherwise, one of them would move to usurp me.

			I wondered if the Oracle did me a favor. Would either of them dare to make such a move in the next year against Neera’s blessed? I didn’t think so. Perhaps I could relax my anxious fear on that front and turn my full attention to The Shark–finally.

			“Elira,” the Oracle began, “Jorun came to me this morning before dawn. He asked me to put him in a trance.”

			My brows rose and I sat up straighter. I thought the matter was closed. “You’ve already told me that both his and Aderyn’s feathers indicated he was not involved in her death.”

			“He wanted to prove to you that there was no question regarding his character. He knows you didn’t choose him to join your quad willingly, but he wants to help you over the course of this year. Jorun has been truthful in all respects. I can assure you of that now. Feathers record events, but the mind in a trance reveals emotion, motivations–things the feather cannot. Jorun has your best interests at heart. He wishes to be a part of your quad in a meaningful way and help you capture The Shark.”

			Talon shifted his weight on his stool. “He went to great lengths,” he noted. “And there’s no changing the quad now. Unless one of us falls, it’s the four of us until next Intention Day.”

			I met Soraya’s unblinking stare. She nodded.

			Talon was right. Jorun had gone to an awful lot of trouble. We needed a fourth and that fourth was Jorun. There would be no changing it even if he was implicated in Aderyn’s death, but knowing he bore no guilt and played no role certainly changed things.

			Talon, Soraya, and I could and had survived as a trio, but a fourth meant another set of eyes, hands, and another sharp arrow tip pointed at our enemy. A fourth could mean the difference between life and death for one or all of us.

			Another set of hands to help capture our foe. Another set of wings to lift The Shark from his sea.

			The Oracle closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. I worried she might be receiving another ominous message from the goddess.

			“Why are you helping me?” I asked abruptly.

			Her brows knitted. “It’s my duty.”

			“No, it isn’t. Yesterday, you loathed me. Today, you’ve gone out of your way to assist.” Yesterday, she withheld part of the truth. She’d chosen which to give and which to keep hidden away.

			She gave a pinched smile. “In my opinion, you’ve been given too much power for someone so young. First soul or not, wisdom is earned through age and experience. While you’ve seen many battles, I’m not sure you would be my choice to end the war.”

			The choice isn’t yours, though, is it? I wanted to sneer.

			“That being said… You are Neera’s choice. I meant it when I said that we should all help you in any way possible. If you let me, I’ll do just that.”

			“Good,” Talon chirped, pleased. “We neither need nor covet your friendship or favor, but having the Oracle as our ally would be advantageous. We need all the allies we can get.” His unflinching gaze cut to me. “Is there something you need from our new ally, Elira?”

			The Oracle’s mouth opened like a fish as she scrambled to find words to refute his assessment. There were none. I pounced.

			“There is something you can do for me, now that you’ve offered your unfettered assistance, Seer. Instead of waiting for the Elders to descend, I’d like for you to call them here to meet with me.”

			The Oracle’s brows rose. “I’m not sure that’s the best way to form a positive relationship with our elected.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t want a relationship with them. I have one goal and a finite amount of time to accomplish it. I’ll give them one hour of it and not another minute. I’d like for you to make sure they understand and honor their boundaries.”

			The Oracle looked less than pleased.
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CHAPTER

			nine

			Talon raced through the air to find Jorun. His presence would be something I would have to get used to, but given the Oracle’s counsel and his willingness to prove his innocence and make me comfortable with his membership within the quad, I had no more time or energy to waste hating and fighting him than I had for the scheming Elders.

			The Elders eagerly flocked to the piazza, gathering at the base of the staircase and whispering amongst themselves about how my quad must be weakened, being that only half had bothered to show up for this monumental meeting.

			Neither the Oracle nor I bothered to correct them. Soraya, the Seer, and I simply waited. The group nominated one to ascend the staircase to meet with us. He was young and suave and eloquent, gently suggesting we meet privately inside the sacred walls. The Oracle denied his slick request. Bitter, the denied Elder pursed his lips, looking as though he’d bitten into the sour pulp of a lemon.

			He moved toward the Oracle and whispered, imploring her to allow some amount of privacy given the nature of the situation at hand. Telling her that the goddess would likely want matters sorted before they were brought to the populace. That it would bolster confidence instead of allowing a seed of doubt to take root and crack any foundation we might form.

			I ground my teeth at his audacity. She had already denied his request, but he hadn’t accepted or honored her answer. The Elders would see it as their responsibility to push their agenda on behalf of those who had elected them to such a lofty position. I saw it as disrespect.

			Soraya caught my eye, then rolled hers in disgust.

			The Oracle would have to suffer them for the rest of her life. Perhaps, she felt that dealing with them gently would garner a symbiotic, peaceful co-existence, even if the Elders didn’t agree with her, or with the goddess. But Soraya and I knew better. If the Seer didn’t establish her dominance now, they would challenge her until she did.

			They’d already undermined her by asking for one of my feathers to take to the peers from which she’d been plucked.

			Talon returned with Jorun just as the Oracle firmly told the one they’d sent forth, as well as the group of Elders gathered on the piazza below, that she would not welcome them inside the holiest room or lead them to her private sitting area. My brows rose at her unbreachable tone.

			Talon’s gray gaze sparkled with amusement as the young, silky-tongued Elder tried his hand again, only for the Oracle to quickly shut him down. She asserted her desire to speak publicly so that any Empyrean ear might hear her words.

			“We value truth, after all,” she’d added.

			To our advantage and their chagrin, there would be no chance for any of the Elders to say they hadn’t heard the Oracle or claim that they’d misunderstood her in some way.

			None would be able to refute her words or edicts, especially as there was no shortage of witnesses. We must have been seen entering the sanctum, because when we emerged, many Empyreans were lingering on the piazza, waiting. Some were simply curious. Others were eager. Eager to offer help and risk their reputations to be among those who assisted. They stood to lose little if I failed, but would gain some amount of notoriety if I succeeded.

			Talon straightened his back and glanced in my direction. There was fight in his eyes, just as there was when we descended to defend Fishers or Gatherers. He gave the same look when he knew a battle was imminent and was ready for something to spark it, for the anger to catch and spread.

			This battle was different from others we’d faced. The air would not fill with the hissing of drawn swords or the tension stretching over a bow string. There would be no battle cry. No arrows whistling. No clangs and clashes or groans of pain. No panicked screaming.

			My voice would not cut through it all to demand that my quad knew their positions and worked together to protect the ones we guarded.

			No, this fight wasn’t with Talay’s people, but with our own.

			Talon moved a step closer as we waited for the Elders to ascend the staircase. Their robes were so pristine white, they nearly glowed as the morning sun yawned and arced through the sky. “How fortunate that they were all ready and close by…” he sarcastically intoned before straightening again.

			They probably had someone watching my nest at all times and from every angle. We would have to find them and encourage them to leave us be.

			Another thing to add to the ever-expanding list of things to be done.

			Jorun stood quietly at Talon’s side but gave a small nod of thanks when he saw me looking. With some difficulty, I nodded back. Accepting him wouldn’t be easy for me. My heart was as stubborn as my will, but I was determined to reframe my opinion of him now that I knew he wasn’t involved or responsible for what happened to my friend.

			In fact, he was the only one I truly knew who was innocent in her death.

			The Oracle clasped her hands, and when she parted them, Empyrea-laden clouds hovered above her palms. She drew them apart, widening the cloud, then walked farther down the landing, drawing it out. She formed it into a solid table, lightning caught up in its smooth top. I gave the order for my quad to form chairs for everyone and we called upon Neera’s gift to assist the Seer.

			The Oracle moved to the side of the table closest to her sanctum and asked that we all be seated. She caught my eye and gestured to the center seat. She sat at my left hand and my quad, in order of rank, filled in the seats to my right.

			Opposite us, the Elders arranged themselves. The oldest filled the seats while the younger of their number stood behind them. The twelve shared the same sharp and attentive glare and I knew I either needed to choose my words wisely or remain quiet.

			The Oracle thanked the pale flock for so swiftly responding to my request to meet. I didn’t miss the sharpness in her tone.

			More and more Empyreans filled the piazza until the crowd rivaled the one from Intention Day. Even the younglings gathered to watch from their preferred perches.

			“We intended to come to Elira later today so that we might offer our help, should she need it,” the rheumy Elder opposite me wheezed, speaking directly to the Oracle as if I wasn’t seated directly in front of him.

			I nodded and stole his attention away. “Thank you, Elder. And feel free to address and converse with me, sir. The Oracle is present to guide us, but I’m more than capable of intelligent thought and speech.”

			“Elder Grieg,” he tartly corrected.

			I didn’t repeat him, even as he seemed to wait expectantly for me to say his name. I could almost feel Talon and Soraya smirk beside me.

			“Tell us, then. What is your plan, Elira? How can we Elders assist you?” another young, silky-tongued Elder asked from behind Grieg, tightly gripping the back of his chair as if he was a hair’s breadth from leaping over it to throttle me.

			I smiled at him sweetly. “The best way you can help is to stop intentionally impeding me.”

			He laughed as if what I’d said was absurd. “We would never –”

			“Really?” I laughed in kind. “You mean to say that none of you have schemed various ways to cause me to fail so that I fall into the place and role in which you’d prefer me? In which you believe my blood might most benefit Empyrean?”

			He seemed at a loss for words; or perhaps he was gagging on the lies he hadn’t had time to yet invent.

			I pressed on. “The goddess has given me time. I know what’s expected of me after the last of her gracious grains of sand tumble from the top of the hourglass and crowns the pile at the bottom. Until then, she believes my blood would be better spent attaining my intention. And until then, I would appreciate it if you would stay out of my way.” At that, he choked further. “I don’t need your help. I need Warriors. I need the Scholars. And I need the Oracle.”

			Elder Grieg reared back in his seat, blustering. “That’s not true! The Elders can offer many things–”

			I raised my brows, growing impatient. “Like what? What do you propose? How will the Elders assist me in a meaningful, tangible way? Will you take up bows and spears and swords and fight at my back? Will you leave Empyrean’s firmament to take shifts to watch the water when I require it? Will you assist the Scholars in forming a pool in which to hold and keep The Shark?”

			“That’s not the sort of work the Elders are responsible for and you know it!” Seated to the right of Grieg was the thin woman with owlish, pale eyes who had squawked incessantly yesterday. She again made sure her voice was heard. “Mark my words… you will regret not accepting our help, and our favor, when we offered it.”

			The Oracle’s jade wings snapped as she stood, placing her palms down on the table she’d formed. “Do you mean to rescind your vow to assist Elira?” she accused. “She alone has been chosen by the goddess. She alone must determine the path she will take. If your offer is as shallow as you just insinuated, I’m not sure why you bothered to answer her call today.”

			“She only called us here to ask us to remove ourselves from her plans!” the woman argued.

			“Which is what she wants and needs at this time, and it is what you will provide her–if, and until, the time comes that she requires your action, at which time you will take her instruction to heart and do everything in your power to see that she has exactly what she needs.”

			“Or what?” the woman challenged.

			The Oracle grinned sinisterly. “Know that I won’t waste breath on idle threats. Impede Elira or attempt to entrap her, and you will intimately know what the goddess will do to those who hinder her chosen. Neera will see Elira victorious. Her future is already written in the barbs of her feathers.”

			The Elders went quiet. The gathered crowd gave a collective gasp.

			“Already written?” a male Elder standing at the end of the table spoke up. “A future in the barbs…” he marveled.

			“Very well,” withered Elder Grieg acquiesced, reluctantly heaving his pale irises toward the Seer. “We wish Neera’s chosen much success, Oracle. If she requires assistance, please come to us on her behalf.”

			Talon tensed when I did.

			“I’ve already asked that you address me directly, Elder, and not use the Seer as a mediator between us. Your blatant contempt has been witnessed by all.” Once again I refused to utter his last name, delightedly watching his splotchy skin turn ruddy.

			“We are finished here!” he snapped, standing too abruptly on his wobbling knees and nearly toppling over.

			The silver-tongued younger Elder behind him was there, steadying him… but in his deft attempts to coddle there was no empathy, but rather hunger. He craved power within their number and to get it, he’d aligned himself with the oldest among them. Just as a bird carries twig after twig until his nest will hold his brood and stand against the harsh winds, he would adjust his strategy until he accomplished his goals and had exactly what he wanted.

			Perhaps there were Warriors among them after all, and a battle was already brewing among the elect.

			Half the Elders turned their backs to me and flew away immediately, a snub they thought would harm my reputation. I almost smiled. Didn’t they know it dazzled like Neera’s blood now?

			Some of their number remained to assure us they would await my word and instruction. They nodded respectfully to the Oracle and to me before wishing me a good and successful hunt.

			There seemed to be a fissure among the elect…

			As they slowly walked through the piazza together, I wondered if the division they’d presented was nothing more than a ruse. A way for some of them to establish dominance while the other half wooed me to their side modestly. Was there genuine heart among them, or was this yet another game?
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			The Oracle fumed once the Elders were out of sight. For a moment, it felt like she was on my side, or at the very least, not on the Elders’. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, they say…

			She didn’t fume long. My Commander landed before we could discuss the meeting and what the implications were from its sudden ending. Sannika’s wings were honey-gold, and the way they ruffled behind her would have indicated that she was angry if her purposeful, heavy footsteps hadn’t first given her emotions away.

			My quad and I formed a line, folded our hands behind our backs, and stared straight ahead.

			The Oracle greeted her. “Commander.”

			Sannika would be the next general. She had already been named his successor. All she had to do now was bide her time, wait for age to eat away at his virility, and stay alive, of course.

			“You think just because you are Neera-blessed that you can shirk your duty and the vow of honor you took to fight for Empyrean?” she suggested, striding until she stood before me, stepping forward so that only a sliver of air separated us.

			“No, Commander,” I answered. It was best to keep as quiet as possible when she was like this and offer nothing more than what she asked.

			“Then why didn’t you and your quad report this morning?” she demanded.

			I didn’t meet her eye, but stared straight ahead as if she wasn’t encroaching upon my personal space. “The Oracle asked to see me, Commander.”

			She turned her attention and ire upon the Seer, who didn’t shrink in the least. “Is this so?”

			“It is. Neera willed it, as she willed the impromptu but necessary meeting with the Elders. I’m afraid you just missed them,” the Oracle supplied smoothly.

			“Permission to speak?” I requested.

			“Go on,” Sannika allowed.

			“I don’t wish to shirk my duties, but moving forward, my role within the army must change. I must control the quads until I succeed.” Everyone gathered and still watching seemed to hold their breath.

			She huffed a small laugh. “Of course you would ask for more power.” She shook her head and smiled, but it wasn’t a kind one. It was a smile full of teeth and threat. “What if your intention is impossible to accomplish and you leading the quads is a waste of time?”

			“You know what will happen if I fail,” I replied, my eyes sliding to hers insubordinately. I would lose my feathers, my freedom. I wouldn’t command anything ever again.

			“I’ve earned my position. I won’t let you take it away,” she said so softly, I wondered if Jorun could even hear the threat they held.

			“I don’t want to command… yet,” I added. “But you and I both know I cannot capture him with only my quad. I need many sets of skilled, sharp eyes to surveil the sea and watch for patterns in their movements, someone to track The Shark when he surfaces. I need to know how he’s able to swim so fast. I need to cast a net of Warriors to watch and wait and formulate a plan to finally catch him. And while the quads are gathering intelligence, I need the Scholars to help as well. Everyone must contribute.”

			“What about the Elders?” she volleyed.

			Worthless, I let my eyes say. “They vowed to assist if I request it.”

			I wouldn’t, of course.

			Sannika smiled cruelly and quietly informed me, “I meant that someone would need to watch them as well.”

			I gave a confirming nod. The Elders must be watched, as would anyone they persuaded to spy on me.

			Sannika tipped her chin. “Work with me to make your plan; involve me in it.”

			There it was. My Commander was no better than the others lingering at the edges in hopes of claiming glory. I found that I didn’t care. She was powerful and had resources I didn’t. I needed her. If glory was all she wanted in return for her help, then glory she would have.

			“If you concede that much, I’ll grant you permission to order the quads into whatever roles you require,” she offered, adding, “subject to my veto, of course.”

			Her veto and the General’s, she meant, but perhaps he, too, would want to claim part of the victory.

			“Of course,” I told her easily as my chest loosened. It was as if a vital part of my plan, one I hadn’t fully considered, had slid into its rightful place and been slathered with mortar to add to its permanent stability.

			For a flickering moment, I wondered if Neera was aiding me.

			“Then, if the matter is settled, we have much to consider. I would like to invite you and your quad to come with me. There is much you should see and know.” Sannika’s stare drifted along my quad, assessing them coolly.

			I glanced at the Oracle. “Thank you.”

			Thank you for reading the feathers. For inviting us into your private space and setting things right with my quad. For brokering a chance for me instead of allowing me to be the one captured and caged, and placing yourself and the goddess resolutely between the Elders and me.

			The Seer gave a nod and I wondered if she’d only put away her hatred of me because she felt it was her duty, if Neera had insisted she uphold all hope for Empyrean’s future, or if she might actually want to help.
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CHAPTER

			ten

			If Talon and Soraya had ever noticed the undeniable similarity between the striking color of my eyes and the General’s, they were intelligent enough not to voice it.

			Jorun was not so smart. His gaze cut between him and me, the question sitting heavily on the crease of his brow. I scowled at him until he looked away and silently begged the goddess to gag him.

			I didn’t know my parentage. Like most hatchlings, I didn’t want to know of them. But because of my skill in battle and the fact that the pale yellow shade of my eyes matched our General’s, most assumed he had fathered me.

			Sannika stood at my side as he shrewdly assessed me and my quad. His study was filled with books, maps, and scrolls, a wealth of knowledge collected over many decades.

			Every table was tidy but covered. It was a place of work and worry, of strategy and strife, because every time he gave the order for us to descend, he risked our lives. Every youngling he took into the Warrior’s guild was another life for which he was responsible, another mouth for him to worry about feeding.

			I’d never stepped foot into the General’s study before this moment and found that I was instantly addicted. I wanted to know what he knew. To use the information at his disposal to keep my quad safe and use it to catch The Shark.

			I wanted this room and everything in it to be mine, even if it meant my shoulders would bear the weight of the army and my words and orders were as a sharpened blade, thrust toward my enemy’s heart.

			Despite the immense burden of his position, the power was undeniable.

			The General crossed his arms, covering the image of two clashing swords on his breast plate. His expansive, dark wings were tucked tightly at his back. They weren’t long like Talon’s, who was built for might. The General’s wings were formed for speed. I’d seen him fly a few times, taking off after a Warrior he was training when his anger ignited. There were few in Empyrean faster than he.

			Our lives are so unforgivably pliant … made of vapor and vice, of desperate wants and empty wishes.

			The General’s sure, solid voice filled the room. “Elder Tanu visited me once their number left you and the Oracle,” the General informed me.

			Tanu… Which one was Tanu?

			“Are you unfamiliar with the Elders, Elira?”

			“I know of whom you speak,” I deftly lied. I wasn’t positive, but I believed he was the young Elder with the forked, silken tongue. Charismatic and persuasive, those who wished to flatter him might say of him. I would describe him as false and manipulative.

			The General’s silvering slanted brows said he didn’t believe it, but he pressed on. “The Elders wish to honor you with an extravagant feast.”

			“That’s not necessary,” I replied when he waited.

			“Nor is it optional.”

			We didn’t have enough food as it was, and now they insisted upon a grand gathering?

			“The Elders wish to show everyone that they fully support you fulfilling your intention.” The words he spoke sounded as hollow as the Elders’ saccharine assurances. Appearances were the only thing that mattered to the elected. With this feast, the Elders would appear to back my goal. They would tell all of Empyrean they were hoping for my success, but what they were truly doing was circling a wounded animal, waiting for it to weaken so they could tear it apart. I was no such game.

			“It is a considerable honor,” he said blandly.

			“Of course, sir,” I acknowledged. “I appreciate their gesture. And I’m sure that once food is secured for the feast, all will be rejuvenated and ready to assist me.”

			“Indeed,” he agreed, pausing for a long moment as if to think. “If we allow the Gatherers to descend in shifts, the people of the sea will have a greater chance of anticipating our patterns and attacking. So, we will descend en masse, and our Warriors will defend. Your Commander has informed me of your plan to gather intelligence. This will be a superb opportunity to begin assessing, as all eyes will be fixed on sea and land. I will give the order for everyone to note sightings, movements, and structures, and we’ll compare them against the map we’ve already comprised.”

			He gestured across the room where a large, rounded slab lay. As my feet followed him and my quad drew closer, I felt the Empyrea flickering within the molded form and saw the land and sea formed over its surface.

			The ocean undulated as if Talay’s essence had been trapped in the cloud. Cirrus clouds skimmed over the invisible sky, shadowing the waves. The same sort hung over us now, I noted, looking out the window of his study.

			“We’ve tried to note their patterns before,” he said pointedly.

			Tried, not succeeded. Did Talay’s kind change their habits when they caught us watching? That alone was telling. It wasn’t helpful to me, but it would allow us another pattern to try to decipher.

			The General pointed. “Charybdis is here at present.” Her craggy teeth encircled her swirling gullet. His fingers tracked across the sea. “And here… is the land.”

			Neera had given it to us. She’d dived into the water to pull the sand up and out of Talay’s reach, and he sent his people to tear it from our grasp and claim it as their own.

			After all, those who held the land, controlled the sky.

			The sizable Isle was large enough to sustain a multitude, far more than Empyrean’s city in the sky held. Upon land, there was bounty the ocean could not provide. Trees stretched toward the sky and sun, blossoming and bearing fruit again and again and again, never tiring. Never shriveling like the ones we tried to grow here.

			As a hatchling, I once asked why Neera didn’t allow the plants to take root in the city of clouds. Our caretaker told me it was because the goddess had given us the land and trees together, and that one couldn’t exist without the other’s gift. By not allowing us to grow food in our city, she urged us to reclaim what was ours and had been taken.

			I tried to understand it, just as I tried to understand why my stomach ached. Just as I tried to accept that our goddess weakened us if we showed too much strength.

			“If we hunt near the Charybdis, far from the Isle, we can gather more before they’re able to form a force large enough to strike. They’ll have scouts. They always patrol the waters.”

			I nodded, knowing it was true. The morning Aderyn was rolled, they came from every direction. I wasn’t sure how large their number was, but in that moment, it felt like there were far more of them than there were Warriors in the sky.

			“When will we descend?” I asked the General, eyes flicking to the Commander at his side.

			“Just before sundown.”

			“Today?”

			He sharpened. “Yes.”

			I hid my surprise at how soon the Elders expected us to provide such bounty.

			“Elder Tanu insisted that the feast take place as quickly as possible. We must gather enough for everyone to eat tomorrow.”

			A task almost as impossible as catching The Shark. If it was so easy, why didn’t we do this regularly so no one would feel the pangs of hunger?

			“One of the Scholars has been tracking the movements of schools of fish to give us an advantage. This provides an opportunity for us to test his theory. The schools are more difficult to spot at dusk, but the number of fish we could gain at once would make it worthwhile. Beyond that, the cloud cover will give us an advantage this evening.”

			There was another truth he failed to speak. That the last rays of sunlight made them more difficult to spot as well, that they, too, hunted within the schools. It was why we avoided the tactic until now, despite what we would gain from harvesting from the frenzied clusters of silver-bellied fish.

			Dusk’s hunt would risk the lives of all who descended. We would have to be swift and careful and on constant alert. I had a terrible, gut-sinking feeling that not every Warrior and Gatherer who left Empyrean with our party would return to enjoy the feast.
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			The warriors gathered on the piazza, dressed for war. Those responsible for bringing the bounty up from the sea were armed with nets that would allow them to scoop up many fish at a time–assuming we could find the plentiful schools. The only unarmed among our number was the Scholar who would guide us to the surface.

			His robes were simply spun and hung as loosely as the skin on his bony frame. He approached me and my quad. “Elira,” he greeted with a slight bow of deference.

			I returned the motion. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

			His smile was soft and genuine. “You may call me Era.”

			Era. I nodded once to confirm I’d committed it to memory.

			“I would like to offer you my help,” he said. “I’ve spent much time watching the sea of late–day and night, and many of the watery hours between.”

			His eyes flicked to Talon and Soraya, then to Jorun, still awkward among the three of us. Only time would tell if he would fall properly into place or settle askew, and that wasn’t up to me. I would command. It was up to him to follow. Some who had tasted leadership found it difficult to submit to another’s.

			Jorun’s experience and mine had likely taught us similar lessons, but there would undoubtedly be times and situations where our opinions would differ about how best to approach something.

			Era’s wispy, shoulder-length hair had once been black. The ends held onto the muted hue while the roots had whitened. His burgundy wings were thinner than I was comfortable with. How could he fly with them for any length of time? More importantly, how had he lost so many feathers?

			What intention or intentions had he failed to fulfill?

			A pang swirled through my stomach, not of hunger, but of dread. If I failed, I would have none. With his scant wings, he could still fly… but I wouldn’t be able to.

			“I’ll form Empyrea to rest upon,” he offered, answering one of my silent questions. “I’ll be neither an impediment nor a burden to those descending and will simply observe from my perch. Besides, from there, I can find the currents and therefore, find the fish.”

			“The General said it’s more difficult to see them at dusk.”

			He folded his hands in front of him and rocked forward. “I won’t fail you. I will find the schools. It’s up to the Gatherers to be swift and you to guard them as they collect the bounty, but I will guide you to the fish. I give you my word.”

			I tested my bowstring, then the height of my quiver on my back to be sure I could easily reach the fletching on the arrows filling it, trying not to show the nervous energy coursing through my muscles as I rolled my neck and stretched one arm, then the other. My quad readied themselves, too.

			A flash of jade came from atop the grand staircase. The Oracle watched from beside the fateful scales. Her lavender eyes found mine in the crowd.

			Era noticed when my attention shifted. “In the Book of Quills, it says that things that are alike attract one another. Our new Oracle is rumored to be the most powerful among their number, despite her youth.” He turned to me. “The fact that she champions the greatest among Empyrean’s warriors only reinforces the wisdom Neera has imparted to us throughout our history.”

			“How is she more powerful than the rest?” I asked him of the Seer.

			He lit up. “You see, she can read a feather more completely than any of the others. They can only skim the surface, like fingers skimming along the edge of a cloud. The new Oracle can pierce through the densest without her vision fogging. She is said to be a conduit, the first in many generations.”

			I regarded her as she looked over the crowd. “What’s a conduit?”

			“It means that she can actually channel the goddess and through the Oracle, Neera can speak to us.”

			The hair on my arms and neck rose. I recalled her doing just that inside the sanctum. The war will end in the place where oceans burn…

			“How unique that such a powerful conduit is elevated just as a potent first soul is revealed. What a magnificent time to bear witness to,” he marveled.

			I wanted to ask him where the sea burnt and if he had seen flames or smoke rising from Talay’s depths. Was the ocean already on fire? Or was I destined to light it? If it was my duty, how could something so impossible be achieved? Perhaps what the conduit Oracle had uttered was nothing more than the description of a sign for which I should look.

			In the end, I held my tongue. Neera’s words were meant for me alone or she would have spoken them to every Empyrean. They were not for the General, the Commander, my quad, or the Elders. Nor were they for the Scholars.

			They were mine.
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CHAPTER

			eleven

			Those who would gather the fish stayed hidden within the clouds. My quad had been ordered to guard Era as he sought the schools below. I flew in front of him, Talon to my right, Soraya to my left, and Jorun just behind the Scholar. We were his shield and our arrows his spears.

			I remembered flying with Aderyn in a sky painted similarly to this one. Brilliant gold warmth desperately poured over us, coating us in vibrant light as the cold darkness nipped at our backs. We’d been ordered to guard the Gatherers as they searched for fish just like today, but those who had conjured perches to keep watch hadn’t seen them.

			They were waiting for us beneath the surface. Many of our kind collected fish before they struck the first of us, dragging a woman beneath the waves. Chaos ensued as several more of our Gatherers were taken under.

			Aderyn and I fired arrow after arrow, striking many of them, but only a few of their kind bobbed at the surface when it was all over. It happened so fast, we were both taken aback, both stunned when we returned to our nest.

			“Who was supposed to scout the area?” I asked her, knowing it was a lower quad.

			She rattled off a few names, clearly distracted by something.

			“What’s the matter?” I asked her as she removed her quiver and began unbuttoning her leathers.

			Her eyes rose to mine, full of anguish. “Nothing.”

			“You seem upset.”

			“I am upset!” she finally snapped. “This is incessant. Don’t you ever grow tired of it all?”

			“Of what, specifically?”

			“Everything!” she shouted, flinging her arms in the air. “No one should’ve died today. The sea is vast. Why must we stick to the same fishing grounds? Why not mix things up? Why trust the lower ranked quads if they can’t surveil appropriately? Why must this war rage at all? I don’t want to die because of someone else’s inability to do their duty, or our reluctance to find another fishing spot. Or because our leaders are too stubborn to attempt to negotiate peace with them.”

			“That’s the trouble,” I replied stoically. “There are no places in the sea devoid of them, and they don’t want peace. They want us dead.”

			She shook her head in disgust. I felt the same. The war raged simply because it always had, and we fought to survive because if we didn’t, we wouldn’t live to see tomorrow.

			Aderyn was weary. We had seen enough death in the past few years to last a lifetime, yet more awaited us. Every day we looked forward to was already stained with the blood of our enemies and the agonized wails of our dying peers.

			And one day, our voices would join them.

			“I need to make more arrows. I have none left,” I told her, leaving her to stand at the door alone.

			The present reminded me of its existence, and I shook my head to clear away the memories.

			To the west, the sun’s rays sank into Charybdis’s maw as she consumed everything entrapped in the swirling, angry water eddying into her stomach. Her massive white teeth rose and curved atop the sea’s surface.

			We’d flown farther than I’d expected, farther than I thought Era capable. Farther than I realized Charybdis was capable of moving.

			“Here!” he shouted, slowing. I wasn’t sure if he was stopping to rest, or if we’d reached the hunting grounds he’d been surveilling.

			The Scholar formed a quick perch and carefully gripped for balance on his cloud. He wobbled a few times before he steadied himself, gripping the Empyrea beam with his toes and falling into as much of a crouch as he could muster.

			“Keep watch,” I told my quad, turning to Era. They faced the sea as I turned to look at the one who’d led us there.

			Era fought to catch his breath and pointed to the churning water below. “This is where groupings of fish have converged at dusk and dawn of late. Unfortunately, Talay’s currents ebb and flow like the tides he commands. In certain months, there are no fish here at all.” He huffed. “You see, fish take advantage of the strong ribbons of water. Not only do they expend less energy by allowing the water to sweep them here and there, but larger predators avoid the harsher flows. Leviathans, for example.”

			“But not Charybdis.”

			He smiled. “Not Charybdis. No current could carry her. She’s far too large to even be swayed.”

			He pointed to where the water bent toward the monster’s mouth. “Many currents converge here, which is why she chose this spot. For the last week, she has been well fed despite the fact that most fish escape her. In the chaos and strain to survive, the schools intermingle, and the fish become confused trying to regroup and find a safe current once more. There are far more fish here than in the simple bait fish balls we’ve been chasing after for years,” he explained, winded. His chest puffed so violently, I wasn’t sure he could fly home without assistance.

			Talon shouted back at me, flashing a quick grin. “He’s right. There are so many fish! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			In the silken waters that led from the mouth of Charybdis in every direction, the currents sought to steady themselves. There were no white-capped waves here, only ribbons of water that tangled, battling for dominance. Each cut of water flowed differently than the one beside it, so perfectly distinct from the sky.

			“They’re here,” Soraya sharply warned.

			“Where?” Jorun asked, combing over the surface. “I see nothing.”

			“There,” she pointed. There was only a flash of something metallic glinting in the frantic frenzy of fish when something larger surfaced among the small fins and scales.

			Era shouted over the wind. “With such abundance, they would be fools not to take advantage. Be on constant guard, Elira.”

			The people of the sea had the entire ocean to fish. They had access to the ocean’s bounty day and night. This was our only option. To collect as much meat as we would need for the feast, it had to be done here. It must be done now.

			If Era was right, the seas could shift and the fish be swept away at any time.

			“I know that Commander Sannika told you to guard me, but at this height, I am in no peril,” Era noted. “The others need your quad. They’ll need you, Elira.”

			I looked at Talon. “Go to the Commander. Tell her they are here. A surge is our best option. The warriors will work together to form a shield for the Gatherers, then fan out and defend them as they work. There are no large waves in this area, so the quads can get close to the surface without fear of being rolled by the sea.” I gritted my teeth, hating the thought of asking for permission when all I wanted was to unleash my arrows and avenge my friend. “Tell her that Era is safe on his perch. I can stay with him or descend. I await her order.”

			With a flap of his powerful gray wings, Talon was gone. A moment later he was back, bow in hand. “We’re going.” He smiled cruelly, excitedly. “And we descend before all other quads.”

			As an immense armed flock, warriors pushed down upon the sea to shield the Gatherers. My hands slickened even as the wind tore around us, ruffling the fletched feathers on my arrow. I threaded its notch onto my bowstring and waited.

			I saw them lurking beneath the surface. “We’re in range of their tridents!” I shouted a warning. I knew better than to hope they were too distracted by the thrashing fish to notice us.

			We flew low and fast, stopping abruptly before our boots hit the copper surface just as the sun sank halfway into the sea. The warriors spread out, bows drawn and ready to aim, to strike.

			In orderly fashion, the Gatherers swooped over the flailing prey, scooping their nets full and bursting back into the sky, holding the wriggling mass as Talay’s water escaped and streamed back into the sea. For a few tense moments, all seemed well.

			But that was always how they fooled you. They waited until you ran out of the breath you were holding and had to take another before they struck. When they finally showed themselves, the warriors of the air clashed with the monsters of the sea.

			Chaos reigned.

			“Ready!” I told my quad, who was already aiming at the water. “Don’t fire unless you’re sure it will strike true.”

			Other quad Commanders shouted orders. Bowstrings groaned and arrows whooshed, but few struck their marks. The people of the sea were unnaturally fast in the water, and the wriggling fish provided them cover. Most of the launched arrows buried into the sea and succumbed to its greedy weight, sinking and carrying our feathers to Talay.

			My quad alerted me every time they saw a flash of scales or copper, but none of us were able to get a clear, sure shot.

			The only weapons they had were their hands and their tridents, which they would only use when someone drew close enough to spear. Both were effective. Realizing quickly that we were armed, they began to target the Gatherers, swimming amid the confused sea life. We clustered around and tried to protect them. The line of those needing to fill their nets grew shorter and shorter.

			“Faster!” I waved them forward, fighting to balance the need to flee and keep them safe with our need for food. “Hurry. Fill your net and go!”

			For a moment, I thought we might all make it home alive.

			Until one of the creatures threaded its fingers through the net of one of our people. “Let it go!” I shrieked. “Release the net!” But I was too late. The woman’s screams were drowned as the beast tugged her into the water. Her toffee wings went under with a sickening squelch. Then, only bubbles marked the spot where she’d disappeared.

			And the fish… the fish were thinning, spreading out to escape us and them.

			“Elira!” Jorun shouted. I looked over my shoulder. His eyes searched the harried water. “I saw him.”

			Him. The Shark.

			“Where?” I demanded, flying toward my fourth.

			“I lost sight of him, but I saw his copper scales.”

			“You’re sure?” I asked, my heart galloping.

			He nodded. “I’m sure.”

			Talon and Soraya drew in close. The Gatherers were nearly finished. Some nets had been lost, but no further lives.

			Sannika swooped down. “The Gatherers are finished. Come on.”

			“Jorun saw The Shark,” I told her.

			“Our task is done,” she said firmly.

			I looked at her, incredulous. “He’s here!”

			Her steely eyes speared mine. “And how will you capture him with nothing but your arrows? How will you wrestle him from the sea and carry him into the sky? Then what?”

			I gritted my teeth, refusing to fly out of harm’s way. Refusing to tear my eyes off the water, searching for his scales, a burst of color in the drab blue.

			Sannika pressed on. “You cannot kill him, Elira. The Oracle was specific when she spoke your intention. Kill him, and you fail. You forfeit your feathers.”

			I looked for copper and found nothing but gold and silver, green and purple scales… just glimpses of them reflecting the sun when it peeked between voluminous clouds.

			“I’m ordering you to return to Empyrean at once!” my Commander finally snapped.

			Talon came to my side. “Elira.” He waited until I looked up and met his eyes. “It’s time to go. We’ll regroup and devise a plan that will work. We’ll find him again.”

			This wouldn’t be my only opportunity. I knew that. Just as I knew I had to follow my Commander’s order… but it was hard for me to leave when he was so close. Every ounce of hatred I had for him urged me to pierce his heart the way he’d pierced mine by taking Aderyn’s life.

			I wanted him to hurt.

			Maybe Neera knew the rage I felt, convinced it would be nearly impossible for me to fight it long enough to simply capture him, that I’d deluded myself into thinking I could look at his face and not want to plant the arrow bearing my feathers into it, to see him bleed and die as my friend had. To see him bob along the surface, lifeless.

			I relaxed my bowstring and tucked my arrow into my quiver. Satisfied, Sannika gave a forcible flap of her wings and shot into the air.

			“Jorun, follow her,” I directed. “We’ll catch up in a moment.”

			Despite the tight press of his lips, he obeyed, leaving my second and third alone with me.

			“I need your help.”

			“Of course,” both quickly agreed.

			Frustration bubbled in my chest. I needed their help to calm me. “I hate him so much, and I don’t know how to put that feeling away to catch him when all I want to do is watch him die.”

			Talon straightened. “That’s simple enough.” My gaze darted to his as the words tumbled from his lips, seeking to put my heart at ease and convince me not to kill him at first sight. “He would suffer far more as a captive than with a swift, merciful death. The Shark is known for his power. His speed. His might. Capturing him would strip it all away.”

			“It’s a far crueler fate,” Soraya agreed. “And the goddess never said you couldn’t kill him after you captured him, or advise how long he had to be held as our prisoner.”

			“Forget your hatred for a time. Let’s make a plan, Elira. Era will help. You’ve already got him wrapped around your little finger like everyone else,” Talon added with a playful grin.

			I finally relented, my heart feeling as if it was bleeding into the sea once more. I wondered when the pain would end or if its ending was tied to mine.

			Talon and Soraya rose into the sky and left the sea and our fallen Gatherer behind. I turned to commit the spot where she died to memory when I saw him there.

			Was he the one who’d taken her under? Did he count on the fact that she’d fight for her net and use it against her, too quick for her to combat?

			I took in his short, dark hair and tanned skin, wondering how Talay crafted his monsters to look so much like us despite the evil lurking in their heart. Such brilliant, deadly camouflage.

			Water sluiced down his cheeks and dripped from his jaw as he watched me like he did the night I found what was left of my friend.

			My wings held me steady as I pointed at him, telling him wordlessly that I was coming for him. I wanted him to know it. To fear it. To fear me.

			The Shark silkily slipped beneath the surface with nary a ripple.

		


		
[image: cover]

			





CHAPTER

			twelve

			Jorun and Talon worked to expand my nest, extending the structure so they had a room to share. Neither of the broad-shouldered males seemed to mind that Soraya and I had our own spaces.

			They waited for us on the balcony, dressed in fine, blue-gray suits to match Soraya’s dress and mine. To match my feathers.

			Soraya stiffly sat on a chair, allowing me to weave her dark hair and pin it back. Tonight, we would feast. The smell of smoked fish had all day filled the unusually still air.

			“Jorun’s presence still bothers you,” she remarked out of the blue.

			“It does.”

			“Why?”

			I sighed. “Because I didn’t choose him. I wouldn’t have, regardless of my suspicions.”

			She gave an affirmative hum. “The Shark…” she began. “I have an idea.”

			My fingers stilled. “I’d love to hear it.”

			“I think we need Era’s help,” she was quick to add. “To begin with, we need heavier arrows that can pierce deeper into the water without being slowed. But in addition to that, what if we had a net that could be cast with our arrows? Our quad, or perhaps many, would fire at the same time, aiming at the sea around The Shark. When he tangles in the lines, we could hoist him from the water together.”

			In my mind, I could picture what she envisioned. It could work, given the right arrows and timing if it were perfectly executed, but much could also go wrong with such a bold plan.

			Last night, I dreamed of casting an enormous net into the sea and letting it sit there for weeks. I imagined it lay there long enough that The Shark forgot about it altogether. After luring him to the surface, I relished the surprise and fury furrowing his dark brows as we pulled him from the sea and out of the reach of the god who favored him, introducing him to the ruthless goddess who ruled the sky.

			“I’ll speak to Era about it,” I told her.

			She nodded, staring resolutely into the mirror, her stare glazing over as if drowning in her thoughts.

			Talon’s sharp eyes cut inside to us here and there as he and Jorun spoke and laughed. Undeniable tension lay between them, but Talon was trying. Trying to smooth it. Trying to accept him and help me to do the same. Trying to be a good second.

			“Are you comfortable with Talon?” Soraya said, her voice much lower.

			“Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

			“No,” she answered quickly. “But you can’t deny that sometimes, he watches you. He doesn’t do that with others.”

			“Do you watch him just as eagerly?” I volleyed, half-teasing, half-concerned about what she’d said. In truth, I had noticed how intently he watched me.

			She gave me a hateful look, but only after I secured the pin in her hair. I turned a looking glass toward her, one I’d stolen from their isle once when we’d gone to pluck fruit from their vast orchard. They’d spread over the land so that even their homes crept into the fruit trees. I saw light glinting from a window and before I knew what possessed me, the glass was in my hand and Aderyn and I were launching into the sky. I clutched it to my chest the entire way home.

			“I have no doubt you’ll capture The Shark, Elira. But after… Talon and many others will seek you out.”

			I swallowed thickly. “He wouldn’t.”

			After…when I was told to take my place and do my duty to Empyrean. When, if some had their way, though I had my feathers, I would never again fly free.

			“He wouldn’t,” I repeated.

			“There’s not a male in Empyrea who wouldn’t,” she argued gently. “You must know that. They want to be part of the legacy you will leave. You’re a first soul. The most powerful to fly among us in a millennia.”

			She stood from the chair, smoothing her form-fitting dress down her hips and slipping on her sandals, lacing each up her calf before arranging the skirt of her gown. “It’s your turn,” she announced, moving smoothly away from the conversation that had delivered such a blow to my stomach, I could still scarcely breathe.

			“Elira?” she questioned. Her eyes widened and her lips parted. She knew what I intended to do. Just as the Oracle’s omniscience had read my determination, Soraya had borne witness to it so many times it was a second language. “Elira…”

			“Stop.”

			Her arm reached for mine, but I stepped away. She blew out a tense breath. “Whatever anger you feel, whatever sense of betrayal, you must pretend to accept your future even if you’re actively trying to alter it,” she whispered. “If they think you might escape it, they’ll clip you before you have the chance.”

			“I have Neera’s blessing,” I rasped, pretending I was still untouchable.

			“And where is the goddess now? Because the Elders are here and determined to prove their power to all that they are not to be trifled with. Or have you so quickly forgotten that the festivities arranged in your honor tonight will begin with an execution?”

			I dropped into her vacated chair and allowed her to plait my hair on either side, weaving the braids into an intricate knot at my nape. In the mirror, I watched myself stare back blankly, unable to see the fear in my heart in the reflection. Only the ferocity with which I’d been shaped.

			Talon’s eyes carved over me again from the other room as Soraya rimmed my eyes with dark paint Aderyn had made by grinding up shells. If my third was right, I couldn’t trust him. And while I’d been right to elevate him to my second on the merit of his abilities, I couldn’t let my guard down around him.

			Would Soraya tell anyone about the determination she glimpsed on my face? Only time would tell if I could trust her to keep my secret.

			But she was right. I had to pretend to know and accept the place they were carving out for me. That way, they would keep busy working at it and give me a chance to capture a new future as I fulfilled my intention and captured The Shark.

			“Would you like some of the eye paint?” I offered.

			Soraya’s eyes sparked, but her lips pressed together. “It’s yours.”

			“I could live a hundred years and never empty it.” I held up the container and brush to her and she accepted it eagerly, thanking me and applying dark sweeps over and around her eyes.

			My dress was cut differently than Soraya’s. Her arms and shoulders were bare, but my scar drew too many eyes to wear anything so beautiful. My dress’s silken neck stretched to my jaw and down each arm. A sliver of skin on either side was all that showed, but bearing it was unavoidable due to my wings.

			The scar was visible on my jaw on either side; a permanent, erratic vine that reminded me of the goddess and others of her power.

			Now they would find new meaning in the mark. They would look at it as an outward symbol of the power Neera had infused within my blood and remember the Oracle’s revelation of the soul returned and hidden within my skin.

			Soraya’s hazel eyes combed over me. “Ready?”

			As ready as I can be. “Yes.”

			The soles of our sandals smacked the floor as we walked to the balcony. Talon’s copper hair shone in the evening sun. His smile was nearly as bright, equally as charming.

			Jorun inclined his head to us. “You both look lovely.”

			Soraya thanked him for us, straining toward the civility I told her was vital among our number.

			The four of us in armor, eager for battle, were a force to be reckoned with, but in matching blue-gray attire with no weapons denting our silhouettes, we were magnificent.

			“Have you settled into your new room?” I asked them graciously.

			Talon deferred to Jorun, who met my eye before answering. “We have. Thank you for allowing us to remain close… and for inviting me to join you, Elira. I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

			“Nothing ever is,” I softly answered.

			He inclined his head respectfully.

			Talon looked toward the sun as it sank lower. “It’s almost time.”
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			Together, we flew from the balcony and wended toward the piazza where a maze of tables and coordinating benches had been formed. The stark Elders were easy to spot from the sky, holding court just beside the sanctum’s staircase.

			The Oracle reached the bottom stair as we landed.

			Though she said her intention was to guard me from what the Elders would do after learning my truth, her constant watchfulness made me appear weak. The Elders would believe that she, as the representative and conduit of Neera, could exert control over me. They would seek to separate us and pursue ways to sway her against me. They would try to manipulate her to influence me.

			I felt their gazes settle over us like fine silk.

			“Elira,” the Seer greeted before acknowledging Talon, Soraya, and Jorun. “The Elders have invited you and your quad to dine with them.” She led us to the empty space at the end of the Elders’ table, which happened to abut that of the Scholars. We settled between the two groups.

			Like their tables were arranged, the Nest of the Elders abutted the Scholars’ Village where our scrolled histories and the Book of Quills were reverently and carefully kept, and where many had tried and failed to supplant the seeds from the fruits we stole and coax them to take root and bloom among the clouds.

			The Oracle sat at my left while Talon stayed at my right. Jorun and Soraya crossed the small divide between tables and seated themselves across from us.

			“Where are the General and our Commander seated?” I whispered to her.

			She leaned in. “They sit among the mass of warriors.”

			The young, smooth-tongued Elder Tanu occupied the seat beside Soraya. He smiled. “The quads did well defending the Gatherers, I hear.”

			My brows kissed. “I beg to differ.”

			His smile fell. “Pardon?”

			“A woman was pulled into the sea, or had you not heard?” He certainly hadn’t bothered to come and help, or even observe from a perch as Era had done. He and his ilk used their insipid wings so rarely it was a wonder they didn’t shrivel and fall away, like too-ripe fruit from an overburdened branch.

			His dark brown eyes narrowed. “We are of the opinion that losing one among so many of Talay’s kind is a victory.”

			“I respectfully disagree,” I said breezily. “There is little victory to be found in the death of even one soul.”

			“Neera will resurrect the soul and send it to us again,” he volleyed, as if the woman’s death was of no consequence to our people. “She was no warrior.”

			“Are the lives of the warriors more valuable than those of the general populace?” I argued. “If each were placed on the pans of Neera’s mighty scales, would a warrior’s soul weigh more? What about the souls of the warriors who can no longer battle for us? Does their soul’s worth fade?”

			Tanu fidgeted and looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t say that.”

			“Nor did you answer my question.”

			I didn’t like him.

			“And if a warrior’s soul is weightier, how would the soul of an Eld—”

			“Elira!” the Oracle snapped, her eyes wide in warning. The commotion of a struggle swung my attention toward the center of the tables as a woman was dragged toward us. She fought the two men restraining her, kicking, twisting, planting her feet, biting… I admired her spirit.

			Tanu smiled cruelly. “And what of the accused, Elira? Perhaps you’ll agree that her soul isn’t worth as much as yours, or those of your quad members.”

			He gestured toward the woman, whose pale gray wings were bent and broken. She was covered in a multitude of fresh and healing cuts among a kaleidoscope of bruises. A small river of blood trickled from her lip down her chin. She was dressed in filthy rags. I’d never seen her face, but something in her defiance sparked a recognition so deep, I almost stood to better see her.

			I glanced at the Oracle, whose lavender eyes darkened at the sight of the accused.

			“Why has this woman been abused?” she demanded.

			“I assure you, she has not been mistreated,” Tanu asserted. “She must have injured herself fighting against the guards tasked with bringing her here.”

			Yes, that must be why her clothes are soiled and why her skin looks sunken and her eyes tired. It must be why even as she fights, she weakens further.

			The closer she came, the more I saw. Her lips weren’t only bloody, the skin of them peeled and flaked away. The whites of her eyes were bloodshot. The portions of hair that weren’t greasy and limp were clumped in tangled, dirty strands. The woman’s chest heaved even as her head began to loll, even as she fought against those holding her.

			“What is her crime?” the Oracle demanded.

			“You may be Neera’s eyes, Oracle, but you do not govern Empyrea. That honor falls to the elect,” Tanu smoothly intoned, broking agreement from his compatriots. He lifted his chin. “I call forth the Elders.”

			How quickly the silken-tongued lout had gained control. He’d taken Grieg’s place so fast, the poor man was likely still trying to figure out how it had happened.

			The owlish woman rose from her seat and the remaining Elders followed her lead, forming a semi-circle that threatened to swallow the alleged criminal.

			“You are accused of murder,” Elder Tanu said to the woman as if speaking with a lover. He slithered close to her. “Confess your sins and I will beg the others for leniency you do not deserve.”

			The brittle woman did not speak. She gathered what spittle she could and sprayed Tanu’s face. His easy demeanor darkened immediately. He calmly wiped his face before moving closer to the restrained woman, the two warriors holding her on edge.

			The accused woman’s stare flicked to mine and held. Her lips slowly peeled apart. Was she going to beg for my help? Confess?

			Slowly, and before I realized what I was doing, I rose from my seat, grasping for a blade I wasn’t wearing.

			Tanu noticed the movement and as quickly as an eye blinks, transformed his anger to false friendliness as he waved me over. “Elira.”

			I rounded the table with Talon trailing closely behind. Seconds never left their commanders vulnerable. Tanu noted his hulking presence, but made the grave and arrogant mistake of dismissing him.

			As we approached, the remaining Elders formed a circle. They got down on their knees, some assisting those with difficulty before dropping into the supplicant pose. Each placed their palms on the firmament in front of them and the Empyrea under their hands melted away, leaving a gaping hole. The sea churned far, far below, foaming like the mouth of an incensed beast.

			The accused woman quaked, shrieking and pulling away from the warriors holding her arms. “Don’t do this!” she begged. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

			“You deny the accusation against you?” the Oracle asked suddenly from beside me.

			“I do,” she answered, jerking her arms in an attempt to break free. “I am no murderer.”

			“You may let her go,” Tanu kindly suggested to the two men holding her arms. The warriors loosened their grip and stepped away from her, tucking their hands behind their backs at the base of their wings.

			The woman looked uneasily at the Elders but stood and watched me draw near. Her eyes flicked from me to the Oracle, then back.

			“Come, Elira.” Tanu waved me forward. Talon kept on my heels.

			Even though I wasn’t armed, I didn’t fear Elder Tanu or any of his kind. If he tried to push me into the void, I could fly. The woman, with her broken wing, could not.

			Twin tears ran silver down her sooty cheeks. She tried to fold her slight gray wings, but the movement was disjointed and difficult. She couldn’t control them as Neera intended. Not because they were broken, but because they were clipped. “I committed no crime,” the woman repeated to Elder Tanu.

			“Then what did you do with the two hatchlings you stole? They could not yet fly.”

			My heart thundered. She’d taken two children?

			“Did you harm them?” the Oracle demanded. She reached toward the woman’s wing, ready to pluck a feather and learn the truth, but the woman turned her spine away.

			The woman’s eyes fell on me. More tears fell from her eyes as she shook her head. She didn’t do it. But… did she know who had?

			Before I could urge her to tell what she knew or allow the Oracle access to her feathers, Tanu clasped her wrist and jerked her forward. The next second, she was gone. At the same time, the Oracle and I moved forward to fly after her, but the Elders sealed the firmament immediately, muffling her screams and sealing her fate.

			This was no trial. This was a mockery…

			Talon’s large hand fell on my shoulder, pulling me back from Tanu before I strangled the smug bastard.

			The Oracle, her body rigid with anger, smiled at the Elder, which had the desired effect of immediately setting him on edge. “The goddess and I will speak about what just transpired. You are drunk on authority and seem to have forgotten who rules over every soul in the sky.”
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			As if the execution wasn’t horrible enough, the feast was served by those who had been clipped–displaying an ugly truth vibrantly set before the background of dark night and the silver, glittering beauty that lay in the sky’s farthest reaches.

			I wondered if that was where Neera spent most of her time: in the alluring abyss, far from the strife and discord we equally sowed and reaped. Perhaps that was why she hadn’t been watching closely as the woman–whom I felt to the bone was innocent of wrongdoing–was cast into the sea.

			Neera’s people had inherited her short attention span. Most everyone ignored the presence of the Clipped ones and focused on the mouth-watering food as platter after steaming platter of fish was placed on the tables before us. But I couldn’t drag my eyes from the lustrous, full wings on the backs of those with purest blood, wings that hung limp and useless from their shoulders as they bent to fill our cups with fresh water.

			The Clipped were as varied as the Elders. Most were women, but a few men were scattered among their number. Some were wizened, while others were only a few years older than I. A few bore bellies swollen with offspring. All had been enslaved for a duty the Elders imposed upon them.

			The Elders insisted that the virtue of truth was the pinnacle tenet by which we should live, which was strange because the Elders were the greatest liars. Hypocrites, all of them.

			This feast was not being held to honor me or my quad. Nor was it given to honor the goddess. Not once was Neera’s blessing requested. Her name was never once invoked.

			No, the Elders were posturing. Warning me that they were the makers and keepers of Empyrean’s laws, as well as the executioners of anyone they deemed a threat, and of anyone who didn’t know and keep to their place.

			They wanted me to see what my future held, whether it came to fruition next Intention Day when I walked the grand staircase and littered it with my surrendered feathers, or after I succeeded in my efforts and they turned my wings into vain adornments. Feathered and still lovely and full, but broken and useless.

			Every time one of the Clipped passed behind Jorun and Soraya, I watched as they fulfilled their orders and imagined myself among them. The mighty Elira brought low.

			At first, using the Clipped was effective. Just the sight of them filled me with dread. But then, something changed.

			Something deep within me stirred and I realized that I feared this fate more than I feared death. I finally grasped that my life was in my hands, and I wouldn’t allow them to seize it. This would not be my fate. This would never be my future. I would find a way out of Neera’s bargain.

			My eyes slid to the Scholar Era. In all the histories, there had to be someone who had renegotiated their intention’s demand. He was just the man to find it.

			At the tables around us, the meal was raucous despite the death that had preceded it. Our table was far more somber. Not out of sadness, but from rage and carefulness. We had to think and not just react. A reaction would provoke the Elders, which was exactly what they wanted and what I would deny them again and again.

			Tanu proudly kept making eye contact with me across the table as we tore our cooked pieces of fish apart, only pausing to sip at the water in our cups. When he wasn’t chewing or taking a drink, he wore the slightest of smug grins.

			I wanted to carve his lips from his face and throw them into the sea. Instead, I enjoyed it when he grew more and more irked that his taunting wasn’t riling me. Soon, it was my lips that wore a slight grin.

			Soraya’s leg shook angrily. Twice, when the movement vibrated the entire table, the water in our cups quivering violently, I rapped my knuckles on the table to draw her attention. I told her how beautiful her newly shaped arrows were, and how I was sure each would bury deep into the heart of one of Talay’s people.

			Beside me, Talon was stoic, but I felt the vibration of his repressed anger and enjoyed it when he glared at Elder Tanu, his silent threat turning into a low rumble of laughter. A shake of his head. A clear communication that they’d gone too far and the Elders’ threat on this evening hadn’t gone unnoticed and wouldn’t go unpunished.

			Even Jorun surprised me when he slammed his cup on the table, startling the owlish shrew. He fixed his gaze on the Oracle as if silently demanding she do something. When she didn’t, he leaned far in and quietly spoke to her. “Era tells us you are a conduit, that you can carry Neera’s voice directly to us. What does she say about this despicable spectacle?” He leaned back, disgust curling his lip.

			“I had no idea you cared,” I quipped under my breath, lips tugging into a wider smile.

			“You are my quad leader,” he said resolutely. “And this is a disgrace. To you, to the goddess, and to us all.”

			“Do you have something to say to the Elders, young Jorun?” Tanu baited, obviously overhearing his comments.

			Jorun looked to me.

			I wiped my mouth on a linen cloth and turned to the sliver-tongued lout. “Perhaps you should lean in closer the next time you wish to overhear someone else’s conversation, Elder Tanu. But, to fill you in, I believe Warrior Jorun was wondering if Neera would speak on what she witnessed here on this night, or if she might opine in other ways…”

			His smug jubilance slid away, unfurling a sliver of happiness in my heart.

			Despite a rough start, there was solidarity in my quad.

			In my heart, where the Elders wished to implant fear, a fire now burned. One so hot and sure that even if Talay poured his ocean over the top, it would not be extinguished.

			My quad was first to leave the feast, following my lead by standing from our benches. I found Era at the Scholars’ table and asked to meet with him the next day, to which he eagerly agreed. As we took to the sky, I saw the Oracle climbing the grand staircase.
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CHAPTER

			thirteen

			“Where are you going?” I asked Aderyn. Her brown and umber wings flinched at the sound of my voice. She stood on the balcony dressed in leathers. The bitterly cold wind carried flakes of snow that snagged in her dark hair. Her cheeks and nose were pink, her lips chapped.

			Sannika had dismissed us for the day after a grueling morning of training that left my body tired and aching. She had met us in the warrior’s quarter with a feral grin and newly-formed obstacles, flickering with the power within her blood. Tall walls behind which our mock enemy would be hidden.

			“I’m going to the library. Gamut was looking for a book I mentioned to her. I read it when I was younger.” I was certain Aderyn had read most of the books available to the general populace, and all that were available to the warriors.

			“I’m going flying,” I told her. “I need to clear my head.”

			“Do you want me to go with you?” she asked, her brows drawn in question.

			I shook my head. “I’d rather be alone.”

			“What troubles you?” she asked.

			“Many things.”

			She smiled then. “Then perhaps the better question would be what brings you joy?”

			I tried to smile back. Joy. Did such a thing truly exist? Or did it only breathe between the pages of a book?

			“Are you happy?” I asked her, curious.

			She looked out at the sky, at the heavy gray clouds formed across its blue canvas. “When we both return, we should make more arrows. We’re both in need of them,” she offered instead of an answer.

			***

			With Commander Sannika’s help, we organized watch parties to record our enemy’s movement over the sea and even over land, including when a small gathering mission was ordered to collect from their vast expanse of fruit trees.

			Era and his brilliant friends had taken Soraya’s thoughts about nets that could be fired from the sky. He even listened when she told him my dream of the net sitting below the water, waiting for us to pull its ropes. When I waved it off as silly, he told me it wasn’t, and that no idea should be so easily dismissed. A goal this lofty would take cunning and creativity to pull off.

			The trouble with every idea we came up with was that time was working against us. My thoughts always returned to the woman who drowned when her net was grabbed from below. Her instinct was to grip the handle and not let go. We had to know when to let go if something went wrong, and Era was certain much would go wrong before anything went right.

			“Failing teaches far more than success by happenstance ever will,” he’d said.

			In a blink, time and days and soon a week had slid by. Then another… and another.

			The warrior in me wanted to charge to the sea, call him out, and fire my arrows until one stuck. But warriors didn’t enter a fight to capture their foes; they entered it to survive the battle and win it. With that knowledge burning in my chest, I fought my instincts and reminded myself that this was a process. My hopes weren’t hung on a single battle, but upon a larger war. A seemingly impossible feat.

			I was sitting in my room, carefully running my sharpened knife up the shaft of one of Aderyn’s feathers, splitting it, when Talon walked into the room and sat nearby to watch.

			“You’re using her feathers?”

			“I can’t afford to weaken by using my own,” I explained.

			“I know,” he softly acknowledged. The unexpected empathy in his tone made my chest ache even more for the fate of my fallen friend.

			Three newly fletched, newly whittled arrows sat at my side, waiting for me to affix their sharp heads.

			He shattered the lingering silence. “Jorun found yet another watcher.”

			I raised my head and met his gray eyes. “Where?”

			“High above. He’d conjured too thin a cloud to conceal himself,” he answered.

			I hissed, turning back to my work. The Elders were relentless, though none of their lackeys had enough Empyrea to craft a proper camouflage.

			“Their lack of creativity is disconcerting. Jorun took him to the Elders Hall and threw him on their steps, then shouted to them that they’d lost something and he was returning it,” Talon detailed with a delighted smile.

			“And did they reward his altruism?” I laughed.

			“Sadly, no.” He was quiet for a few long moments as I trimmed the fletching and fit it into its groove, infusing it with Empyrea to affix it to the shaft.

			For days after the feast, I felt uneasy around my second. Soraya’s words haunted me. But I realized I couldn’t afford to let anything be a distraction. I had to focus on succeeding and worry about the rest afterward.

			He grunted. “I ran into Era. He’d like to speak privately with you when you have the time.”

			I held the finished shaft up and inspected the fletching’s sleek lines. “Did he say what it concerned?”

			Talon shook his head. “No, and he didn’t indicate that it was urgent.”

			“It’s probably nothing.” I nodded, setting the arrow aside with the others. “Still, my fingers need a break.” I flexed my hands in front of me. “Beyond that, I’d rather not cause a delay in his planning.”

			He rose when I did and we strode to the balcony, grabbing our sword belts and threading them around our waists. We took up our quivers and bows, too. Outside, light rain fell as we helped one another buckle the quivers around our wings. Since the feast I hadn’t left the nest unarmed, and neither had any member of my quad. With our weapons firmly attached, we flew toward the Village of the Scholars.

			I’d always envied their brilliance, but more than that, I envied their patience. Many things they’d tried to bring up from below hadn’t taken to the cool, harsh sky, but it took courage to try something knowing you might fail.

			In contrast, my rise through the ranks had been full of calculated risks, only taken at opportune times when the chance of failure was lowest.

			We touched down before their elegant hall, topped with azure domes that looked opaque from the outside but were translucent from within. In their hall, the sky was always visible.

			We started into the foyer where Era was embroiled in an animated conversation with one of his mentees, a youngling of only twelve years. Both wore smiles and challenged one another with flailing gestures.

			Talon and I grinned at one another.

			The youngling’s bright fervor was good for Era. He confided to me that he’d grown a bit bored with life until the infamous Intention Day. That was why he’d agreed to mentor the girl, to escape the monotony that had taken root. But everything changed when my intention was spoken, and his life found renewed purpose with this new problem to solve.

			“Ah, Elira! I didn’t expect you so soon. I was certain you’d be too busy to rush over.”

			“Not at all,” I assured him as he approached, walking with his protégé.

			“This is Zura,” he introduced.

			I bent at my waist. “Zura.”

			The youngling’s dark eyes glittered like the crushed shell powder that shimmered on the apples of her cheeks. Her long, dark hair was braided and hung between tawny wings. She studied the sections of my scar that were visible. A portion of feathers in her left wing were white, as if she’d been chosen to become an Elder instead of a Scholar.

			“I was born with the mark,” she explained, noticing that my attention had snagged on the difference.

			“It’s beautiful.”

			She shrugged. “The strength, not the shade, of a feather determines its worth.”

			“Very true,” I agreed.

			Her eyes combed over my wings. “I’m proud to work with Era to try to preserve yours.”

			A knot formed in my throat at her candor and the determination in her tone. “Thank you, Zura. I appreciate all your effort, and Era’s.”

			“Everyone here is focused on helping you,” Era humbly noted.

			“I am grateful,” I told them both. I would be forever grateful no matter the outcome, because the Scholars were trying when they didn’t have to. They wanted me to succeed, even though I wasn’t exactly the warmest of souls.

			Era’s eyes flicked to Talon. “Zura,” he asked of his pupil, “would you be so kind as to show Talon what we learned today?”

			Her eyes lit. “Of course!” She waved for Talon to follow her. “We must go outside.”

			We watched them walk away in silence, then Era raked a hand through his newly cut hair. The red tips had been cut away and now his hair was shorter and completely white. His strands were no longer unruly and thick, but thin, wispy, and soft-looking. “Please follow me,” he asked, before leading me farther into the building.

			With a right turn, we entered one of the massive domed rooms and my eyes fixed upon the sky as if I’d never properly seen it. He crossed the room to pull a couple more doors closed.

			The room was lined with shelves of books whose bindings had come loose, their titles worn away by curious thumbs. Desks encircled the room. Some were tidy. Others were covered and piled so high that if Era stood behind them, he would have far more formidable camouflage than the Elders’ spies could ever conjure.

			He walked to one I assumed was his and gingerly sat in a sturdy chair. “I’d like to show you something.”

			My feet slowly carved a path to Era, winding through the desks and piles of books either waiting to be referenced or discarded and ready to be shelved. An ancient scroll was stretched over the flat plane of his desktop.

			His eyes met mine. “This is the first scroll. The first history of our people ever recorded.”

			My breath caught. The information contained on the parchment was not for common eyes.

			“Don’t worry. If anyone is entitled to the information it holds, Elira, it is you.”

			My heart hammered in my chest. “I don’t understand.”

			He began to read, and as the words poured from his mouth, his finger traced over every bump and ridge of the cracking ink.

			“When this world was formed, there was nothing but sky and sea and a deep ache to fill the void of both. A mound rose from the sea and jutted into the sky; a mound that shook and rumbled until it could no longer contain what it held within. Fire poured from the peak and fell into the sea. Ash sailed into the air and rained down upon the ocean.

			“The first clouds formed and the first storm grew from the tumult. The Great Wind stirred and moved the ashes upon the sea into two gigantic mounds. Neera was born of one of them. She looked up from where she floated on the sea and fell in love with the sky. Talay formed beside her, his face resting beneath the water. It filled his lungs and heart, and he claimed the vast ocean as his own. The two parted, recognizing something within each other, but being drawn to sky and sea, separating. That separation grew deeper the more time and distance swelled between the gods of sky and sea.

			“Neera grew lonely, so she plucked a bolt of lightning from the first storm and formed it into the first soul, not knowing that Talay, too, was forming one of his own, and for it, forming a body with the brine of the sea in his veins and love for only the ocean in his heart.

			“Neera formed a body strong enough to contain the mighty soul she’d made, one strong enough to conquer the skies and forever rule Neera’s domain. She hollowed her bones and hardened her heart, and from the gray blue of settling dusk, she pulled the hue of her wings.”

			My eyes shot to Era, who stopped reading. “Just because my wings are blue…” I argued weakly.

			“They aren’t simply blue,” he adamantly replied. “They are the gray blue of settling dusk.”

			My heart pounded. What he suggested was impossible. “I’m not the first soul.”

			He ignored my assertion and continued to read.

			“The first soul flew so fast through the sky, she tamed the Great Wind itself, twisting it beneath her feathers and bending it to her will.” He looked up at me with a quirk of his brow. “Sound familiar?”

			I snorted. “The General is fast, too. Perhaps he’s the first soul.”

			Era quirked a brow. “Is he as fast as you?”

			“We’ve never raced, Era.”

			The Scholar shook his head with a slight smile at my cheeky response. “The first soul’s body required nourishment, and while the sky provided her fresh water to drink, the sea teemed with fish. When the first soul descended, she was attacked by Talay’s first-made, who accused her of thievery and decided she should die for the offence against his god.

			“The two fought, her balancing in the sky wielding a sword formed of cloud and lightning, and him clinging to the sea brandishing a forked trident formed of stinging, unbreakable coral. The battle waged for four days and four nights. In the end, Neera’s soul bested Talay’s, though she did not come out unscathed.” He lifted his finger from the text.

			I started shaking my head before he could speak. “I’m not the first soul. I don’t think I’m any of them. I’m not… recycled.” I shuddered. “My thoughts are as uniquely mine as the color of my feathers.”

			He opened his mouth as if to argue again, then stopped.

			“Era.” His eyes met mine. “Why would Neera have demanded all my feathers if this was true? Why punish the first soul you made, the one who won the first battle in the greatest war?”

			He had no reply to those questions.

			“Just because my wings are the same color—”

			“What about your blood?” he asked, his mind visibly spinning with thoughts.

			“I have more Empyrea simply because Neera wishes to bolster the next generations. I’m sure more younglings will emerge with equally bright blood now that our power is becoming too diluted.” To further prove my point, I gestured to my jaw, where the scar left in the wake of the lightning strike branched. “I can’t harness or hold a bolt of lightning. Of that, I’m certain.”

			He looked back to the scroll, his brow furrowed. “I was so sure.”

			“I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

			He shook his head and offered me a kind smile. “You haven’t disappointed me at all, Elira. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

			“You didn’t.”

			He tapped the scroll. “Well then, would you like to see what Zura is showing Talon?”

			“Of course,” I told him. He led me from the dome’s splendor.

			In the Scholars’ Village, there was a fountain that held the collected rainwater. There were smaller founts dotted around Empyrean, but they weren’t as beautifully inlaid. Nor did their water taste as pure.

			Beyond the Scholars’ impressive fountain, there were fields. Failed crops were quickly cleared, the soil always kept ready for another attempt. Dirt had been brought up from the Isle. We’d lost many just getting enough for these small squares.

			The only spaces the Scholars hadn’t cleared contained two twisted trees that had fallen in a storm and were hastily flown here by many sets of strong hands and strained wings. The trees died almost immediately but were too lovely, even in death, to toss away.

			Talon’s broad wings dragged the ground as he crouched, touching something on the firmament. Zura looked delighted beside him.

			“I trust you’ve explained our newest experiment,” Era addressed her.

			“I have.”

			Talon smiled at me from over his shoulder and rose as I approached.

			A hollow the size of a small fountain had been made in the Empyrea. It wasn’t inlaid with azure tiles like the beauty we’d just passed, but was lined with rocky, white crystal.

			“What is this?” I crouched and stuck my hand into the water.

			“Taste it,” Zura dared.

			My finger dragged over my tongue and my face screwed up. “Salt.” Then it dawned on me. “It’s sea water?”

			Zura clapped happily. “If we line the Empyrea with salt crystals, it forms a barrier that allows the firmament to hold the ocean’s water.”

			“And if we make it big enough, it could hold a Shark if he depends on the sea to thrive,” Era added.

			“They dwell on land,” I said of Talay’s kind.

			“Yet they spend much of their time in the sea. It’s likely they need both. A balance.”

			The ponderous scale flashed into my mind.

			“How long will it hold?” I asked Era.

			He pinched his lips. “We’re still testing that. It’s held for a handful of days so far.”

			“This is good,” I told them, imagining The Shark swimming in a larger pool. Circling. Trapped because he needed Talay’s water and had nowhere to run because all paths to Empyrean would lead to his death. I let my mind tightly grasp hope and imagined the feeling of my feathers secure in my wings.

			I’d never gamble them again. Surely, if I accomplished this feat of all feats, I wouldn’t be required to give another intention or be forced to risk another piece of myself.

			“Zura is the one who came up with the idea of using salt crystals. It took many days and several buckets of water to get enough to make this small puddle, but with more hands helping, we could make short work of it. At this altitude, the sun and wind quickly evaporate the sea water. I was telling her how we’d attempted to bring water up and how it would quickly erode the Empyrean and soak through the clouds when she remarked that all it needed was a buffer. She believed the Empyrean should be lined. Perhaps the salt crystals will erode it in time, but for now, it holds well enough to serve your purpose. When she spoke your intention, the Oracle did not specify how long The Shark had to remain captive,” he added with a wink. “Only that you must capture him. Technically, I’m not even sure you’re required to bring him to Empyrean. That would just solidify your hold on your future within the kingdom.”

			Neera wouldn’t likely honor skirting my intention with a technicality. She wanted to win this war and we needed information we couldn’t garner by spying from the sky. This salt-lined puddle, though… this could allow me to sufficiently satisfy the goddess. This could work.

			I smiled at Zura, who fought a proud smile. “Don’t diminish your victories, young Scholar. You’ve been placed among the brilliant because you deserve to be, because you also shine.”

			She beamed then.

			Era let her bask in the praise for a moment, then took note of our weaponry. He was astute and missed nothing, so there was no doubt in my mind that he’d already seen it and brushed away any comments on it until now. “Have they tried anything?”

			They, meaning the Elders, not Talay’s kind.

			Apparently, all my enemies were destined to be known by the incongruous term.

			“They still plant spies above my nest,” I answered. “But that’s as bold as they’ve been.”

			“Since the spectacle of the gaudy feast they orchestrated,” Talon pointedly noted.

			The snow-haired Scholar pinched his lips. “That evening is why I worry for you, Elira,” Era confessed. “I’ve never witnessed anything so… so…”

			“Awful,” Zura supplied.

			He nodded. “Indeed it was awful, Zura. I hate that any youngling witnessed such barbarism.”

			I rolled the tension that built in my shoulders at the very mention of that evening. “Yet the younglings are the future of our kingdom. Should the truth of who their Elders truly are be kept from them? I’d rather them know, to see the hypocrisy with their own eyes and from what they see, form their own opinions instead of being fed a bounty of lies.”

			“Careful of your words, Elira,” Era quietly warned. “Don’t give them a reason or excuse, because they will exploit it to the fullest and you will not win.”

			I gave him a nod. He was right. This was a game, and wagging my tongue wasn’t the wisest strategy to play.

			“I’d rather know,” Zura whispered, determinedly holding my gaze.

			I glanced at Era, who looked like he had much more to say on the matter, but wisely decided to hold his tongue. Tension built like thunderheads between us. As if we’d conjured a storm, it began to sprinkle.

			“Thank you for all you’re doing. Both of you,” I said, including the youngling. Zura’s mind and ideas were fresh and exactly what we needed to finally notice the uselessness of some of our more archaic traditions.

			Her innocent heart gave me hope that Empyrean could change, and that we might have the promise of a better future.
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CHAPTER

			fourteen

			A terrible storm was blowing in, but we couldn’t rush home. We were guarding those descending over the orchards, desperate enough for fruit to risk flying through the disturbed currents churning above.

			Wind that was becoming more turbulent by the minute. Wind that–if it became much stronger–could damage the wings of one or many.

			Our people are hungry, I reminded myself, tearing my focus from the sky to focus on the land. The Gatherers had only picked the first of the fruits we came to claim.

			A shrill shriek from just yards away, from someplace within the trees…

			“We’ve been seen!” Talon shouted. “Hurry and gather what you can. Get ready to ascend at our command and don’t linger once we give it,” he warned.

			There would be repercussions if anyone risked the lives of others, even for one more piece of fruit. Even if it was badly needed. One piece, one soothed stomach, wasn’t worth a life.

			In the trees below the canopy that cloaked it, sat a structure…

			The people of the sea had seen us far more quickly than usual and now I knew why. They’d built small towers in the orchard and stationed sentries in them.

			Harried moments passed as we scoured the ground, the limbs, and the shore for who we knew would come… Our Gatherers rushed to grab all they could, trying not to spill what they’d collected in their baskets. Suddenly, the birds took flight from the treetops, the grove became deathly quiet, and I knew they were here.

			“Ascend!” I shouted.

			They came with tridents. With arrows and indignation.

			Talon and Soraya ushered the gaggle of Gatherers toward Empyrean while Aderyn and I pointed the tips of our arrows at those targeting us, close enough now to strike.

			My heart always thundered in battle and as we faced off with our enemy, the sky itself seemed to echo the cadence. Rumbles rolled overhead as the first flashes of lightning lit the darkening sky.

			The only way we wouldn’t be killed was if we killed those targeting us first. So, Aderyn and I began to fire, calling out our targets so we didn’t aim at the same one and waste our arrows.

			We moved quickly, removing the most immediate threats first, but like waves in the sea, the moment one of their kind fell, another rose to take their place.

			We flew toward the shore with our backs to it, targeting those who raised their bows to our kind. Picking them off one by one before they could strip the soul from anyone we’d been charged to guard.

			Aderyn growled, “The Shark.” She marked him as hers, but he was mine…

			She pointed the tip of her arrow down toward the shallows as he emerged from the sea, taking up the tall trident that matched his copper scales. Sunlight glinted off them as if to illuminate my mark.

			He was more than capable of hurling the sharp-toothed weapon at us at this range. His aim was deadly, we’d learned. It was why I’d named him after the most dangerous creature in the sea.

			I aimed for his heart as he aimed for mine. “I want him,” I told her.

			I could almost hear her teeth grind together in frustration, but she chose another mark and called it out.

			My eyes hadn’t left him, the one who’d taken so many of my people. Far more than any of the other scaled abominations.

			His fingers tightened on the long shaft of the trident as he took aim. He sent it hurtling so fast, the copper blurred. I dove right, tucking my wings in for a moment, gravity pressing me down toward the sea. It was a risk, but one that had saved me, I realized, as his trident careened past and fell into the sea, sinking into the blue.

			I had only taken my eyes off him for a second, but he was gone by the time I trained my arrow tip back on the place where he’d just stood.

			“We have to ascend,” Aderyn warned, swooping to join me far too close to the greedy waves. “We’re too low and there are more of them coming.”

			I would find The Shark one day, and I wouldn’t make the mistake of looking away from him again.

			***

			The sky felt like it was being ripped into ribbons one evening as a storm raged around Empyrean, as if one of the leviathans had broken free of its watery home and caught the churning wind, rising to swallow us whole. Thunder rattled my nest, unsettling and upending things left and right. The arrows I’d just fletched with more of Aderyn’s feathers slid across the wall and landed in a pile on the floor. My cup joined them a moment later as a gust of wind rocked my nest.

			My nest lay on the edge of the firmament where I preferred because of the privacy it provided, but during intense storms, its precarious position was always threatened.

			Lightning forked over the sky in jagged, white arcs. It flashed from higher up, constantly flickering so that at one second, everything looked bright and the next, turned to shadow.

			Aderyn and I had flown in a storm just like this when I was struck…

			The hair on my arms stood on end at the memory.

			Soraya and Jorun had fallen asleep an hour ago, but I couldn’t rest when storms like this raged.

			Talon slipped into my room wearing soaked battle leathers. “Can’t sleep?” he whispered.

			I shook my head. “Why are you dressed for war?”

			“Because I think there might be one stirring,” he answered. “Are you afraid to fly in this weather?”

			“No,” I quickly lied.

			“The lightning is intense.” There was a dare in his tone. Like he was hoping he’d finally found a chink in my armor.

			“It doesn’t strike twice,” I told him, remembering being taught that as a hatchling. No one had been struck twice. Once, yes. But never a second time. I thought they meant one strike following the first immediately, but I chose to be optimistic. What were the chances of it happening again? Especially now that Neera was bargaining with me for something she wanted.

			He gave a feral grin. “Then get ready. I received word that there’s something you need to see and hear for yourself.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“To spy on the ones who’ve been spying on you.”

			“Wake the others,” I told him. He’d barely left the room before I peeled off my casual clothes and began tugging on and buckling my leathers, wondering what he’d heard and what we could possibly hear over the rolling thunder or what we might see in the light and shadow on this night.

			In only a few minutes, the quad was dressed, armed, and flying through the torrent of rain and wind between Neera’s hot, angry bolts.

			Had the Elders riled her? Had we?

			Talon led us to the Elders’ Hall. “Era tipped me off,” he explained from the flat rooftop. A grand dome loomed in the middle of the structure. We couldn’t approach or the lightning might give away our shapes or shadows. “There’s a secret way in.”

			Moving to the roof’s edge, the wind howled at our backs, pushing us toward a set of stairs that led from the roof to the firmament. A small building sat with its back against the Elder’s Hall. Talon wrenched the wooden door open, then paused to see if anyone had heard and come to inspect the noise. Perhaps they’d think the wind was responsible, I told myself.

			But after several minutes when no one came to investigate, we slipped inside. Our boots were soaked, squelching along the glistening floor, Empyrea waking and flaring brightly with our every movement. A clever alarm, but one that could be manipulated. I placed a hand on the wall and begged it to sleep.

			The warning flashes died away.

			Jorun, water sluicing down his skin from his soaked hair, quietly remarked, “You can control it.”

			“I wasn’t sure…”

			“But you can,” Soraya noted. “You can control Empyrea.”

			“I’m not sure to what extent,” I admitted. Perhaps I should consult Era, or… maybe I should hold this secret within my quad. It could come in handy, and the less others knew about me, the better off I was.

			Era would undoubtedly insist again that I was the first soul and my sword would one day be torn from Neera’s lightning itself. That I would soon wield the power flowing through my veins.

			“We’ll find out later, but right now we need to find…” Talon’s hand searched the wall to our right. When he found an indention in the solid surface, he pushed and a hidden door in the Empyrea-crafted wall swung open. It was a small space, just large enough for the four of us to squeeze into.

			Soraya closed us in.

			Before us was a window. Talon and Jorun crouched low to avoid being seen. Talon’s hand wrapped around my wrist as he tugged me toward him. “They’ll see you.”

			“They won’t,” I voiced, belatedly realizing we weren’t looking through a window at all… The Elders couldn’t see us. They were milling around, chatting, debating. No one saw us because we were looking through an ornate, bronze-framed mirror that hung on the wall of the Elders’ council room. Its thick edge framed us, and them, perfectly well.

			Talon and Jorun slowly straightened. Soraya moved forward to stand at my left side.

			Had Era made this mirror and crafted this space for us?

			The pale-winged began taking seats along the outside of two tables in the form of semi-circles that faced one another. In their middle sat a scale, one far smaller than Neera’s grand one just outside the sanctum, but equally as imposing. I wondered what its purpose was here. What did the Elders use it for?

			When all were seated, someone rang a small brass bell. Their pleasantries fell away like water over a fall.

			The owlish woman, Elder Idris, spoke first. “You all know why we’ve gathered. We will hear one from each side of the argument, then everyone will cast a vote for how to proceed. If the vote is equal, we continue to vote until one side or the other prevails. I now open the floor to Elder Tanu.”

			My least favorite among them.

			He slickly stood and straightened his robes. “Elira hasn’t made any progress with her goal in the past few weeks. It is unlikely she will be able to fulfill the intention so shockingly presented by the Oracle. There are even rumors that she plans to leave Empyrean if she isn’t successful. We cannot allow that to happen. You all know how important her blood is to our survival.”

			“And what would you propose we do?” Idris prompted. Her words were even and impartial, but her tone was hungry. She was on Tanu’s side, which meant she was not on mine. “We cannot supersede what the goddess has ordained.”

			“No,” he agreed with a smile. “But there are ways for Elira to fulfill her intention without leaving Empyrean.”

			“How would she do that?” an older Elder asked, curious.

			“She can organize and command from afar. She doesn’t need to be in the battle. What if one of their tridents, aimed at our champion, strikes true? We risk her life every time we allow her to descend.”

			“But the Oracle spoke that Elira would capture The Shark, not that she would advise others how to do it in her stead,” the older man broached.

			“I would argue that if Elira gives the commands from Empyrea, it really isn’t any different from her leading her quad. She cannot possibly capture him alone. Neera knew that when she accepted her intent. Or do you believe that the goddess meant exactly that? That her chosen, a first soul, would need no help to accomplish her goal?” Tanu smiled. “I don’t think even the mighty Elira is capable of lifting The Shark from the sea even if her arrow were to spear him.”

			A thought scuttled up my spine… and suddenly I knew how to do it, how to capture him. I needed to speak to Era. If the Elders hadn’t been discussing my fate at this very moment, I would have run from this place and flown through the gamut of lightning bolts to reach him.

			My heart thundered. I know how to save my wings…

			“What about the opposition?” Elder Idris asked, her owlish eyes pivoting to the opposite side of the room, to those whose backs were the only thing we could see. The older Elder who’d challenged Tanu stood.

			“Elder Magnus,” Idris addressed. “What say you?” She crossed her arms.

			“We must heed the goddess’s words and wishes. It is for her that Intention Day is held. It is she who heard Elira’s intent, her truth, her dream, and she who accepted it–conditionally. Who are we to stand in the way of those conditions?”

			Tanu smiled condescendingly. “Surely, Elder Magnus, you will agree that Neera also gave us the power within our veins–her power.”

			“Of course,” Magnus acquiesced, holding onto the table before him, his back bowed. His knees quivered with the energy it took to stand upright.

			“And she allows us to pass that power to future generations…” Tanu led.

			“She does,” Magnus said cautiously.

			“And she granted us power to govern…” Tanu continued.

			Magnus rapped his knuckles on the table. “She allows our elections, but she does not give us authority to overrule her mandates, Tanu. What you suggest is blasphemy and Neera could have our wings, if not our heads, for what you’ve merely spoken here on this night! Perhaps that’s why she rages so,” he punctuated with a gesture to the dome above as sheets of rain pelted the panes and lightning flashed unceasingly.

			“I think we should cast our votes on the matter,” Tanu said darkly, his brows pinched menacingly.

			The Elders dipped quills into ink and scrawled on torn pieces of parchment. Each walked to the scale in the center of the tables and placed their piece on either the left or right pan.

			Tanu was the first to arrive before the device. He placed his in the left, then Magnus settled his into the right. The older gentleman took the arm of a younger woman on the way back to his seat. He was aged, but not weak. Frail, but still strong enough to stand up to Tanu.

			He’d won my respect on this night, as did those who cast their votes with him. A slim majority, it turned out, much to Tanu’s and Idris’s chagrin.

			The bulk of them, if they weren’t exactly my champions, championed the goddess or feared her enough not to make an offensive move toward me… yet.

			Jorun leaned forward and whispered. “We should go. Slip away before they leave the room.”

			I nodded. Soraya found the door’s seam and with her fingernails, pried it open. The hall was clear and she waved us out. Seconds later, the wind raged around us as we stepped outside. “I need to see Era!” I shouted between peals of thunder.

			We flew to the Scholars’ Village and entered their formal hall. Dripping profusely onto their beautiful floor, I shouted Era’s name. He flew down from an upper floor immediately, shaken. “Are you well, Elira?”

			I smiled. “Better than well. I know how to capture him.”

			“How?” he asked, breathless and curious.

			I looked around at my quad members and knew…. this was possible.

			“Firing ropes into water, even with heavier arrows, is a game of chance, but what if we could lower the odds? We only need one well-planted one to deliver a toxin that might stun him so he can’t swim away.”

			The Scholar began to pace, frantically running his hands through his white hair in his growing excitement. “The Isle must have plants we might use, perhaps deep in the mountains or even in the orchards, but I don’t know which or how we might collect them. Or how much we might need, or how to draw out the toxin. We can figure all that out soon enough. I have many friends and a plethora of records we can pour over. We must be careful, but you’re right, this might be our best chance. Yes… We must be careful.” He paused his frenzied steps, tapping his chin with a slender finger. “I fear that too much might kill him. We’ll need a close approximation of his size to determine how much to coat the arrow with, and then there’s the sea water which might wash some of the substance away…” He clasped my upper arms and grinned. “Well done. How did you think of it?”

			I leaned in to speak in his ear. “Let’s just say that the Elders inspired it on this eve. Thank you.”

			He winked. “We’ll begin researching it tomorrow. It’s safe to say that the Scholars are very hopeful and keen on investing in your success.”

			“To win the war,” I surmised.

			“That would be an obvious advantage,” he agreed. “But we would let the battle wage on if it meant you kept your wings and freedom, Elira. Your future will not only reflect who we are as a people, but it will set a precedent for us all.”
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			A few days passed. One morning, just as the morning sunlight peered between heavy, dark clouds, casting vibrant golden rays upon my balcony, Zura landed upon it a second before Era touched down.

			“I was worried we’d be too late to catch you,” Era said, a little breathless. “Are you observing with the quads?”

			I replied, “The Oracle warned us of a gale and Sannika ordered everyone to rest.”

			“Of course,” he said, folding his hands behind his back. “You deserve rest. All of you.”

			“My quad isn’t subject to her order. She told me to do what I must.” I gestured to my armor. “Would you like to come in?” I asked, scanning the sky to make sure none of the Elders’ spies were watching.

			Zura stepped closer, but kept her voice low. “We’ve found a few things we’d like to try. Some were mentioned as healing herbs, but there were cautionary notes written in the margins. Just enough can heal. More than that could be lethal.” She held out a piece of parchment with detailed drawings covering every inch. My thumb skimmed them, smudging the coal just a little.

			“Did you draw this?” I asked the youngling.

			She shook her head. “I am no artist. There are a few among us, though. They helped.”

			I nodded. “Where would we find these?” I asked just as Talon joined us.

			“In the Green Mountains,” Zura answered.

			“In which region does it grow?” Talon asked.

			Era met his stare unflinchingly. “They require a lot of moisture, so the best place to search would be near a water source. I know where there is a set of falls. Maybe look at the flora there or along the river that flows from it.”

			I’d asked Era to keep this research in confidence because I didn’t want Sannika commanding the entire army to swoop down upon the mountains, an act that would undoubtedly end with the loss of someone’s life, and The Shark wasn’t worth another soul. Talay’s kind would see a large convergence as a threat. Just four of us, though… we could sneak down for a quick look around. I just hoped the plants were easy to spot.

			“This one has small, reddish-purple berries,” Zura told me, pointing to the broad-leafed sketch. “And this one has tiny thorns all over it. The stalk, leaves, and even the roots are barbed,” she warned. “You will know it by a bright pink flower with a wide orange middle. Bees will be drawn to its pollen.”

			“And the third plant?” I asked.

			“It’s teal and the leaves wave. I think they look like flames,” she answered.

			I smiled. “Teal fire. Got it.” I rolled the paper up and tucked it into a small pocket inside my leathers, close to my heart. Another request sat on my tongue, but I debated asking Era for anything more. He and the Scholars had already devoted so much time to my cause.

			“Well, then!” He clapped. “I wish you luck. We won’t keep you.” He gestured to Zura, who flapped her wings and took to the air. He bent his wings to join her.

			“Era?” The word leapt from my throat.

			His wings relaxed again. “Yes?”

			“Do you think I could have some parchment and coal?”

			“Of course,” he immediately agreed. “I’ll have Zura bring some into your nest while you’re gone if that’s okay?”

			I inclined my head. “It is.”

			Talon watched me as Era reached Zura and they angled toward the Scholars’ Village. “I remember Aderyn bringing you coal and parchment once.”

			I nodded, a fist-sized knot forming in my throat.

			“For writing?”

			“I need to keep notes.”

			He gave a small, encouraging smile before his hand came up to touch my arm. “It’s wise to note where you’ve gone and what you’ve seen.”

			My eyes sliced to the place where his fingers met my body.

			He quickly pulled away, his eyes wide. “I apologize.”

			“You didn’t mean anything by it,” I told him, broking no alternative.

			He swallowed, his brows furrowed, and gave a small, embarrassed smile. “Of course not.”

			“Get the others,” I commanded, needing a moment to compose myself. No one touched another tenderly unless they intended to mate with them. And that touch… well, it wasn’t a friendly nudge or swat.
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CHAPTER

			fifteen

			Pushing thoughts of Talon’s brazen mistake aside, I showed the sketches to Soraya and Jorun, describing them as Zura had. Teal flames; a pink flower with an orange middle that drew bees, surrounded in thorns; and broad leaves with purple berries. All near water.

			Armed to the teeth, we flew toward land then cut to its green heart. I was distracted, but no matter how many times I tried to refocus, Soraya’s warning about Talon cut through my mind.

			As we flew together, bowstrings nocked and arrow tips ready to find their purchase, she noticed my sour temper, her brows quietly drawing in as the wind wrapped around us, our wings struggling in the gusts. I ignored her silent question.

			Was Talon trying to get close to me like she insinuated, or was his touch unintentional, surprising him as much as he acted like it had? It was very frustrating not knowing. I knew if I called him out, he’d repeat what he’d already claimed, stating that the brush meant nothing.

			Maybe it didn’t mean anything to him. But I didn’t want anyone else to see him acting so cavalierly and get the wrong impression.

			I missed Aderyn even more on days like this. The sting of losing her had eased with time, but I knew it would never disappear. I longed to talk to her. She would’ve given her opinion or threatened Talon, as was her right as my second, and even more so as my best friend.

			I wished I could trust Soraya. Having a female opinion on such matters was helpful.

			Soraya had fought alongside me and Aderyn. We were all raised together in the same clutch, taught together as hatchlings, and trained alongside one another as younglings. We clamored up the ranks. It just happened that Aderyn and I beat her to the top. If anything had been different on our path, we might be flying under her command instead.

			She’d confided her concern to me. Perhaps… perhaps I could confide this in her. Especially as it related to what she’d already drawn attention to.

			Before long, we found the waterfall amid the Green Mountains. It wasn’t incredibly wide, but it was long, cascading in a thin line down the tallest peak. The mountain that produced it was the broadest, tallest, and most imposing. The striking falls merely accentuated its grandeur.

			Beside the mountain streaked with tears was another with a divot in its top where all the trees had burned away. No lava pooled there now, but I remembered when it exploded. I was just a youngling at the time. Steam and ash billowed thick into the air and the wind brought the dangerous clouds right to us. We could scarcely breathe and had to work together to push the kingdom out of its path. If only we could’ve bent the wind instead.

			I remembered people asking why Neera didn’t protect us from it. The Elders stated it was because she wanted us to move the kingdom closer to the Isle and this was her way of inspiring the change.

			We would do as she wished or suffocate.

			Aderyn wanted to see what could cause such chaos, of course, thinking that such power could only have come from beneath the waves. She was surprised to find that the land had spewed it. Rivers of fire flowed from the middle of the green range, igniting some of the jungle surrounding it and scorching the hills down to the rock that lay beneath.

			But even the lava was ultimately no match for the greenery. Rivers smothered what the thick, water-soaked foliage couldn’t. I thought the fire might burn the land dwellers off the soil, but they didn’t lose a single dwelling from the liquid flame. From a safe perch in the opposite direction of the mighty wind, we watched it flow orange-hot, then scab over, then solidify, a dark scar only weeks later swallowed by the Isle again as if the foliage flaunted its own magic–power that wasn’t subject to sky or sea at all.

			“Do you think we were seen?” Soraya asked when we landed, swallowed by a land of green canopy and broad, hanging vines. They stretched as far as the water flowed, which was significantly farther than I realized from the perspective I’d always kept.

			My boots had never felt the soil, I realized. I’d hovered close to the grove, but we kept out of range of their arrows for the most part. I twisted my foot, dislodging a few dark gray rocks that tumbled down the sheer mountainside. Had the earth eroded itself to accommodate the water, or had the water carved and sharpened the rock?

			“I didn’t notice movement,” Talon noted.

			“Nor did I,” said Jorun.

			“Elira?” Talon pressed, watching me too carefully for comfort.

			I’d already begun to scan for the plants Era had requested. “I saw nothing. Let’s spread out and search. Two on the opposite bank, two here. We move together. Stay alert.”

			Soraya and Jorun took off, flying toward the opposite side of the mountain before I could ask her to stay with me. It was expected that the quad leader be flanked by their second, even if she wasn’t keen on speaking to him.

			“I didn’t mean it,” he said as I turned to put distance between us.

			“Good,” I answered curtly.

			He hovered close by, watching me instead of looking for the plants, or watching for movement within the jungle as he should have. “I am sorry, Elira. I’ve never disrespected you before and certainly didn’t mean to just then. I upset you and I hate that I did. I don’t know how to make it right, but I want to apologize again.”

			I waved him off. “It’s forgiven. Now, would you please help me search, and listen and watch for any of them? I don’t need to remind you how incredibly vulnerable we are upon the land.”

			“Of course,” he replied, his tone colder. When he wasn’t scanning our surroundings, his eyes combed over the cresting sea of green.

			How would we ever find these three plants among so many? And how did this much life exist on top of nothing but rock? The crashing water was deafening. On the opposite side, Jorun and Soraya were talking, but I couldn’t discern their words as they picked across their side of the falls.

			My eyes raked over leaves and searched for pink, orange, or thorns. I looked to the other two and Jorun was waving his hands wildly, holding up a plant whose leaves looked like teal flames. I raised my fist in the air, pleased with them. Hope blossomed in my chest.

			“There!” Talon exclaimed, pointing several feet below where a small pink bloom craned its face toward the water spray. We dove toward it only to find that the pink flower had a black center, not orange. Talon groaned. “I thought I’d found it.”

			I decided to claim a few different species for Era, along with several rocks, knowing the Scholar would delight in uncovering their mysteries. It would take far more than what my pockets could carry to line any of the Empyrea significantly, but if salt crystals formed a buffer for salt water, perhaps rock could do the same for soil and plants.

			I plucked at a slinking, hearty vine, tenderly easing the roots from between the rocks, and grasped a plant with heart-shaped purple leaves. Suddenly, Soraya was beside me, shouting that they were there. The wood of my bow creaked when I drew the string taut, an arrow ready to fly.

			Jorun shielded Talon, letting loose an arrow. In reply, a man’s cry frightened many colorful birds from their nests.

			“Ascend!” I shouted. We rose together, watching for more movement. “How many were there?” I demanded as a wave of adrenaline crashed over me.

			“I only saw the one,” Jorun answered. Soraya clutched the plant so hard, I wondered if it would survive the flight home. Or if she would…

			Then I glanced to my hands, tightly pinching the roots of the small plants I’d collected, and wondered the same.
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			Era was ecstatic when we returned with one of the three plants he’d requested, which made me wonder if he’d expected us to fail completely. When I promised him we would return to search for the other two, he made me add a few additional items to that vow. He wanted more varieties of plants, rocks, and fresh soil, assuring me it wouldn’t take much soil for a few plants.

			Zura’s exuberance was refreshing. She was proud we had drawn from her idea to line the Empyrea and applied it to our task. I wondered if her belief and excitement wouldn’t tip the scales in our favor. If we could grow food here, it would change everything.

			If successful, we could expand the firmament, line it with rock to provide a base for the soil, and cultivate our own orchards. We wouldn’t have to gather from theirs anymore. And if we could form even a small sea, we could fish the stocked schools and keep them alive and healthy until they spawned and we were ready to consume them.

			Perhaps if we could stop vying for the same resources, the war would draw to a natural end.

			Era looked troubled despite the joy he tried to project. I asked my quad to assist Zura as she went to the fields to try to use what rock I’d brought up and what soil we had available now to keep the plants alive.

			“The temperature might be an issue,” Zura chattered mostly to herself as Jorun, Soraya, and Talon trailed after her. My second, and even my third, didn’t want to leave my side, but I needed a moment alone with Era.

			I eased toward the older gentleman. “What’s the matter?”

			“The Oracle had a… a rather unsettling vision and asked me to compare our historical records for something related to what she saw.”

			“What did she see?”

			His eyes darted to the sky. I turned to find the Seer approaching. Had she been waiting, or had the goddess revealed my return?

			She landed before me. “Did you tell her?”

			He shook his head. “I believe we should take the conversation inside, where things are less easily overheard.”

			I met the Oracle’s dark purple eyes as she stormed into the Scholars’ Hall and settled in a library. Thousands of tomes held one another up in shelves along the wall. Nothing here was messy or out of sorts, though it was packed to the ceiling.

			A small woman seated in the corner stood as we entered the space. “Do you require privacy, Era?” she quietly asked, her aged voice trembling in time with her hands.

			“Please, Gamut.”

			With small, difficult steps, she left the room through a nearby door. Era closed the one we’d entered and turned to the Oracle, deferring to her.

			“I had a vision,” she said, her chest heaving as she strained against the memory. She pressed her eyes closed.

			“It must have been a horrible one,” I replied.

			“I saw the moment a woman birthed her hatchling. The nursemaid took the child immediately and walked away with her, even as the woman asked to see her babe, just once. When she was denied, she began to scream and beg. ‘Only once, please,’ she kept begging, unable to leave the blood-soaked cot she lay upon. One of her wings was damaged…”

			Was she one of the Clipped?

			Something visceral within my chest reared its head. Was this a vision of my future? “Oracle—”

			“The nursemaid ignored her cries.” Just as the Oracle ignored my concerned question. “With a pale cloth, she wiped the blood and birth from the babe to reveal blue gray wings.”

			My hand found my mouth and covered it, attempting to smother the discomfort rising from my chest, stomach, and heart.

			“The child, obviously, was you, Elira.”

			I didn’t reply, but waited for her to tell me what else had upset her. There had to be more. The Oracle was too distraught to have only witnessed a birth, even if it was mine. Her wings flared as if to spill part of her anger and snapped tightly back into place when she forced them.

			“The one who birthed you–your mother–was the woman the Elders pushed from the firmament at the feast.”

			I sucked in a sharp breath. “Why?”

			She shook her head. “I do not know. My vision ended with her falling to her death.”

			“The goddess revealed this for a reason,” Era reminded us quietly. “We must wait for her to reveal it.”

			Frustration bubbled over into my tone. “And what if I don’t have time to wait? Neera has an eternity. I clearly do not.” I slicked my hands over the errant strands of hair that had escaped my braid and held them to my head. “Is this her way of warning me against them?” I asked of the Elders.

			The Oracle’s fury was familiar, so like mine in its intensity, though hers didn’t burn as hot. “Possibly.”

			“What if they move against me? Will she intervene?” I demanded.

			Era smoothed his robes, uncomfortably shifting his weight. “Elira… This may be her intervention. To warn you beforehand. She didn’t have to send a message via her conduit.”

			“Is that what you think?” I asked the Seer.

			The Oracle’s lips thinned. “I do.”

			“She expects me to capture The Shark and avenge the one who birthed me?”

			Era was shaken. “I’m not sure the goddess means that you should take it upon yourself to cause harm to the Eld—”

			“Yes,” the Oracle interrupted before he could complete his meek statement. “She means exactly that, if it’s necessary. I believe she wants you to end their rule however you must.”

			“She gave them the power. Why doesn’t she take it back?”

			“That’s not true,” the Seer asserted. “The people of the sky decided that Neera was too distant. They wanted structure and laws and for those rules to be enforced fairly. They wanted a body of their peers to act as their scale, to correct imbalances. The people got themselves into this mess. Neera never wanted anything to stand between her and the souls she made.”

			“If the Elders are what the people want, who am I to remove them?” I tossed back. I thought the goddess was all-powerful. She could break anyone she didn’t approve of in her indomitable fist. She could cower them simply by setting loose that incredible flicker of her presence from the sanctum. I bet the Elders would rend their own wings and jump into the sea if that shadow remnant revealed itself. But me? They clearly didn’t fear me at all.

			“You are a first soul. She will expect this and far more from you,” the Seer said, finally reining her emotions. She stood straighter as if to stretch the tension out of her back and flexed her wings. “I think you need to stop focusing on this new revelation for now and begin to consider why the Elders murdered the woman who gave birth to you.”

			“She said she was innocent.” I remembered her defiance, but more than that, recognized the truth in her tone. Worse still, I remembered the sound of her screams as she fell.

			“I’ve confirmed paternity,” Era offered. “In case you believe we should warn him as well.”

			“That would be wise, Era,” the Oracle quietly remarked, the dark hue of her eyes bleeding to a lighter lavender shade again as she calmed. “Just so he can be careful and mind any missteps.”

			Era’s gaze slid to mine. “Do you think it’s wise, Elira?”

			“No,” I told him. If my father was who I suspected, he had plenty of resources at his disposal. He could easily protect himself, whereas the woman who birthed me had nothing to shield her. I raked my top teeth over my bottom lip. “It’s a waste of time. My father knew my mother and the certainty of her innocence, and with her execution, he would know to be cautious. But if it makes you feel better to warn him, you have my blessing.”
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			Hours bled away into night and a new day glowed golden from the east. There was still no sign of the foretold gale. I was beginning to question that warning, beginning to grow antsy, pacing my nest. Unable to keep still.

			Soraya kept giving me sour looks and told me I was wearing a hole in the firmament the last time I passed her doorway.

			Talon and Jorun had gone to the Warrior’s quarter to see if the Commander needed them for any tasks. They were restless, too.

			So I flew to the Scholars’ Village to find Era and check on his progress with the plant of teal fire, not certain he would’ve had time to make much, if any at all. I also wanted to privately ask him about what the goddess had told me.

			I was surprised to find the Oracle sitting in the ornate library opposite him in a plush, upholstered chair. “Elira,” she greeted. “We were discussing the upcoming gale,” she offered too readily, too quickly. I wondered what she concealed by proffering that truth.

			“I was wondering about the same. There are no signs yet,” I replied.

			She lifted her chin as if defending her vision. “It is coming.”

			“When?” I questioned.

			“Very soon,” she promised.

			“Will it be a terrible one? Sannika has grounded the quads based on your vision.”

			“Not catastrophic and nothing we haven’t withstood before, but she was wise to do so for many reasons.”

			The Oracle did not expound, though I gave her the time to do so. I turned to Era. “How do the plants fare?”

			Era gave the smallest wince. “They are alive.”

			“But?” I asked. The word lingered in the air between us.

			“But they are already struggling. Zura believes the soil we have is too old. That its nutrients have been depleted.”

			“Do you agree?” I asked.

			“I do.”

			Something had to be done. “Then I’ll see that you have fresh soil.” He nodded and his shoulders relaxed. “Have you learned more about the toxic plant?”

			His smile grew wide. “We’ve learned much. Very much…”

			“Do you think it’ll work?”

			“There’s only one way to find out,” he answered. “Have your quad bring your arrows over in the morning.”

			I watched the Oracle. “Do you recall the message Neera spoke to me in the sanctum?”

			She straightened her spine. “Of course I do.”

			My chin ticked toward Era. “I’d like to ask him about it.”

			“Very well,” she allowed sharply. It didn’t seem as if she was thrilled with sharing the goddess’s words, but Era had proven trustworthy and helpful.

			“You heard the goddess? You actually heard her voice?” he asked, awestricken.

			“Yes,” I rasped.

			“Did you… did you feel her?”

			I nodded. “I saw her shadow move, then felt her presence become the only thing I was aware of. I heard her tell where the war would end.”

			He clasped a hand over his chest. “I…. I…. I don’t know what to say.”

			“You’ve never…?”

			“Never. I’ve never seen, felt, or heard her, let alone all three at once,” he confirmed. It was a shame. Era was someone worthy of Neera’s attention. Of her praise and wisdom. “Please… What did she reveal?”

			“She told us that the war would end in the place where oceans burn. Do you know where that is?”

			His lips parted and I could almost see him sift through memory for anything that might point us to this place, but in the end, he shook his head regretfully. “No. I’ve never heard of such a place… but if the goddess said it exists, it must.”

			“Maybe it doesn’t exist–yet,” I suggested. “Is it possible to set fire to Talay’s sea?”

			Era’s hands pressed together over his mouth and he thought for a long moment. “If there is a way, I don’t know it. I can certainly comb over the oldest tomes and scrolls to see if the first souls mentioned such a place. But you may be right, Elira. Perhaps the ocean must be set ablaze–or more correctly–maybe you must set it afire.”

			“It seems far-fetched, like a paradox that can’t truly exist or be made real. I could no sooner set fire to the sea than I could the sky,” I told them, staring up at the thin spread of clouds looming overhead through the dome. “But, if there’s not a place where oceans literally burn, maybe someplace exists where it looks like fire on the water at certain times of the day, or in some conditions… I don’t know.” I sighed, frustrated. “I keep turning it over in my mind and all it does is tumble. It never settles.”

			“I’ve asked the goddess to reveal more,” the Oracle added, “but she hasn’t spoken to or through me since that message was translated.”

			“Then we can only assume she wishes for us to decipher her message in due time,” Era announced with a determined clap.
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CHAPTER

			sixteen

			Talon went out of his way to prove his trustworthiness in the weeks that followed. In fact, he went above and beyond in all things, throwing his might and will behind my intention.

			Not only was he at my side, helping in any way I asked and would allow, he seemed humbler. His eyes didn’t linger as they once had. And the challenge I once saw there became steely determination. I enjoyed the new Talon, even if I didn’t trust that the change was permanent. Eventually, this effort would go stale and the hunger in his eyes would return. Until then, I would watch and wait.

			I didn’t tell Soraya that he’d touched me, but she noted the change in my demeanor that day and in his afterward. She asked me once if something had happened between me and my second but I deflected, asking her why she felt it was her place to ask.

			She didn’t pry again after that.

			My quad guarded several small group descensions to the grove where fresh soil was collected for the Scholars, and where we delicately and quickly plucked whatever fruit and flora we could pinch between our fingers before someone whistled that trouble was upon us.

			Sannika directed other quads to descend with Era as he pointed the Gatherers toward the extensive schools of fish, the intersecting currents shifting every few days. Charybdis adjusted herself beneath them, taking full advantage, yet there was plenty left for us, and for them.

			They showed up every time, guarding the sea as if the fish we poached might be the reason they went hungry. Despite the plants in the gardens they tried to keep hidden. Despite their ample orchards.

			Jorun and Soraya, when we were free, watched carefully over the Elders. And when duty called us away, Era and the Scholars, and sometimes even the Oracle noted their movements. My small group of allies spied upon the Elders as vigorously as the Warriors of the sky spied upon Talay’s people.

			Commander Sannika came to my nest one bright afternoon to inform me that the General wished to see me and my quad. Our hair was still soaked with sweat as we flew toward the General’s command center. In his study, the broad stone slab was alive. The outline of the Isle was anchored in the dancing sea. As we entered his private space, we found the General standing before it, studying the motions with his hands folded behind his back.

			His black wings seemed to absorb all the light in the room. They reminded me of the night sky, thick between the stars. They suited him and were fitting for the most dominant General in many generations.

			Sannika presented us and waited for him to speak. “In watching the movements of Talay’s kind, we’ve identified some patterns.” There was a spark of bloodlust in his pale yellow eyes, sharp and keen. I wondered in that moment if the winged who ruled the sky weren’t as wicked as the sharks who swam below.

			I wondered if anyone had seen my eyes and thought the same thing, eliciting a shudder to crawl down their spine like the one scuttling down mine.

			He relaxed his stance and glanced at my quad, nodding to each of us in order of rank. Then, he touched the slab and a new dimension was overlaid, one that showed several people of the sea in the water, swimming with the currents Era had been studying, rounding the Isle in protective rotations and hidden in wooden towers that dotted the land. No wonder they found us near the falls, I grimaced inwardly. They’d effectively cast a net over all they deemed theirs.

			“We know where they prefer to fish, where they collect from the sea bottom, and areas they avoid–like this trench, located far out to sea.”

			It seemed impossible for anyone to swim that far, but then again, we could fly that distance. We might need to conjure a perch to rest upon after reaching it, but it was possible. What if Talay’s people could command something similar to help them travel to those depths? Did they even require rest?

			“Their stamina is impressive,” the General continued. “They do require air, but they can dive far deeper than any of us realized. The Shark…” he pointed to a particular figure cutting through the waves like a sharpened blade through flesh, “can spend the longest beneath the waves without surfacing. He’s the fastest swimmer, too. But he rarely swims alone.” He pointed to the other side of the slab. “They are fond of the shoals on the far side of the island.”

			Sannika cleared her throat. “They seem to function as we do. The strongest fight and defend while the weakest garden and gather.”

			The General’s stare drew my eyes. “Have you spoken with the Scholars about strategies?”

			I nodded. “Yes. Scholar Era is working on drawing a toxin from one of their plants.”

			He smiled. “Coat the arrow’s tip with it?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You must be very precise with your aim,” he warned.

			As if I didn’t know it. “Yes, sir,” I answered again.

			“Well done,” he praised.

			It was so rare a moment that I was taken aback, unsure if I should thank him or remain silent, so I chose the latter.

			It was the right choice. Sannika, sensing our dismissal, ushered us from his study. As we jogged down the steps and gathered on the firmament, she turned to me. “The Shark’s patterns are unpredictable, but if you create a strong enough lure for him, you can manage his movements.”

			Over the past few weeks, we’d been descending clandestinely to collect what we needed, but now we had plenty of soil and gallons of ocean water being reduced to salt as we spoke. We had plants and, per Era, a poison that would temporarily stun and not kill. The time for quietness was gone. The time had come to raise our voices and draw our bowstrings.

			[image: sb]

			From that day forward, when we descended, it was with a vengeance. No more would we sneak about like thieves. We boldly took the ocean’s bounty and fired at anything that moved. The quad’s arrows were always ready and always pointed toward the surface.

			We chased them from the populous schools, harried them from the Green Mountains. And though we lost several souls in the battles we waged, they lost more.

			As if they somehow knew what the shift in our aggression meant, The Shark disappeared beneath the waves and did not resurface.

			Every Empyrean Warrior and Gatherer alike watched for him, but no one spotted his coppery scales. Not in the foam and waves. Not in the shallows. Not treading upon the land.

			Talon asked me once as we flew back to the nest if I thought we might have unintentionally killed him, but I knew that wasn’t the case. I could feel it as sure as I always felt his dark stare when he lurked near the surface.

			If someone did accidentally pierce his heart, I wondered if the goddess would claim my feathers before Intention Day to make a spectacle of me, or if she would alert the Elders so they could mangle my wings and insist I take my place amongst the Clipped.

			After all, they believed my blood was worth everything, while my life and hopes meant nothing.

			The sky bled red one morning and a strange energy swirled through the air. I felt it to the hollows of my bones and gathered it there. Talon stood on the balcony, studying the hue. “It’s strange,” he noted, sensing my presence.

			It was. Typically, a red sky was actually pink. Bright or dark, but not truly red like this morning’s.

			“Is it a sign?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at me.

			“I’m no Oracle,” I answered with a smile. “Thank goodness. I’d never make it as a Seer.”

			“You aren’t capable of mediocrity, Elira. If you were born a Seer, you would have been named Oracle for certain.” I shook my head to deny his claim, but he scoffed. “You know I’m right.” He held his muscled arms out and I watched as the hairs on them slowly rose. “Do you feel this?”

			I nodded, feeling tingles at the nape of my neck. They spread down my arms, over my legs. “I do.”

			Jorun stepped out to join us, giving a shrill whistle that drew Soraya’s attention. “I’ve never seen a sky so red,” he remarked quietly.

			“Nor I,” Soraya agreed. “Blood will be spilled this day.”

			Soraya was no Seer either, but she was superstitious.

			I didn’t put much stock in her ominous decree since blood was spilled nearly every day now. The only thing that set this one apart from the rest was the strange crimson hue. It fell over Empyrean, staining the pale pink and muting Neera’s power flickering within everything we’d made.

			“What would you have us do today, Scourge?” Soraya asked with a feral grin.

			I chimed a laugh and Talon and Jorun joined in, our spirits high despite the weight of my intention weighing down upon us. Jorun had heard one of them shout the title, “Scourge of the Sky.” He thought they meant us all until the woman pointed directly to me, screeching her warning for all her kind to hear. They dove deep at the very sight of us now.

			I was losing control. Instead of luring them, I’d frightened them away. I wasn’t sure how to fix my mistake yet. When my control truly spilled over the edge, they would call me Scourge indeed.

			As of today, four months had passed since Intention Day. I had only eight more to accomplish my goal. It should have felt like plenty of time, but every day that slid by without anyone spotting our elusive Shark flooded my mind with fear and dread.

			“We hunt,” I finally told her. “With the coming storm, the goddess will provide us cover.”

			Soraya tipped up her chin. “They’ve grown used to our attacks. Now, they flee like cowards.”

			“We need to find a way to draw them in. We need to get closer,” I mused, staring out at the warning sky. We needed to get much closer.

			The tips of my arrows were coated with the toxin Era had derived from the blue-green plant. He’d then dipped them in wax to prevent rain and brine from washing the vital substance away. When the tip met flesh, the wax would peel away to deliver its poison. The wax would protect my skin as well, in case I accidentally brushed one of the tips. Era had thought everything out so entirely, nothing was left to chance.

			“There’s fruit on the table,” I told them. “We eat, then we fly.”
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			A shadow fell over us as we tore flesh from seed, filling our stomachs before the impending descent. Jorun looked uneasy when the wind careened into the room, sending all manner of things flying. Violent gusts like these were rare.

			The Great Wind ushered in heavy, gray clouds, their bellies stained a sickly green as they raced across the sky and quickly overtook Empyrean. The very firmament trembled, then jolted with the unexpectedly fierce turbulence ripping through, over, beneath, and around everything.

			Era said the first soul had tamed the Great Wind. Had she flown through a storm like this one with a smile, baring her teeth and daring the lightning to touch her?

			We waited for the storm’s initial burst of energy to dissipate as it always did, but the storm proved me a fool. It didn’t weaken, but rather strengthened its hold. The building clouds began to swirl and turn together in a churning twist of cloud and wind.

			Jorun couldn’t even fight his way onto the balcony, the storm was so fierce.

			Hailstones the size of my fist tumbled in from outside.

			We couldn’t fly in this. If the hail didn’t break our wings, the wind would. I looked to Talon, Soraya, and Jorun. “When the storm breaks,” I promised.

			“When the storm breaks,” they said in unison, bracing my edict.

			I wondered if this was the gale the Oracle foresaw, not the paltry storm that had quickly drenched us before passing on.

			[image: sb]

			It raged for hours. It raged for an entire day, easing for a handful of moments when the wind died and the sun finally showed its face. We realized we were in the storm’s eye and the worst was yet to come.

			Mine and my quad’s every belonging decorated the floor of the nest now, where they were safest. The four of us had worked together to quickly sculpt doors to close off the balcony. Instead of the wind tearing through, it broke over my nest and swirled around it. No more hailstones skipped inside.

			At times the gusts were so adamant, I thought the nest might tear from the firmament. With the winds howling so, would we even know it had?

			There was little to do but prepare, and I had too much anxious energy threatening to pour out to sit idle. I had a few of Aderyn’s feathers left, so I spent time shaping arrow shafts.

			Talon knocked twice on my door frame. “May I come in?”

			I nodded and he joined me, folding his tall legs awkwardly. His wings looked uncomfortable behind him. I supposed there were some perks to having a smaller pair.

			“I sense uneasiness in you,” he said.

			“Eagerness, maybe,” I answered, scraping my blade over the wood yet again. It caught on the knots still lingering and turned them to pulp.

			He rose one knee, propping his elbow on it. “It’s not bloodthirst. There’s something more. It feels like dread or worry… maybe both.”

			I stilled my blade and looked up. “Why hasn’t anyone seen him?” He knew I meant The Shark.

			“Perhaps he knows he’s a target.”

			“How?” I demanded. “We aim at any and all.”

			Talon shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			“Do you think he’s dead?” I asked, voicing my worry. I’d reasoned to everyone else that he couldn’t be, refusing to let myself believe I’d still be free if he no longer drew breath, but that might not be true. Neera had given me a year. It was her mercy. Her gift. Her sweet way of balancing the bitterness of what must come.

			Talon was quiet for a long moment, picking at a thread on my blanket before his gray eyes drifted up to meet mine. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t considered it.”

			“I need to know. The Elders have undoubtedly heard of his absence. If they believe he’s dead, they’ll…” I couldn’t finish it. Not aloud. Not without becoming physically ill.

			“Maybe they won’t. They fear the goddess. Maybe they wouldn’t risk upsetting her.”

			“Talon,” I paused, too many words and phrases tumbling around in my mind. I needed to choose carefully, tread lightly…

			He scooted closer. “Hey,” he quietly whispered. “You can ask me anything. Every word that passes between us is kept in confidence.”

			His tone felt like truth. That was the only reason I let the words fall.

			“If I don’t capture him and I’m clipped…” I spoke around the knot in my throat. “Can I ask you to please refrain from coming to me in that way? And for you to ask Jorun the same? It will be humiliating enough.”

			His eyes hardened. “I would never degrade you so.”

			“You will be expected to breed hatchlings,” I told him. “And in that role, it wouldn’t be considered a degradation. The Elders consider those who breed the Clipped dutiful.”

			“It will be expected of me, that much is true. But the Elders cannot tell me with whom I must make a hatchling.”

			I huffed a laugh as my eyes filled, somehow managing to hold back the tears that threatened to soak my arrow shaft. “They can do anything they want. That’s the problem. The Elders are too powerful.”

			“Maybe that’s why the goddess made you, Elira. To open everyone’s eyes to the imbalance of power, and to how the Clipped are abused by them.”

			I envisioned the weighty scale with all the Elders upon one pan and me, landing upon the other with such force that most of them spilled out.

			In a rare moment of vulnerability, he scrubbed a hand over his face and rubbed his eyes. “The woman they executed… I keep seeing her death in my dreams.”

			“So do I,” I told him, clearing my throat.

			“In my dreams though, her face changes to yours, her broken gray wings turn blue, and it’s you they cast into the sea.”

			The breath rushed from my lungs. I’d had the same dream.

			Neither Talon nor I had Seer blood. Was this a coincidence or premonition? Only time would tell.

			I didn’t admit to him who the woman was to me. I had no hard evidence that the woman who birthed me was innocent, but neither did I have any that proved her guilty. Tanu wasn’t above twisting their laws to suit his needs and whims. If he found out someone had betrayed our established custom and identified her to me, he could charge them with treason.

			The penalty for treason was death.

			Footsteps came from outside my door. Talon scooted back and I scraped my blade down the smooth shaft once again, inspecting it before the sound ended. Soraya propped a hip against the door frame. “What are you two doing?”

			“Other than growing tired of waiting…” I held up the arrow.

			She looked between me and Talon, her eyes sharp enough to tip the shaft I just smoothed. “Jorun is sleeping. Before he laid down he said that the storm would likely end at dusk. Do you want to descend tonight?”

			I nodded. “We leave when we can safely fly, whether the storm has ended or not.”

			“Then I’m going to lay down as well and rest while I can,” she answered, pushing off the frame. Her gaze lingered over us for a moment before she turned to make her way to her room.

			Talon cleared his throat. “It’s wise to rest.”

			“I’ll listen for the wind to ebb,” I told him.

			He noted the dark circles beneath my eyes, blotches that matched his. If his dreams were as haunted as mine, he understood why I didn’t want to doze. “There are some pieces of fruit left if you need to eat.”

			I narrowed my eyes at his attempts at smothering. “I’m fine.”

			He nodded and padded from the room. I cleaned the mess I’d made and laid on my blankets as I listened to the wind. I could rest my body, even if my thoughts gusted more turbulently than the storm.
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CHAPTER

			seventeen

			“Your obsession is beginning to border on madness,” Aderyn playfully suggested, a sharp glint of truth tucked into the corner of her eye. She’d just returned to the nest after visiting a friend to find me feverishly whittling more arrow shafts.

			“If we kill The Shark, the pans of Neera’s grave scale might finally tip in our favor.”

			She shook her head. “He is only one of many. I think you need to focus your attention elsewhere.”

			“Where would you suggest?” I asked her. “Why shouldn’t I focus on ending their best?”

			She tried to smile. “I just worry for you. You aren’t sleeping. Dark circles hang beneath your eyes like hammocks, and the sound of your growling stomach is something I can barely stand to hear.”

			“Mine growls no more often than yours.”

			“Yes, but yours is louder,” she teased. “It’s very distracting.”

			Aderyn was right. I had been obsessing over finding a way to end him and shift the weight of this war. Let his people bear it for a time. Let us finally know what it would mean to have the upper hand, sleep-filled nights, and sate the pangs of our stomachs.

			“You’re right, as usual,” I relented. “We need to take a break and do something fun.”

			Orneriness glittered in her dark eyes. “Exactly.”

			“How is Jorun?” I asked.

			“I really like him, Elira,” was her answer. The truth in her words didn’t surprise me, but her tone gave me pause. She almost sounded sad.

			***

			It felt like I’d just drifted off to sleep when Talon woke me. “Elira.”

			I raised up quickly, my heart galloping and blinking to focus my bleary eyes.

			“Sorry to wake you, but the winds have died down. We opened the balcony.”

			Talon was dressed in his battle leathers. His quiver was already fastened to his back and his bow was in hand, a sword at his belt and who knew how many smaller blades he kept hidden.

			When he left my room, I jumped up and hurriedly dressed to match my quad. Moments later, I stepped outside.

			Talon brought my quiver over and lifted it, ready to help me buckle it on. “The storm tossed all our gear around, but your special arrows are safe. All ten are there.”

			My bones tightened. “There were eleven.”

			His brows furrowed. “I may have miscounted.”

			“You did no such thing. You’re better with numbers than a sword,” I told him.

			He held my quiver out and sure enough, ten were fletched and dipped in wax. Maybe Era had the number wrong, though it seemed impossible for him to make such a mistake. He was always so careful…

			I looked at Talon’s quiver. None of my feathers fletched the arrows kept on his back, nor were any of mine in Soraya’s or Jorun’s quivers. Moving my hair for him, Talon held the case firmly between my wings as I fastened the straps over my chest.

			In two strides, he stood before my bow and plucked it from its holder. He bent the wood so the string would attach to each end, then held it out for me to stretch the string and test the weight, drawing and slowly letting it return to its resting point.

			It felt good, as did the burn in my muscles.

			I grabbed my sword and pushed it through the loop on my belt. My blade was half the length of Talon’s, but come to think of it, my body was half as high, too.

			A thought struck me… Was The Shark’s trident as important to him as my bow was to me?

			I jogged to my room and took the trident from the corner where it had been propped all these months.

			Talon’s eyes lit when he saw it. “Brilliant.”

			“It’s worth a try,” I said with a shrug. “If his weapon means as much to him as my bow does to me…”

			Talon nodded slowly, approvingly.

			Soraya and Jorun turned when we met them on the balcony. Jorun whistled at the sight of The Shark’s trident, one brow raised. “It’s far longer than I imagined.”

			The trident was taller than I was. “Next to you or Talon, it’s more proportional. I’d wager The Shark is as tall as the two of you.”

			“Taller,” Talon appraised, glaring up at the sharpened, barbed tips of the copper weapon.

			“In the water, does it shrink?” Jorun asked, smoothing a thumb over one of the curves. “Some wear their tridents on their backs.”

			I tilted my head, combing over the smooth brass yet again as though I hadn’t inspected every inch to learn its secrets. “It must, but I don’t know how it works. It seems solid.”

			“Perhaps Talay allows them the power to shape their weapons the way we shape Empyrea,” my new fourth mused.

			A rushed snap of wings came from overhead a moment before Zura landed with tears in her eyes. “What’s the matter?” I asked quickly.

			“In the piazza,” she sobbed, nearly hysterical.

			It must be Era if she came alone. I gripped The Shark’s trident with one hand, my bow handle with the other, and flew. My quad took to the skies with me.

			We found the General in the piazza, his dark wings angrily writhing on his back, holding his short mace in a tightened fist. Facing the most menacing man in Empyrea and the gaggle of pale-winged Elders hiding behind his black wings, Era the Scholar stood firm with his arms folded in front of him.

			A small girl clung to the backs of his robes, plastering herself to him. She trembled, moving so that more of her was hidden when her gaze fixed on me just before I landed beside him, a second before Talon, Soraya, and Jorun touched the firmament. I gave her a wink to let her know I was a friend. I’d never hurt a youngling.

			“Why are you here?” Tanu snarled, stepping out of the stark group. “This matter does not concern you or your quad, Elira.” He glanced over the trident in my hand as I transferred it to Talon. “You dare bring Talay’s filth into Empyrean?”

			“Did the others elect you their leader?” I impatiently asked, searching the rest of them and raising my brows in question. No one nodded or stood up for him. Not even the owlish shrew. “Did they ask you to speak on their behalf? I wonder if they grow as tired of your voice as I do.”

			“Elira!” the General barked, taking an aggressive step toward me. I fell into the warrior’s stance, not daring to fuel his anger by backing away. That would earn me the beating of a lifetime. His fingers and grip tightened on the mace’s handle. “Elder Tanu asked you a question and you will answer it. Why are you here?”

			My eyes fixed on his. “I was asked to come.”

			Tanu sneered. “I suppose you’ll tell us the goddess whispered in your ear.”

			I kept my tone mild and steady. “And if I say yes?”

			The General’s eyes narrowed. If we were in the Warrior’s Quarter and he was in a good mood, he would call me a smart-ass and tell me to carefully reconsider my answer, for it might be my last. But not while he was in a foul temper. No, he was angry and I was in his way. My entire quad was. The Scholar was.

			“What rule has been broken?” I asked. The girl shrank further.

			Tanu waved a hand toward the young girl child. “This youngling disobeyed a direct command and flew in the gusts of wind when the storm first blew over the kingdom. She put at risk the one who had to fly to keep her from careening into the sea.”

			I looked her over. One wing was broken on the end. “It seems the goddess saw fit to teach her not to do so again.”

			“The goddess did not injure her,” the General darkly replied.

			I turned my eerie eyes to Tanu, knowing exactly who was responsible for her misery. “Insubordination is a punishable offense,” he spouted, as if the words might form a shield to protect him from me.

			“You crow all the long day about how precious our young is and how they are the future of the kingdom, yet you would break the wing of a youngling for something we’ve all done at one point or another?” I asked the Elder, but also my General. She was only a child!

			“She must learn her place–now,” the owlish crone snapped from over Tanu’s shoulder, “before it’s too late and she defies her duty, as you have.”

			“Pardon me?” I asked, stepping toward the Elder and watching her creep further behind Tanu’s blanched wings. “I have nothing to do with the actions of anyone else–certainly none of yours.”

			The General smacked the mace handle into his other palm, the crack reminding me of his presence–and his threat.

			“There is another factor at play that you are unaware of, Elira,” hastily Era interjected, his eyes glittering with an anger I’d never seen in their depths. “The Elders took it upon themselves, without consulting with the Oracle, to take droplets of all the younglings’ blood, and this youngling in particular has a notable sum of Empyrea flowing through her veins. Not as much as you, of course, but it is considerable. Their own law prevents them from clipping a youngling’s wings, as they have not yet matured. Stunting a wing may stunt the rest of her body’s development.”

			“There’s no proof of that,” Tanu barked. “None!”

			My ribs tightened and my voice turned to frost. “Did you intend to clip this child’s wings?”

			Elder Tanu put a hand up. “Her blood has nothing to do with her disobedience or her punishment. We would not break our own law.”

			I looked to the rest of the Elders, to the ones I knew opposed him. “Do none of the rest of you speak? Has Elder Tanu clipped your tongues? Your moral compasses?” I challenged. “What say you, Elder Magnus?”

			Calling him out was a risk, but it was clear that he stood against Tanu and his cronies.

			The older gentleman stepped forward with his pale wings tucked tightly at his back. “The majority of us voted to uphold the current law, and we are against clipping her wings at such a young age,” he declared. “Besides, what child hasn’t rebelled against their boundaries in such a way?”

			“And yet some pressed for a harsher punishment,” I guessed.

			He inclined his head.

			“How are you involved?” I asked Era.

			“I heard her screams,” he rasped, “and involved myself.”

			Neera bless Era and his courageous heart.

			“Are you finished torturing the child for merely being curious?” I asked the Elders, my eyes fixed on the General’s eerie yellow eyes, posing the question to him as well.

			“The scale is balanced,” Tanu acquiesced. “The youngling now knows that if she is insubordinate again, her next punishment will be far greater. Tanu smiled cruelly at the young girl, who clung to and sobbed harder into Era’s robes. “Do you understand?” he pressed her.

			I imagined sliding a toxin-coated arrow from my quiver, drawing my bowstring, and burying the tip in his wicked heart. I wouldn’t let my hard work or feathers go to waste, either. When he lay upon the firmament, gasping for air as blood filled his lungs, I would press my foot to his chest and jerk my arrow free so I could use it again.

			The General angrily hefted the mace and lobbed it at the Elders’ feet. It lodged into the Empyrea, its handle pointed to the heavens. There were gasps of outrage and fear. He stalked to Tanu and towered over him, dark wings flaring.

			“Elira,” snapped the General. My head jerked to him. “You and your quad are dismissed.”

			It took a monumental effort to control my breathing, to follow his order and walk away from Era and the trembling hatchling at his side. It took even more not to slaughter Tanu where he stood, along with owlish Idris for good measure. Or to stay and watch what the General would say to the wretch. But the matter seemed to be over and if I didn’t heed his command, he would stride to the mace, pick it up, and the youngling wouldn’t be the only one suffering from her mistake.

			A flash of jade at the top of the immense staircase… The Oracle stood with her wings flared. She waved me up, so I changed course yet again and jogged to her, my body thrumming with pent-up fury.

			She ordered my quad to guard the sanctum doors and told me to follow her inside. In that wide open space, she came at me with her thumbs stretching toward my eyes. In a flash, I drew my sword. “No, Elira. I must show you something.”

			My chest heaved as fear coursed through my veins. Fear was a far more dangerous feeling to harbor than anger. Anger was predictable. Fear was anything but.

			I sheathed my sword once more and presented my eyes to her. She pressed the pads of her thumbs against my closed lids and I felt Neera’s imposing, terrifying presence immediately. Not hidden in the dark corners of the room, but everywhere, like she had become the Great Wind in my lungs and the bright flashing Empyrea in my blood, settling in the shadow-darkened recesses of my mind.

			My mother held two swaddled hatchlings, one in each arm. They slept against her chest, lulled by her heartbeat. It pounded, echoing loudly all around the room. She turned to face someone… I couldn’t make out who, but the broadness of their shoulders hinted it was a man.

			“You have to take them away,” she sobbed. “The wretches clipped them! In the dead of night, they entered the Hatchlings’ Hall and clipped their wings before they’ve even formed.”

			She shifted the nearest bundle so he could see. Indeed, the hatchling’s wing bones and the membranes between were bare, save for some patches of fuzzy hair.

			“I know you can’t save them all, but… please?” she begged. “There must be something you can do.”

			She bounced the infants when they stirred, tears falling down her cheeks for their loss. They would never be able to leave Empyrean. Never feel the wind lift their wings and just… soar. They would never know freedom.

			It was because of me. Because I’d hidden my blood. Somehow, the Elders either knew or suspected, or they didn’t want to give another with Empyrea-saturated blood the chance to become anything but what they demanded, scared that someone would stand against them and what they deemed best for the kingdom. They couldn’t risk another becoming a warrior powerful enough to stand up to them.

			I had no doubt that Tanu was behind this. He would’ve clipped the youngling in the piazza, whether the other Elders agreed and voted accordingly or not.

			The Oracle withdrew her thumbs. Her purple eyes were dark with distress. “Was it you?” she asked. “Were you the one she begged for help?”

			I shook my head, bewildered.

			“Neera did not reveal the identity of the one who helped her, but these are the children your mother was accused of harming… I feel it.” She touched her stomach as though the truth churned within it. “Did you help her, Elira? I won’t tell anyone if it was you.”

			My brows furrowed. “I wish it had been me. Where could they be? How could anyone keep a hatchling hidden away for so long?”

			She stepped close and brought her lips to my ear. “I don’t think they’re hidden here,” she whispered.

			The land? That wasn’t possible. “Talay’s kind is hostile. They would’ve struck anyone down who approached. Even if they somehow managed to avoid detection, they wouldn’t be able to hide forever.”

			“Do you think you’ve seen the entire isle?” she challenged, stepping away again. “That you know every foot that steps upon the sand and rock?”

			No, I didn’t. But… “I think we would notice our kind and their fledgling wings out of place among the scaled.”

			“When the storm began and the sky bled, Elira, the goddess repeated the message she gave you that day. ‘The war will end in the place where oceans burn.’ I just thought you should know.”

			Well, I wished the goddess would elaborate, but knew she wouldn’t. She’d had plenty of time and opportunity; the two things she loved most. Moments, days, months… they were sluicing through my fingers. Each time I tried to press them tighter together, the goddess pried them apart again.

			She looked me over and nodded. “You’re going after him?”

			I nodded once.

			“He lives, Elira.”

			“You know this?” I asked, stepping closer, desperate to hear her confirm it. “You’ve seen it?”

			She swallowed thickly. “I have. I’ve seen him in my mind, and he has resurfaced upon the General’s stone. This morning he was in the shallows.”

			I wish we knew his hiding place, but was grateful he had left it.

			“Will you ask the General where he is now?” she asked.

			“No,” was my immediate answer. He was in such a foul mood, I wouldn’t dare approach him.

			I was overcome with the inkling that she knew more than she’d revealed, that there were things she knew that she was purposely leaving unsaid. Had the goddess instructed her to leave me ignorant?

			“Be especially careful today, Elira,” she said ominously.

			A shiver crawled over my skin. A feeling worse than that of the goddess’s stifling presence.

			I strode out of the sanctum with purpose and ordered my quad to the sky.
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CHAPTER

			eighteen

			The wind and sea were soft and gentle. We saw no movement whatsoever. Gone were the swift, unrelenting currents. It was as if the storm had dragged them away, like those streams were ropes, ever tightening over their captive, the ocean. The storm broke the behemothic beast’s bindings, setting it free and leaving it content and calm. A sigh of relief hung over sky and sea.

			Trails of foam played over the sea’s tumbling, easy waves as gulls drifted lazily in the sunset sky. Streaks of gold that faded into purple and blue were cast over the water, each seamlessly spreading to the next.

			I held the trident in front of me with my bow slung over my shoulder as we flew closer to the Isle. If they wouldn’t meet us on the sea, we would meet them near the sand.

			A shrill whistle sounded behind us. I turned to see Sannika approaching with what appeared to be every quad behind her. “What is she doing?” I growled to Talon, who looked as confused as I felt. Why was she here with the entire army?

			My Commander stopped beside me as the rest of the quads surged toward land. “The General demanded we accompany you this evening.”

			“We are hunting,” I gritted, “and you are ruining everything. Leave.”

			She raked her lip with her teeth. “I cannot defy his order. You know that.”

			“Where is he, then, so I can broach the matter with him?” I hissed.

			She shook her head. “The Elders called for him as we made ready to leave. He isn’t here.”

			Irritation flared and it took every ounce of strength I had to control my tone. “You gave me control of the quads. If you must remain nearby, I want you to fall back. Far, far back.”

			She shook her head. “He was adamant that we remain close to you. The Oracle foresaw a battle.”

			I pointed the trident toward Empyrean. “I just left the Seer. She mentioned nothing of a battle to me.” She merely told me to be careful. Was this what burned in her eyes when I felt she was keeping more from me, or had Neera sent a new vision after we left?

			The sound of an arrow bolting through the air drew our attention. The mass of warriors descending had drawn their attention. Most who’d swooped in front of my quad and positioned themselves before us were too close to land and well within range of their archers. “Fall back!” I shouted only a moment before the people of the sea unleashed a brutal torrent of arrows.

			Another arrow soared past us. I nocked a regular arrow and pulled back my bowstring, seeking out the archer, or archers.

			There. In the trees, a flash of silver between fronds.

			I took aim and fired, watching as one of their people fell from his perch. Taking aim again, I looked for another hiding within the leaves, behind trunks… Talon struck another of their archers who foolishly stood on the sand without cover. But before I could find a new target, a dull thud came from just beside me, quickly followed by Sannika’s gasp.

			Her fingers split around the shaft of an arrow protruding from her stomach. “I’ve been hit,” she said, bewildered. Stunned. She dropped a few feet, but managed to pump her wings.

			“Jorun!” I shouted, rushing to her. It was buried deep in her belly, but the tip did not exit her back. It had likely torn through organs on the way through, and if the healers removed it, more damage would be done.

			Jorun swooped down and immediately threaded the Commander’s arm around his shoulders, hefting her weight. His worried eyes met mine. I looked away, focusing back on Sannika instead of on her fate–which Jorun and I knew was sealed.

			“You’re going to be okay,” I lied, pressing a hand to her stomach. “Jorun will see you to the healers.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Fall back!” I repeated, watching as most warriors rose higher into the sky, flying to safer distances.

			The color on her cheeks was fading quickly. Her blood seeped and soaked into her leathers, crimson blossoming over her belly. It flickered faintly, the power in her blood, like Sannika, barely alive. “I’m sorry,” she wheezed.

			I offered her a reassuring smile, cringing when it turned watery. “Don’t worry over it, Sannika. I’ll see you soon.”

			Jorun soared high and fast. When Sannika weakened to the point she could no longer use her wings, he cradled her limp form. I had no time to watch them or fully comprehend what life might be like without her.

			“Look out!” Soraya shouted from beside me. Another arrow sliced through one of Soraya’s primary feathers, cutting off the tip. She shouted a curse as the three of us raced into the sky, slowing only when we knew it was safe and catching our breath. It was then that I saw some of our warriors who had been hit and were struggling to fly away.

			“We have to go back for them,” I said, knowing they were only there because they’d been ordered to help me.

			“Elira, no!” Soraya snapped, still shaken from her close encounter. “Have you lost your mind? Do you know how close we came to being hit just now?”

			I jabbed a finger toward our people. “They will fall if we don’t help them. They will die.” Some of their injuries might not be life-threatening, but no Empyrean ever entered the sea without drowning.

			She tipped up her chin stubbornly. “The strong will survive.”

			Soraya was cruel and more cowardly than I ever realized. How would she feel if it was her bobbing around below while we sat and discussed whether to save her?

			I looked to Talon. “It’s your call,” he said. “You’re our leader.”

			“Soraya, enlist help and meet us back here to carry the injured home,” I instructed, handing The Shark’s trident to her and nodding to Talon. “Let’s save as many as we can.”

			“You’re fools,” my third growled.

			I rounded on her with steely eyes. “I gave you a choice. Don’t make me rescind it and demand you do what’s right. I won’t let them falter and fall when I’m perfectly able to help. What if it was you down there?” I pointed to those who were struggling vainly to fly to safety. With those parting words, Talon and I left her behind, tucking our wings in tight and diving. We ripped through the air fluidly, riding waves of air.

			The warriors who faltered became easier targets as Talay’s people continued their vicious onslaught. Determined to sink as many as possible, their archers kept firing. Despite our attempt to save them, several of my people plummeted before we could reach them, their injuries too severe.

			Giant splashes broke upon the tranquil sea as Talay claimed warrior after warrior. Foam gathered in wide circles, marking the watery graves until even the foam died away and the ocean erased it all. I wondered if the General was watching the losses on his immense slab and regretted sending them down to slaughter.

			I reached the closest warrior, a girl a few years younger than me. An arrow protruded from her back, right between her wings, which made flapping them difficult. Another was lodged in her thigh and a third had pierced her foot, the protruding tip red with her blood. These were wounds from which she could heal, but she needed my help.

			She clawed toward me, her arms outstretched. “Help, please.”

			“We’ll get you to the healers,” I promised, gripping her waist and pulling her up. By some miracle, neither of us were struck during the ascent.

			Soraya swooped to take the girl from me at the same time another quad descended to help Talon as he brought a male up with his arms belted around the Warrior’s chest.

			“Don’t let the sea take my body,” the Warrior pleaded. “If I’m to die, I want my body and soul to return to Neera.”

			“You’re not dying today,” Talon gritted, handing him to the waiting Warriors.

			I dove again, noting more foamy rings. Only a few of my people remained. I dove for a young boy I recognized as just having joined his first quad, but before I could reach him, he was struck in the neck with another arrow. His wings went limp and he dropped like a stone into the sea.

			Another circle of foam erupted.

			Changing direction, I flew toward a woman who was struck by several arrows almost at once. She fell before I could catch hold of her. I whipped my head to the side, spying one male left who was actively being targeted as I flew closer. He gave an outraged scream when several arrows found his legs.

			“No,” he gritted when he saw me coming. “You must fly to safety.”

			“You don’t give me orders!” I barked, then tried to put my shoulder into his side. He batted me away. “I’m trying to save you, you oaf,” I grunted.

			He fought me off and shoved me away. “Not you! The General…”

			I gripped the straps at his sides and shook him. “If you want us both to survive this, stop fighting me and give me your arm.”

			More arrows whistled by. He quickly maneuvered himself in front of me and was struck in his back, right flank, and wings. He cried out in anguish. “Just leave me.”

			Talon was suddenly there. “Neera or Talay?” he demanded.

			The man would die. Talon was asking him to choose which god claimed his body.

			“Neera,” he wheezed. The Warrior weakened breath by breath. Together, we hefted him to those waiting to carry him home.

			I shouted an order for everyone remaining to return to Empyrean–now. As they positioned him, I studied the fletchings of the arrows skewering his body and froze.

			“Talon,” I rasped.

			Wiping his brow, he looked toward me. “What?”

			I gestured to the fletchings. “These are Aderyn’s feathers.” My chest heaved, eyes filling with tears I refused to let fall. Those bastards. They’d used Aderyn’s wings… After cleaving them off and ending her life as if she was nothing, they used my best friend’s feathers against me.

			I turned and combed the shore for any flesh or scaled skin I could find. My hand tightened on the grip of my bow.

			“Elira—” Talon said, a hint of warning in his tone.

			Could he see the moment I shattered? Did the broken shards of my soul leave circles of bursting foam beneath me?

			My second swooped in front of me with his palms out. “Elira, please listen. Don’t play into their plan. They’re waiting for you to react just as your heart wishes to right now. They’re hoping for it. But you cannot give in to your pain. If you do, you will lose.” He took a deep breath as I angrily swiped a rogue tear from my cheek. “Every arrow they have left is pointed at your heart.”

			Though my flesh and armor were intact, by using her feathers for fletching, each of their aimed arrows had struck true. The deep hollow place in my chest ached from pain, rage, and frustration, and too many other emotions to name.

			Soraya reappeared, looking warily between me and my second. “Why are you lingering here?”

			I’d chosen Talon well. He stayed with me and had flown into danger despite the risk. When faced with almost certain death and fear, he did the right thing. Soraya would never be elevated to such a status. In fact, once we accomplished this feat, I would find another third.

			Soraya had chosen herself. Her own safety. Chosen to fall back instead of charge ahead. And while she shepherded the wounded and helped in that limited capacity in a region free from soaring arrows, she had failed her quad. She’d failed me.

			Talon winced and gave a groan, pressing his eyes tightly closed. “What’s wrong?” I asked. He twisted so I could see the arrow protruding from one of his wings. He was still able to fly, still at my side, being what I needed. How had I not noticed his pain? It was as if mine had blinded me. I couldn’t let that happen again. “I’m so sorry, Talon. Let’s get you to a healer.”

			He waved it off, just as I would have. “I’m fine. It’ll heal quickly. It’s not in the bone. It just smarts a bit.”

			Jorun descended, immediately noticing Talon had been wounded. He ticked his head toward home. “The healers are gathered and helping the others who have survived. They can see to you, too.”

			I began to fly with the three of them, leaving Soraya to hover alone, as she preferred.

			“Elira!” she called out. “May I speak with you for a moment?”

			“Not now,” I bit out.

			“There’s something you should know and see,” she insisted, hovering in the dimming twilight sky.

			Talon paused, but I told him and Jorun to fly home. My stubborn second refused to budge. “I won’t descend. I give you my word, I’ll be right behind you,” I promised.

			Still, he hesitated.

			“I need you to help me formulate a new plan, Talon.” I looked to Jorun. “I want input from you all. After the healers tend your wing.”

			Talon did not want to go.

			“Leave, Talon. That’s an order.”

			My second finally relented, believing me, hearing the truth pour from my lips. My fourth inclined his head, then escorted Talon home. Their forms shrank as more and more distance spread between us.

			I flew back down to Soraya and hovered before her. “What is it?”

			She faced the shore and pointed down to it. “The Shark.”

			I followed her finger with my eyes to see him jog out of the waves, turning to face us when his people yelled, alerting him to our presence.

			My breath left me in a sharp exhale. There he was. Healthy and well and out of hiding. This was fortuitous. I only wished more bore witness and could confirm that Soraya and I had seen him along the shore. Still, our attestation might quell the Elders who wanted to use his absence against me.

			“How fast do you think he can swim?” Soraya mused, tilting her head. “Faster than we can fly?”

			The Shark cupped his hands and shouted something to us, but the Great Wind intercepted and carried his words away.

			Soraya bowed her head. “I know I disappointed you, Elira,” she said, turning to face me. “I know what it likely means for my future.”

			I didn’t acknowledge or deny the statement. She was right. She knew me well enough to know how I would ultimately react, as well as what her cowardice would mean for her position on my quad.

			“I’ve never let you down before. In all these years,” she weakly noted. “I don’t know what came over me.”

			“The fear of death is the most difficult to temper, but it’s also a Warrior’s greatest weakness.”

			How could one charge headlong into battle if they couldn’t control their fear and tuck it away long enough to do as they’re told, despite certain danger to their person?

			When the arrow cut her feather, fear sliced the throat of her bravery.

			“I know that.” Her bottom lip began to tremble, but I knew better than to think Soraya would burst into tears. She was like Aderyn, and like me–too hardened to cry. Or so I’d thought until this evening. Until I saw my friend’s feathers fletching my enemy’s arrows, I hadn’t shed a tear for her, either.

			I wasn’t sure what that said about me.

			I turned back to look at The Shark. Moonlight caught on the scales covering his legs.

			When would I see him again? What could I use to draw him out with the next time? I couldn’t help but notice he was weaponless… “Where is his trident?” I asked my third, watching him disappear into the shadowed canopy.

			She didn’t answer. I turned my head toward her, catching sight of her arm cutting toward me. Something sharp slid through the thick hide of my leathers and bit into the flesh of my side. The carefully shaped shaft of an arrow stuck out of my skin. The wax clinging to the edges of the arrow’s head had peeled back and the remnants could hold on no longer. They fell into the dark sea.

			My third had stolen it, breaking my feathers away to conceal the weapon she’d stolen to use against me. Talon said this morning that there were ten arrows in my quiver. Here was the missing eleventh.

			To think, I’d wondered if he had stolen it or if brilliant Era had somehow miscounted.

			I pulled my sword and lunged for her, but my movements were already slowed by the toxin zipping through my veins and my sword was too heavy to raise. Soraya was fast, quickly darting out of the way when I wildly slashed at her.

			My grip waned.

			My heart raced.

			Sweat broke out on my upper lip and brow. I was bathed in alternating flashes of cold and hot. Weak and frantic. My vision blurred, as did the place where the night sky met the blackened sea.

			Fingers slowly parted and the sword I’d fought with for so long plunged to the sea. My wings faltered, dropping me several feet.

			“I won’t let you cast me away,” she gritted, swooping to kick the shaft in further.

			I was too slow to throw an arm up in defense. The pain stole away the scream and my breath while the toxin spread further, paralyzing my hands and feet. They hung limply as my wings fought to keep pumping.

			“They’ll know what you did…” I gasped.

			She shook her head, an evil smile tugging at the corner of her cheeks. “I don’t think they will. They’ll assume that impulsive, heartsick Elira broke her word and went after The Shark herself. Talon was so worried you’d do just that. It’s not such a far-fetched story.”

			“And when the Oracle demands your feather? What will you do when the truth is written in every barb? Cut away your own wings?” I choked. My heart’s rhythm was strange and erratic, as if it was in the water and struggling to stay afloat while being dragged under. “Take me back and I’ll blame The Shark,” I bargained. “I’ll cover your crime and you’ll keep your rank. You’ll remain in my quad.” I struggled toward her and clawed out to catch hold of something, anything. I tried to conjure Empyrea but lacked the strength to form anything with which to save myself.

			“No,” she gritted, pushing me away. “I’ll take my chances with the Oracle. I know you. You aren’t capable of forgiveness and I would never survive your wrath.”

			I dropped several feet before catching myself. She watched my struggle, her eyes wide and pleased. She wanted to see me die.

			My hands stopped working. My feet dangled. The roots of my wings became numb.

			Then I fell…

			Steadied…

			Dipped again, and caught myself.

			This dance of a fight continued until the waves were louder than Soraya’s shouted farewell.

			My shoulders locked. The toxin spread over my wings from root to tips until they too, succumbed. Panic struck my heart hotter and more painful than a bolt of lightning. I cried out to Neera despite my tongue feeling thick and heavy, my voice coming out garbled and confused though in my head I roared.

			When I lost control of my body, I wasn’t high enough for the impact alone to kill me. I careened, spinning out of control with my face toward the water. The bones in my wings snapped against the wind. I could hear them, but couldn’t feel a single thing but terror.

			Drowning had always been my biggest fear. The salt brine spat at my face just before I collided with the sea.

			The impact stunned me further.

			Nothing worked but my mind, lungs, and heart. Foam surrounded me, bubbling and churning, and all I could think of was that I knew how I looked from above. That Soraya was delighting in the sight of the circle blossoming, soon to disappear, like I would. In my mind, I begged my arms, legs, something to work and respond to my command.

			They wouldn’t.

			Couldn’t.

			I desperately begged the goddess for help, wondering if she was strong enough to tear me from Talay now that he had me. Why? I raged. Why put a first soul within me if this was to be my fate?

			But the goddess did not answer. Water filled my ears and nostrils, stinging my eyes as I lay suspended in the water before slowly sinking into the depths.

			My chest burned as I held onto the stolen breath as long as I could, but soon, that breath was used up and the urge to capture another overwhelmed me. A few bubbles escaped my mouth before a slow, steady stream leaked away and floated toward the sky in which I belonged but would never set eyes on again.

			My mind grew slow and sluggish as the water pressed upon every inch of me. Smothering, constant, cold.

			Something brushed the skin of my calf and my worst nightmare rose from the depths. The only thing I could think of was how ironic it was that The Shark’s eyes were the same turbulent color of the sea and how they sparkled beneath the water as if reflecting the glittering heavens.

			Maybe this was Neera’s doing. Had she granted me one more view of the sky?

			My lids were fixed, incapacitated like the rest of me, and I wondered if he assumed I was already dead. My arms floated as limply in front of me as my wings did behind. Until they began to twitch, then violently spasmed.

			He put a hand to my chest, just over my scar, where my heart still slowly and heavily pumped.

			I thought he might catch hold of my wrist and drag me deeper before taking my body back to his kind as a trophy. Before using my feathers to fletch the arrows that would kill my people.

			Instead, he clamped his hands on either side of my waist and kicked hard at the water, pushing us up….

			Up…

			Until we broke the surface.

			A dull, buzzing drone filled my ears and my vision faded to black. I felt him maneuver around me and my wings and wrap his arms around my middle. With a few violent thrusts, he forced the water I’d inhaled from my lungs.

			The fire in them was immediate, and though I wanted to cough to expel more water and fight to take in more air, I could only wait until my lungs filled again, water dribbling out of my mouth in a never-ending stream.

			The Shark fought to keep my face above the tumbling waves, straining as Talay used the weight of my wings to try to drag me into his abyss again.

			My lungs squeezed, trying to expel the remaining water trapped within them. More water spewed slowly from my lips. The Shark noticed and grimaced before taking my jaw in each hand and bringing his mouth to mine. He blew a deep, warm breath into my lungs. They revolted immediately, even more water burbling up.

			Water flew from his lips as they moved. “Are you able to breathe on your own?” he asked urgently, his voice rich and deep, like the first peals of thunder when a storm rolled in.

			I couldn’t answer; not because I wasn’t sure, but because my mouth and tongue were also paralyzed. I couldn’t feel my lungs expand or contract, but my heart raced, panicked he would abandon me to die, and panicked he wouldn’t and my fate would be far worse if he managed to drag me to shore.

			He put an ear to my mouth and splayed his palm over my heart again. When he felt it pounding toward him, toward life, and felt the breath leave my lips, he pushed his face into the water and let out a cry that resonated through every drop surrounding us, tingling against my skin and stirring the brine.

			The people of the sea surrounded us, as innumerable as the waves building over the sea. “Help me get her to the shore!” he barked.

			The Shark’s authority was absolute. I was flipped onto my back as his people positioned themselves around my wings. One held my face above the surface. I tried to find and focus on her face, the blurred shape so near to mine.

			“She’s fading!” the woman shouted to the others in a voice that sounded a world away.

			My head and body felt light and strange, as if they were formed of Empyrea and set adrift in the glistening night sky.
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CHAPTER

			nineteen

			I awoke miserable and lying on my stomach. Everything hurt, and for a few agonizing moments, I couldn’t tell which part of my body felt worst.

			The healers always urged injured Warriors to focus on one breath at a time, to count each inhalation until their minds calmed and focused.

			I counted three before I decided the healers were wrong. There were no distractions powerful enough to calm or focus my mind right now.

			The thatched cot I lay upon was old and worn. It flexed and groaned with every breath, creaking loudly when I lifted my head, and again when I quickly let it fall back down. An involuntary hiss escaped through my teeth when the movement shot through my damaged ribs.

			Besides them, something was wrong with my side. Nausea swept through me and I begged the goddess not to let it progress. I wasn’t sure I could survive even a dry heave, let alone vomiting.

			The roots of my wings trembled when I tried to move them. They were badly broken.

			The taste of salt lay heavily on my tongue.

			My arms were ridiculously heavy and hanging off the edge, blood pooling in my swollen, purple fingers. Grit fell from the pads when they jerked as I tried to flex my fist. The air was redolent of heady smoke, intensifying the beat of the headache drumming at my temples.

			Blinking away the bleariness, I noticed I was in a strange room. My ribs tensed, eliciting a cry I barely managed to stifle.

			Trying and failing to push myself up, I fought the panic clawing at me. Memories spiraled. Of the battle, Soraya’s treachery, the toxic arrow embedded in my side, the dread that came from watching the wax peel away and the deepening sensation when my body failed me. Then falling helplessly into the turbulent crush of the sea.

			The wings that had always lifted me only dragged me down in Talay’s realm.

			And then there was him. The Shark–concealed by the deep blue until his face was in front of mine and he fought the ocean for possession of me.

			My lips pressed together at the memory of him blowing breath back into my lungs.

			I closed my eyes, cursing myself for being so stupid. I should have known when the arrow count was off that someone had taken one. Era wasn’t incapable of making mistakes, but with something so important and dangerous, he would’ve taken extra care.

			A door across the room swung open, light blazing onto the floor beside me before the newcomer closed it again. I kept quiet and as still as possible with my eyes closed.

			“Now that you’re awake, I’m sure you wish you weren’t.” The voice was gravelly and feminine.

			She wasn’t wrong.

			“Is your tongue working now that I bled you?”

			“Bled me?” I rasped, warily regarding her.

			“Your eyes are the strangest color,” she rudely observed. “Only way to get a poison out of the body is to get it out of the blood. Only way to get it out of the blood is to get the blood out of the body. Not all of it, of course. You need to keep a bit.”

			That must have been why I felt so sluggish and weak, beyond the trauma of my other breaks and wounds.

			“Just be glad I didn’t have to cut you. When I removed the arrow’s head from your side, your wound bled plenty, I just didn’t stanch it as fast as I otherwise would have,” she said conversationally, moving about the opposite side of the room. With gritted teeth and great effort, I lifted my head and swiveled it to watch her. “You’re lucky I saw the sign before I bandaged your side. If I’d left the poison in, you’d have died for sure. Most menders would have assumed the wound and fall were enough to put you in such a state.”

			“What sign?” I asked her.

			The woman didn’t answer my question.

			She wore a vibrant green skirt tied at her ample hips. Golden, wrinkled skin draped over her abdomen. Her breasts were covered by a woven white top that crossed over her shoulders. When she stepped, the skirt exposed her thigh. It was then that I saw pale blue scales lining her legs. She dragged a stool over before perching on it, arranging the fabric of her skirt modestly.

			“I have a theory. Would you care to hear it?” she asked.

			“Do I have a choice?” I gritted, trying to find a comfortable position and failing miserably.

			“Not really. You see, I saw you in the sky, flying perfectly well with your bow raised as you fired upon our people.”

			“Who fired at us first…” I bit out.

			She harrumphed and quirked a silver brow. “And I suppose you just swooped down for peace talks?” She shook her head. “Anyway, you seemed perfectly well until you were struck. After that, you hovered okay for a time, then faltered.” She bent to watch my eyes, searching them for truth I would never willingly give her. “So my theory is that you took something when you realized you couldn’t make it home. Am I right?”

			She actually thought I’d tried to kill myself. Thought she was so smart and had pieced it all together… I would’ve offered a snide smile if I wasn’t too tired to lift my lips. Would the healer cackle with glee if she knew one of my own quad had betrayed me and buried a poisoned arrow in my side?

			I didn’t deign to respond.

			The woman’s hair was gray from root to tip, tied at the nape of her neck and flowing over one shoulder like a frothing waterfall. Her forehead, the corners of her mouth and eyes, and even her chest were as wrinkled as her stomach.

			She leaned toward me. “My grandson risked his life and the lives of many friends to drag you from the sea–alive. The least you can do is tell me which plant you ingested. I know of two it could be. If it’s one, I should leave you be. The bleeding is enough and there’s nothing else I know of to help beyond what I’ve done. If it’s the other, there’s a root that will help push it out of your flesh. I can’t just give it to you without knowing though, because the root by itself is dangerous to consume. Coupled with the plant, they nullify one another and draw out the poison.”

			I snorted. “If I’m to be executed, I’m not sure it matters.”

			She waved me off. “My grandson wouldn’t have swam as fast as he could to save you, and I wouldn’t have bothered with you at all, if we were just going to kill you.”

			I stayed quiet.

			“Now, will you please tell me what you took?” she asked in a softer tone, a hint of curiosity woven between her words.

			“How do you know I was poisoned?” I asked.

			“Before I was a mender, I watched my mother tend to the people of Kehlani. I’ve seen quite a few poisonings in my lifetime, but know of only a couple that turn the inside of the mouth teal. The color lingers in yours even now. Did you get the plant from our isle, or was it a plant harvested in the sky?”

			Instead of answering her pointed question, I asked, “Will I die?”

			She shook her head. “I’m assuming that your refusal to answer means you harvested it from the Isle.”

			“Will I die from it?” I repeated.

			“I don’t believe so now that you’ve woken.” She narrowed her eyes at me shrewdly. “If I knew what you swallowed, I would better know how to save you from your own foolishness.”

			I snorted, immediately regretting it. Not because it wasn’t warranted, but because my ribs moved, which sent fresh waves of pain rocketing through my broken cage of bones.

			The woman looked affronted. “Are you scoffing at me? Why?”

			I cleared my scratchy throat. “You assume too much when you know very little.”

			“The only other thing I can think of that happened is that one of your own coated the tip of their arrow with poison and struck you intentionally.” Her silver brows rose like wings. “And I think it’s safe to say that I know much more than I assume, Elira. Or do you prefer the name Scourge?”

			My eyes drifted closed but I quickly opened them again, afraid to let my guard down while she was near for fear she might change her mind. After all, this close to death, she could end me and tell everyone my body was too broken to survive. No one would question her claim after seeing me smack into the sea and witnessing the damage to my wings and side.

			Scourge. The dread of the sky itself.

			She claimed I wouldn’t be killed. She didn’t say I wouldn’t be tortured for information.

			I might have laughed at the irony if my body wouldn’t punish me for the simple act. The Scourge of the Sky descended to capture The Shark of the Sea, was betrayed by her own, and wound up his captive instead.

			“Call me what you want,” I told her. It didn’t matter now.

			She huffed and three gill slits on her neck flared then settled. She scooted her stool over to a low countertop littered with small wooden bowls–I couldn’t see what they held–and parchment stained with ink and unsteady handwriting.

			The woman dipped a small bundle of dried herbs into the flame of a nearby candle and the unfamiliar scent I noticed when I first woke flooded the room with renewed vigor. With her free hand, she fanned the leaves’ fiery edges. That strong, heady aroma slithered over me as she brought the bundle close.

			“Sleep, Elira. If you’re to heal, you must rest.”

			“I’m not tired,” I weakly argued as my eyes drifted closed.
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			When I woke with a foggy head and realized the woman had drugged me, I knew that no matter how much it hurt to move, I had to escape. Now was my best chance to slip away. They weren’t aware I was awake, or that I was capable of such a feat in my condition.

			Assuming I was…

			It took far too long to push myself up from the cot, my arms quaking and burning with the effort, pain slicing through my ribs and cleaving the arrow wound at my side. And all the while, the cot brayed and bleated like the night beasts roaming the Green Mountains.

			If the Isle lived and breathed, the mountains would be its lush heart, brimming with flora and fauna caught in a constant cycle of life and death.

			The jungle wasn’t unlike us, I supposed.

			Sweating and dizzy, I sagged against the wooden counter and tried to will my mind and body out of the herb-induced fog. My hip brushed a stone mortar and pestle. The wood of both was worn from years of hands working them.

			Besides the small stool, the cot I’d just left was the only piece of furniture in the room. It bore my bloodstains, and beneath one side on the sand floor a puddle had soaked into the soil. Each droplet was pale and still charged with small forks of Neera’s power.

			The woman said she’d bled me to remove the poison in my blood, but the distrustful part of me couldn’t help but think she’d stolen it to see if the power within it could be harnessed. Would Neera ply my body with more, and if she did, would it be laced with the same pure Empyrea I had before I fell? There were no bowls of blood along the long countertop and no soiled rags despite the patchwork holding my wings and flesh together.

			Hissing breaths escaped my mouth as I desperately tried to calm the throbbing, aching, stabbing pain assaulting various parts of my body at once. Gingerly, I moved a step toward the only exit. Settled. Then took another.

			If Talay’s kind had any sense, they would have thrown me into a cage and made sure there was no way for me to pick the lock. They never should have left me someplace like this, especially unguarded. This was nothing but a modest healer’s workshop.

			The walls were thin and crafted from sturdy fabric held up by hewn tree trunks positioned every few feet around the perimeter, a veritable wooden skeleton. Vents were cut along the pitched roof, allowing the smoke and sweltering heat to escape. When the wind forced itself into them, they gaped, much like the gills along the healer’s neck.

			I pressed a palm to my chest. Thanks to the thick, balmy air, my skin was sticky with sweat.

			Fighting the urge to collapse back onto the cot, I pushed my feet forward, holding onto the long counter. Hope blossomed in my chest when I saw no sun peeking through the fold of fabric. Under the cover of night, I might be able to run toward the mountains. I couldn’t fly, but I could make my way to the grove and wait for one of our Warriors or Gatherers to descend.

			And when I made it home… Soraya was as good as dead.

			I pushed toward the exit, waiting to see if I could hear movement outside. Other than the waves rushing the nearby shore, there was silence.

			The bottom front of my rib cage throbbed in time with my heart. My first instinct was to press a hand against it to stave off the pain, but pushing the wrong way, applying the wrong pressure, might break them again. The healer had wrapped them tightly and bound my breasts with the same broad swath of taupe linen. Tied at my hip, in the same style she’d worn, was a shorter swath of soft brown fabric.

			Where are my things? I wondered as my head slowly cleared and my feet became surer beneath my weight. Easing around the healer’s room, I searched for my leathers, bow, and quiver. My sword. I came up empty.

			Wise of them not to leave any of it here, but quite unfortunate for me. The only thing I could find that could be remotely useful was a brass spoon, so I swiped it off the counter and made my way back to the moonlit flap, peeking outside it, elated when I saw the path looked clear. Ribs screaming, I lifted the door flap wide enough to accommodate my wings and ducked outside. A fire roared on the shore less than ten wingspans away, and in front of it sat a young man.

			So they didn’t leave me unguarded after all.

			The young man hummed, seemingly lost in thought as he stared at the glimmering black sea. His muscles didn’t tense and he never broke the tune when I took one tentative step, then another, planning to make my way around the tent and hide within a nearby copse of trees until I could get my bearings, figure out where I was and where the grove was in relation.

			Any distance was too far for me to walk right now, but there was no other choice but to go on despite the pain. Still, in my current state, I would have to stop and hide and rest when I safely could along the way. I’d need to find food and water, all while staying alert and not letting my guard down. This wasn’t Empyrea. I didn’t know the pitfalls that lay before me.

			Traveling in the dark would pose its own problems, but for now, just getting away was good enough.

			Padding around the outside of the workshop, I slipped between rows of smaller dwellings, tents made of the same thick fabric. Tall, slender trees with broad fronds sheltered and hid them from us.

			The boy’s humming never stopped, but it faded as I put more distance between myself and him. And I was reminded as I struggled farther into the island’s heart, that the only thing stronger than pain was hope.
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CHAPTER

			twenty

			I pushed into the Green Mountains that night, and my broken body too far, too fast. When the sky lightened a fraction and I saw a large slab of rock perched among the myriad of verdant plants and vines, I crawled onto it and laid down, then closed my eyes and let the world and pain fade away.
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			When I blinked awake, the sun was high and hot on my exposed skin. Every inch of flesh that was usually covered was burnt. I lay on the rock I’d found in the dark of night, but by the light of day I saw that the boulder yawned over the edge of a gaping cliff. I hadn’t realized I was only a few precarious steps away from death.

			I’d never feared heights until the moment my wings no longer responded to my command. And though they worked, though I felt every painful muscle and ligament, bone and barb, they were too broken to save me if I fell.

			I never wanted to feel that out of control or helpless again.

			The boy I’d seen last night perched by the fire, humming, was sitting beside me doing exactly that.

			I cursed myself for thinking he hadn’t noticed me slip away, hadn’t heard any of my labored breaths, the swish of thick fabric, my bare feet scuffing the sand because I couldn’t fully lift them or easily carry my weight.

			His icy blue gaze met mine, sparking when he realized I was awake. He didn’t speak. Just stared.

			His brown skin glistened in the sun, not the least bit red or raw, but even he wasn’t immune to the humidity. Sweat beaded at his temples and slid down his face, gliding down his taut chest. Beneath his right collar bone, a thick scar stretched–an arrow wound if I’d ever seen one.

			He scowled and shifted his body, angling away to hide it when he saw me looking, but never took his eyes off me. Smart boy. I was broken, but not dead. I was a warrior, which meant if he wanted a fight, I would fight to the death. He knew it, too. Could see it in the way I appraised him just as carefully as he did me, making it clear that I saw him as an opponent, one I planned to rise above. Like all the rest. No matter the cost.

			Each deep green scale lining his legs absorbed the bright light. Wrapped around his waist was a short cloth, dyed to match his scales. The gills on his neck flared as he nimbly stood and bent to pick up the tall trident laying near his feet.

			I expected him to turn its barbs to me and prod me with it, demanding I return with him, but when he only stood and waited, I decided to face him again, if for no other reason than to show him I was still strong despite my wounds.

			I pushed myself up onto my knees, thigh muscles trembling under my weight, then lifted one knee, pushing up with the other leg until I stood, too unsteady so close to the cliff’s edge. I eased away from it in case he felt compelled to shove me over.

			Breathing hurt almost as much as moving, but I tried not to let it show. And unlike him, I didn’t hide my scars away. His gaze openly traced the forked scar clawing from chest to jaw.

			The lightning had lashed at me and tried to kill me, to knock me out of the sky. It failed. As would he, if he attacked.

			But if he wanted me dead, why wouldn’t he have struck me while I lay on the stone? Why wait until I awoke?

			The boy silently watched me and waited.

			Waited.

			Waited.

			Until my lip twitched involuntarily and my fingers flinched toward his neck. For what? I wanted to scream. What is this? Say something! Do something.

			I knew where I stood with everyone in Empyrean. Knew the laws and punishments the Elders made and meted. I knew Neera’s expectations and what happened if I failed to meet them. But I did not know this boy, or this Isle, its people or customs. Would he kill me here and get it over with?

			His lips tugged upward when he sensed my frustration, so I tamped down my irritation and pasted on an impassive expression, denying him the joy of watching me squirm.

			Finally, after several more agonizing moments, his amusement faded. He scratched his shorn head and finally spoke. “I’m not sure how you managed to walk so far, Scourge, but I am sure you’ll regret it as we retrace every step.”

			He jerked his head in the direction he wanted me to start, icy blue eyes now burning with something I was much more familiar with: simmering anger.

			“One foot in front of the other, Scourge,” he taunted, arrogantly tipping his chin up, clutching his trident so naturally it made me long for my own weapons. “Your wings won’t save you now.”
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			With the boy at my back, I carved a sloppy path down the seemingly never-ending side of a mountain, stopping when I saw water pooled at the base of a thick leaved plant. Desperate for water, I bent despite the pain that lanced through my middle, lips pursed to drink.

			That was when he snickered.

			“What?” I asked on a dry, ragged breath.

			His lips twitched.

			“Is it unsafe to drink?”

			“It’s nothing. Go ahead and sip.” He gestured to the plant.

			With considerable effort, I slowly straightened back up and glared at him, unable to tell if he was warning me off because there was true danger or enjoying my misery. He only smirked, then ordered me to either drink or move.

			I moved.

			The tops of the hills were covered in brittle, sharp rock that sliced my soles open.

			“That’s how I found you, you know,” the wretch taunted. I kept silent, just as he’d done. “Your bloody footprints made it easy to track you in the dark.”

			“I take it you didn’t touch any of my blood,” I smirked over my shoulder.

			“Of course not,” he said disgustedly. “Your kind is a disease. Your blood would probably kill me.” We walked several more steps before he asked, “Would it?”

			I kept moving, ignoring his question.

			“Scourge,” he hurried closer, “would your blood kill me?”

			I shrugged. “Touch it and see.” Taunting him the way he’d done me with the plant and water felt good. Like the mighty scale balancing between us was more level now. I quietly grinned as he became much more aware and concerned of each of my footsteps, keeping clear of the bloody prints.

			“You think you’re so clever…” he grumbled, pushing in front of me so he didn’t have to worry about my blood, then complained when I lagged behind, despite the fact I was injured and his single stride was three times as long as mine.
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			At the base of the mountain nearest the sea, the lush greenery of the valley faded away, replaced with tall, thin trees with long, broad fronds set upon a blanket of sand that stretched into the fathomless blue water. Waves roared high onto the shore as if the sea wished to pull me back in and finish what it started… if I’d only step close enough.

			The boy was right. I’d made it farther than anyone imagined I could, even me. The sun had moved far to the west as we traversed the steep foothills I’d managed to pass over the night before, and we still hadn’t reached the small village I left in the dead of night. Assuming he was taking me back there. Perhaps he wasn’t, and this arduous hike was part of the punishment for running away and being caught again.

			Close to the water, the sun pressed hotter upon my skin. The sliced soles of my feet burned and smarted as the sand grit dug into the wounds. We skirted the shoreline in deep sand that shifted underfoot, forcing me to adjust the angle of my entire body with each step. The misery I felt upon waking at the mountain’s top was replaced by a dull numbness.

			I wondered if I should worry, then decided numbness was far better than pain and I needed to take advantage of it and be grateful to Neera for taking a portion of the sharp agony away. The exhaustion still lay beneath and I knew if I stopped I wouldn’t be able to get started again, so I put one foot in front of the next and let the numbness relieving my body soak into my soul and mind.

			My thoughts began to drift. Away from my blistering skin and the sand that made each step feel heavier than the last. Away from the boy who hummed and nagged me for sport. They drifted home.

			Soraya would have told everyone I was dead by now. My hope was that Neera spoke the truth through her conduit, or that the wise Oracle saw through my third’s fake sorrow and demanded that she hand over one of her feathers. I just hoped that when her lie was revealed, the truth didn’t damn her before I could. I almost snarled out loud as, in quick succession, I thought of nine different ways to kill her.

			Sannika, the only Commander I’d served under and the one who took note of mine and Aderyn’s achievements and kept us fighting together through the years, was dead. I wondered if she even made it back to the healers before Neera plucked away her soul.

			The General would appoint a new Commander. Talon would be made quad leader and would arrange his unit how he saw fit. He wouldn’t make Soraya his second after seeing the cowardice in her heart. Jorun, whom I’d trusted least of all, would make a fine choice. I was sorely wrong about his aspirations and loyalties, wrong to think he was responsible for Aderyn’s death.

			In fact, I wondered if anyone was but her. Perhaps in my sorrow, I couldn’t bear the thought of placing that blame on my friend’s shoulders even if it belonged there.

			I wondered how Era and his little prodigy were. Then my thoughts drifted to how the Elders might use my fall to further their agendas. Hiding in the shadows in the back of my mind were a litany of questions…

			Are my people relieved I’m gone?

			Does my new situation, regardless of how precarious, afford me a better chance of truly catching The Shark?

			It wasn’t in me to give up hope while I still lived. While Neera still watched from her perch. Was this her plan all along?

			My wings might be broken, but they would heal in time. If by some miracle, Talay’s people didn’t execute me, I could build my strength and still deliver The Shark to Empyrean to fulfill my intention.

			Now that my wings were damaged, all I wanted was for them to work again. Losing my feathers and flight for the rest of my life would be torture.

			We veered down a trodden path that cut through small, hilly dunes topped with swaying dried grasses. The boy turned and tossed a long, thin scrap of dark fabric to me. I caught it midair, much to his dismay.

			“What’s this?”

			“Cover your eyes with it,” he demanded.

			I narrowed them instead. “Why?”

			He cocked his head to the side. “Because I told you to.”

			“If you plan to kill me, I’d rather look you in the eye while you do it.”

			He smirked. “Believe me, Scourge, when your time comes, I’ll be one of many lined up to see you perish. I want you to watch.”

			But this wasn’t that time, I gleaned.

			He gestured to the fabric again. “There are things you have no right seeing.”

			Things he wished to keep safe.

			After begrudgingly complying, he refused to guide or touch me, so my only choice was to listen to his footsteps and try to keep up. There were times I had to pause, unable hear him or feel anything in front of me. My inaction spurred his derision and he muttered about how ridiculous I was on land without the help of the wind and clouds, without my goddess so near. With my chin held high, my feet followed the wake of his mocking degradation.

			Hammer strikes went silent. Children stopped laughing. Birds stopped their chirping as we drew near to the sounds, and to those making them.

			I remembered slipping past all the small, hidden dwellings from last night. Suddenly, whispers erupted from every direction, giving way to bolder shouts of disgust. To Talay’s kind, I was nothing more than a beast on a tether who’d stretched its line to the limit.

			Someone spit and a glob of thick, warm wetness spread over my foot.

			“Move, Scourge, before they do worse,” the boy urged, taking hold of my elbow and all but dragging me.

			“Don’t touch me!” I snarled, trying to pull out of his grip.

			“We need to hurry and believe me, I don’t want to touch you any more than you want me near you right now, but know I’m the only thing standing between you and them. If they get their hands on you, they’ll tear you apart.”

			I tried not to stumble and failed miserably, so I settled for not falling, somehow managing it despite the weakness of my body.

			The healer claimed I wouldn’t be executed, but she must have known my death was imminent, which meant she lied.

			Slowly, we left the raised voices and angry jeers behind. When I could hear nothing but the never-too-distant sea and our harried steps, I dared ask, “When can I remove the blinding cloth?”

			He stopped and finally released my elbow. “You can take it off. We’re here.”

			I didn’t bother untying the knot, I just stretched the fabric up and off my eyes, then overhead. Before me was a strange tent, much larger than the rest. I’d seen it from the sky and recognized it by the enormous wreath of what I’d always thought were spikes of driftwood. Curious, my feet brought me closer until I knew that was certainly not what comprised the strange marker.

			“Teeth,” he volunteered gleefully.

			My head swiveled to him. Teeth? Each enormous tooth, if I was to believe him, was arranged in tightening concentric rings. “Teeth from what?”

			The boy just smirked as if he knew everything and I nothing. “Charybdis isn’t the only monster in the sea.” He ticked his chin toward the wreath. “If I have any say in it, your wings will take its place.”

			Fury rippled through me, along with an innate, primal need to defend myself.

			“I’m actually glad the mender set them,” he goaded. “It’ll be a far worse punishment for you to feel them nearly healed before they’re cut from your back. If we nailed yours up there, perhaps it would serve as a warning to the rest of your kind.”

			“Wade!” A deep voice called out from inside the ominous structure a moment before the owner of that voice pushed through the fabric door.

			My breath caught. I’d never been so close to The Shark.

			My hand reached for a sword that no longer hung at my hip.

			Every sense heightened. My fingers curled, tightening into fists. My wings flared painfully against their bindings, sending forks of lightning through every bound hollow and feather’s shaft until it wasn’t The Shark taking my breath, it was the pain.

			I cursed inwardly because he noticed, just as he noticed every cut and bruise, my blue green lips–if the mender was to be believed–the burns and blisters on my skin, my tangled mass of hair, and every bandage announcing my injuries.

			His attention slid to his nasty, green-scaled friend. “It’s fortunate you found her.” He ticked his chin toward the house of teeth. “Perhaps she’ll show you some leniency. I wouldn’t,” he asserted. “But she might.”

			While I had the opportunity, I studied him. The hue of the ocean was trapped in The Shark’s eyes. The dark depths and lighter shallows. Even the waves and foam.

			The wind toyed with his hair and I realized I’d never seen it dry. The Shark was tall, just as I’d suspected, given the height of his trident. His tan body was lean but muscled, honed from the strength it took to skillfully cut through the heavy ocean. The copper scales hugging the muscled contours of his legs gleamed like the metal of his trident. He wore a short garment tied around his waist. Like Wade’s and mine, The Shark’s feet were bare. Any weapons he carried were hidden.

			“I never lost her,” Wade volleyed.

			Liar. I wondered when he realized I was gone. Even if he used the Empyrea in my bloodied footprints to track me, I’d made it quite far out of his sight for a while.

			“I’d be careful how you phrase that to her… You know how she feels about nuances and at the very least, you afforded her the chance to escape,” The Shark snapped.

			Wade bristled. “She couldn’t have, and you know it.”

			“And if she’d died?” The Shark’s dark brows rose in challenge.

			“Then good riddance,” Wade, the cruel humming boy snarled.

			The Shark gave a dark, mirthless laugh and the hair rose on my arms despite the oppressive heat and the burn on my skin.

			Wisely, Wade clamped his lips shut and turned, heading back toward the shore and away from The Shark, leaving me in his care.

			While The Shark watched his friend walk away, I watched him. And when Wade was out of sight, he gestured to the tooth-adorned structure. “She wants to see you.”

			The pit of my stomach ached. “She who?”

			He answered my question with a glare.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-one

			Keeping him in my periphery, I slowly walked to the fabric door and ducked inside where I was met by a strong floral scent. My eyesight slowly adjusted from the sun’s brightness to the shadows cloistered within this space, revealing a thin cloud of smoke gathered at the ceiling. I held my breath and remained close to the door, refusing to allow them to incapacitate me with their herbs again.

			“You don’t like the smoke?” a gentle voice greeted.

			I bristled. “The mender used some to render me unconscious.”

			She tilted her head as if she wasn’t sure what I meant. “She has no such herbs.”

			Unless she wasn’t aware of the knowledge and power her mender had over herbs, she was lying.

			Her curved form lithely glided across the far-end of the space. For a moment I was reminded of Neera’s presence, gracefully moving within the shadows in the far corners of the sanctum.

			“You don’t believe me,” she noted. “Does your goddess not grant you some level of discernment? A feeling in your middle…a prickling down your spine? She values Truth above all things, I hear.”

			“You know nothing of Neera,” I warned, watching her lift the flaps on a few circles cut into the fabric to let in the sunlight and release the fragrant haze.

			She was taller than me by several inches, and while she was also older, no wrinkles marred her flawless brown skin. Her hair was plaited into thin braids so long, they brushed her waist.

			Like the mender, she wore a taupe knitted top, cropped to just below her breasts and a long, pale skirt tied at the hip. There was an unusual fluidity to her movements. She moved like sea when it was calm… languid, but with purpose. I wondered how she moved when she raged.

			When she was satisfied that there was adequate light and ventilation, she turned to me. My gaze flickered from her to the windows and back. Was The Shark waiting outside, listening to our conversation?

			“He’s gone–for now,” the woman intuited. “Any words that pass between us will not leave this space.”

			I highly doubted that.

			The young woman’s lips were dark brown and her eyes were rimmed in ash. She wore strands of pale beads around her neck, each longer than the last. They reminded me of the concentric rings of teeth adorning her home.

			“Are you the leader of the Isle?” I asked, my voice dried and rusted. If I could have, I’d have taken my warrior’s stance. Hands folded at my back, feet shoulder-width apart.

			“No, I do not govern. Empyrean has an Oracle; I suppose I am her equal. She serves Neera and your people, while I serve Talay and his.”

			“Are you a Seer?”

			“I am the Seer,” she corrected. “I know your kingdom has several from which the goddess can choose, and that she elevates one when the current Oracle’s body expires.”

			I narrowed my eyes and wondered how she knew so much when we knew so little about the inner workings of the Isle. The entire army was working to spy on them for me and we still didn’t know the intimate details. We couldn’t get close enough to see what they’d hidden so well. That was why capturing and interrogating The Shark was so crucial.

			That must have been why Neera wouldn’t accept me only killing him.

			A thought soured my stomach. Had they caught one of ours and we didn’t realize it? Had one of my people been tortured for information?

			“On the Isle, which we call Kehlani, I am called The Salt. Talay keeps only one Seer at a time. He gifts the sight when the time is right for a new one to take over the role.”

			The Salt. Fitting, given that brine saturated even the winds on this land of sand and shale. Beyond that, salt was used for flavor. To nourish. To preserve… and that was her goal. To preserve Talay’s kind, even at the expense of mine.

			“Your Seer can read the past through feathers,” she continued breezily. “My talents lay in shells. Through them, Talay speaks to me.” She paused near a small table where a bowl half-full of tiny white shells lay. The shells were curled in on themselves and little bigger than my fingernail. They were the same kind that adorned her neck.

			“Come closer, Elira. Let me show you.”

			“How do you know my name?” Had Talay given it to her? Had I mumbled it in my sleep?

			“I know many things, of course.” It wasn’t an answer, but it was all she was willing to give. “Come,” she bade again.

			Reminding myself that I needed to learn everything I could and hoping the information I brought home could replace my intention, and perhaps be even more valuable, I stiffly trudged forward, my feet no longer able to flex and bend, even on the packed sand floor. I was spent. Done.

			Swaying to the side, I caught myself against one of the smooth tree trunks that held the ceiling aloft.

			She hurried to me. “Whoa, let’s get you to a seat.”

			Careful of my wings and bandages, she braced and led me to a small chair at the table that held the bowl of shells. “Can you sit, or is it too painful?”

			“I don’t feel much of anything right now,” I admitted.

			She cringed. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing. I’ll have someone bring water and food and find the mender.”

			“No!” I panicked, my heart thundering as I eased into the seat. “I’m fine. I don’t need her help. I think I just need to rest.”

			“We’ll see,” she said noncommittally.

			The mender hadn’t abused me, but she’d used something to make me sleep and I wanted to remain lucid while trapped among my enemies.

			The Salt left me to walk to a broad table. In its middle sat an enormous, spiked shell–white and dull on the outside, but pink and shiny within. The Salt took it in her hands, lifted it to her lips, and blew into the narrowest end, emitting a horn-like sound.

			The Shark answered her call, but not too quickly. If he had been lurking outside, he’d given some time to allow the illusion that he had to cover some distance to reach us once more.

			As he entered, he glanced warily between the two of us, but only long enough to receive his orders.

			“Would you bring fresh water and something for her to eat, please?” The Salt politely requested.

			He didn’t even flicker a glance in my direction. Nor did he bristle or balk at her order. Instead, The Shark left us and reappeared moments later with both items; a wooden bucket of water with a long-handled ladle, and a thin board holding a small twist of fresh bread, a pile of steaming, cooked fish, and a sliced mango.

			He watched as I took up the ladle and gulped, desperately taking in as much water as I could stomach.

			The Salt’s brows pinched. “Easy, Elira. Too much too fast, and you’ll retch. I can’t imagine how your ribs would feel then,” she gently advised.

			The Shark politely asked her, “Do you need anything else?”

			“Not now,” she answered.

			He left us once more and I turned to her as she settled across the table.

			“Does he always do your bidding when you beckon him?”

			She gave a small smile but didn’t answer.

			In the bowl between us, I saw that the backs of the shells were spotted and bore varying shades of brown. Some of the patterns seemed similar, but no two were the same. She noticed me looking.

			“They are called cowries.”

			My stomach growled. I was too hungry not to eat, and reasoning that they hadn’t tried to kill me yet, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to have a few bites.

			“Does each shell represent one of your people?” I tentatively asked after finishing a bite of sweet mango.

			“They do,” she said approvingly. “Much like a feather represents the one in whose wing it was set. I know each of the shell’s marks by heart, but even if they slowly fade or wear away, I know the feel of them. Like different hearts, each has its own rhythm.”

			“A shell is not grown like a feather.” How did she find a shell for each of her people?

			She dragged the bowl close, cradling it in the crook of her arm and running her fingers through the shells. They made a pleasant tinkling sound as they gently clacked together. “When a child is born to us, Talay pushes one cowrie onto the sand, just there,” she told me, pointing out the window, “The cowries have never been found at any other time, or in any other place.”

			I glanced at the strands adorning her delicate neck, then looked to the top of her tent where bead after bead after bead of the shells was strung, adorning her home.

			She pointed above. “Talay graciously does not ask that we return them when the person they represent passes into the next world, so we keep them to preserve their memory.”

			It was a surprisingly touching and beautiful tribute.

			Her fingers found the necklaces draped over her chest. “These are the beads of all the Seers who came before me. Wearing them keeps their spirits and wisdom near, but even their extensive experience could not guide me when I found this…”

			Never taking her eyes off mine, she swirled her hand through the shells, combing until she felt and found the one she was looking for. She withdrew it and handed it to me, dropping it into the palm I hesitantly cupped beneath it.

			She pushed the bowl toward me. “Do you see how this shell differs from the rest?”

			I gently turned some of the upturned shells over so I could study them better. Some of the shells were plain, the color of mundane clouds. Some bore one large, slightly darker oval atop them. Most bore spots in a myriad of brown hues. They reminded me of the way the sun marked skin.

			The shell she’d given me was the same size and shape as the rest, but it was blue–not brown–and the pattern atop wasn’t spotted at all. Instead, striations swept out from the center to the left and right.

			I swallowed thickly.

			“You see it,” she gently noted.

			Twisting the small shell didn’t erase the image or the fact that, “They look like wings,” I rasped.

			“They look like your wings.”

			I ran my hands through the bowl’s shells to be sure I hadn’t missed a similar one, unable to feel the heartbeat in the shells and unable to understand. “What does this mean? Why do you have it?”

			She pursed her lips and her lashes fluttered as she stared at the shell in my fingers. “It means… that Talay has accepted you and now considers you his own.”

			I let the feathered blue shell fall onto the table, apart from the rest. It tumbled toward her and she deftly caught it in her palm. She lay it back on the table in front of me. I tried to peel my eyes away, but couldn’t. Something held them there. Something far more powerful than I. Something stronger than the sea itself–the master of it.

			My heart thundered. “That’s not possible. I am Neera’s.”

			The Salt studied me. “When you fell into the brine, did your body die? Even if only for a brief second? Even if your mind still lived?”

			“I…” I wanted to refute it but couldn’t say for sure. I remembered the frantic pounding of my heart. How terrified I was to release the breath that had been eaten away, how afraid I was to inhale the water and die as Aderyn had…

			How in the face of that fear, I almost buckled beneath the ocean’s power.

			I didn’t think my heart had stopped, though. I remembered every agonizing second beneath the glass surface, trapped where I could see the fading sunlight but couldn’t reach it. Where the dark beneath me yawned like the maw of a colossal beast, bent on swallowing me whole.

			“It was one of my people who came to your aid, who breathed life back into you,” she gently reminded.

			It was The Shark. I examined more of the shells’ backs, finding no more anomalies among them, then wondered which one represented his. My fingers stilled on a shell with a coppery hue and The Salt glanced at my hand and went still, as if I had landed true.

			I pulled my fingers away and settled them in front of me.

			The Salt thought that what she saw in that shell, what she felt, was true. There was a deep reverence and sincerity in her tone. She didn’t have to trust me with any of this knowledge, didn’t have to let me into her dwelling or even come close to the shells that meant and represented so much to her people.

			Pinching the cowrie she claimed was mine between my thumb and forefinger, I closed my eyes to see if I could feel what she did, but all I felt was the ever-present reminder of my intention burning along the hollow shafts of my feathers. Neera had not given me up, even if Talay had resurrected and claimed me.

			I picked up the blue-winged cowrie and placed the shell she thought was mine back into the bowl with the others and scooted it back to her.

			“You don’t believe me,” she intuited.

			“I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

			The Salt smiled. “I feel the truth in that admission.”

			“Why—” I started, but couldn’t free the words caught in my throat.

			“Why…?”

			I gestured to the door through which the Shark had exited, then to my body, then to my plate. “Why did he save me? Why are you feeding me and giving me water? Clothes?” I plucked at them. “Why heal me?”

			She scooted her seat back, folded one leg over the other, and arranged her skirt to cover them. “You don’t feel worthy of mercy?”

			“I don’t understand it.” Our people wouldn’t have saved one of Talay’s. “Was he ordered to pull me from the water?”

			She shook her head. “Crest commands those who venture into the sea. Though he is kind enough to offer help when I occasionally call on him, he does not take orders. If you want to know why he risked his life for you, you’ll need to ask him.”

			I shook my head. I couldn’t do that.

			If he was a Commander, why wasn’t he in the sea now? Why make himself available to The Salt’s every beck and call?

			“Elira… regardless of the reason why, Talay gives his blessing for you to live among our number.”

			Talay might bless my presence here, but his people didn’t see it as a blessing. I had been welcomed by spit and rage-filled words.

			I didn’t doubt the truth in Wade’s words when he said they would tear me apart.

			I took as deep a breath as I dared, stopping short when the pain flared.

			“Crest told me you wouldn’t listen, but I told him it was okay. In time, you will see that I haven’t lied to you. After all, we wouldn’t trust easily if we found ourselves in the sky among the Empyrean, either.”

			The Shark’s name kept roaring through my mind like an angry swell pushing up onto the shore. Crest. The peak of every wave that rolled atop the ocean. The summit. The leader. The promise.

			In the trough, there was death. Between those low valleys, the waves built until they were ready to crash and consume. Aderyn learned that when we descended together the morning of the day she died. What rolled over her was powerful. She was lucky to survive the first tumble, but her fortune ran out when she tempted the sea once more, despite the fact she loved it.

			Aderyn would have been grateful for Talay to claim her. She would’ve forsaken Neera and everything she held dear to live out her years near the sea. Perhaps Talay was giving me the chance he denied her. But if so, why? Why me when she deserved it? My chin began to tremble, pressure growing in my throat.

			“You hold a great deal of sorrow in your heart for someone so young,” The Salt quietly noted.

			I looked at her, memorizing the way she folded her hands in her lap, one atop the other, the way she listened, her right ear tipped closer than the left.

			“Sorrow does not diminish itself out of respect for age,” I rasped.

			“No, it certainly doesn’t.” She stood and took a deep breath, her stare fastening on my stained lips. “Our mender believes you tried to kill yourself by taking some kind of poison before you drowned. Is that true?”

			“No,” I rasped.

			“Hmmm…” The mender told her of the arrow theory, then. “Perhaps you’ll come to trust me in time,” she said with hope in her voice.

			Perhaps she would regret her words when she learned I couldn’t be trusted.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-two

			The Salt sat back down with me as she summoned The Shark with her shell-horn. When he saw the bowl of shells situated between us, he frowned. She gave him a grateful smile. “Does the threat stand?”

			The Shark scrubbed his face. “Yes, as do numerable others now that word has spread that she’s here.”

			“How do you suggest we handle the situation?”

			He glanced out the window as if the answer floated just outside it. “Maybe someone you trust should watch over her. It would serve a dual purpose: to protect her as you would prefer, and protect the people from her, which I think is necessary.”

			Apparently, someone had threatened my life. Probably several people. It wasn’t surprising, given the animosity I’d endured from Wade and the villagers he’d marched me through.

			The Salt’s lips pursed sourly as she turned to me. “I’m sure you’ll understand our predicament. I can tell that you still consider us your enemy and know that many in Kehlani consider you theirs. I will tell them about your shell in hopes that it will settle tempers and allow Talay time to smooth the rough seas between you and us.”

			I wasn’t sure even the god of the ocean was strong enough to do that. A sea of bad blood churned between us. My arrows had pierced their friends and they had killed mine. They’d killed my peers. It seemed all we knew was how to aim and fire at one another. Perhaps all we would ever be was one another’s targets. And if that was the case, it didn’t matter if I was flying in the sky or treading upon the land. It didn’t matter if I was floating in the sea.

			“I suppose you’ll tell me that you no longer see me as a monster just because a blue shell washed up onto your shore,” I replied, watching The Shark’s dark brows slant downward.

			But it was The Salt who answered. “I’m no fool, Elira. I know the damage you’ve caused us. And I can imagine the damage we’ve caused you, given that despite your injuries, you almost died trying to flee from us.” She softened her tone and leaned in. “I know you must be frightened, even if you don’t want us to know or see it. Your wings are broken. The sky is as unreachable for you right now as it is for us. The sea is a barrier to you in its own right. But I can tell you that Talay wants to give you a chance. Perhaps living among us on this stretch of land, getting to see us as people with families and dreams and love, will make it harder for you to raise your bow if you decide to return to Empyrean and our paths cross again afterward.”

			Of course I would return home and raise my bow again and again until they allowed us to collect the vital resources we needed.

			While The Salt toyed with the blue shell in her hand, all I could think was that the Seer didn’t govern, and likely had no say in my fate. Perhaps their ruler or rulers would relish seeing me dead. Wade said he’d hang my wings on The Salt’s tent to send a warning to my kind. Maybe the rest of the people of the sea agreed with him and wouldn’t care about a blue shell with an unusual pattern.

			“Crest, I’d like for you to guard Elira,” The Salt suddenly said, slashing through the silence.

			“For today?” he asked.

			“For as long as it’s required.”

			Crest barked a harsh laugh. “With all due respect, I think my skills are best used elsewhere.”

			“Elira is the strongest warrior in the sky. Who better to guard her than the mightiest of the guardians of the sea? The most respected. People look to you to lead them. This is a chance to bring about change, and perhaps, even broker peace between our people. Beyond that, Talay has accepted her. He sent that message very clearly to me, which is why I was at the sea’s edge the moment she landed in it. I watched the whole thing and collected her shell.”

			She extended her hand and revealed the cowrie to him.

			“Talay revealed this?” Crest questioned suspiciously. “May I?” he asked, reaching tentatively for the shell.

			She nodded and watched as he plucked it from her hand. He studied the pattern, then traced the shape of my bandaged wings outlined on the surface.

			My mind spun. I didn’t believe my presence here could broker peace. Besides that, there was the issue of my intention. With it, I still had a chance to preserve my wings.

			The Shark did not wish to become my personal jailer, but if he was, it might benefit me. If he remained close while I healed, I might still be able to complete my intention.

			I had to push him away just carefully enough so he would want to be near…

			I raised my chin. “Please don’t think I’m ungrateful for your concern, but I’m a Warrior. I don’t require a guard; I can defend myself.” I stood gingerly and pressed my palm to the bottom of my rib cage, drawing their attention to my injury.

			The Salt winced. “Has your pain returned?”

			I wasn’t play-acting when I gritted my teeth and straightened all the way, panting shallowly through the pain that flared now that I’d rested and eaten. Even my wings felt stiff and sore. Though their bindings were tight, their movement wasn’t entirely restricted, causing a heavy ache to form at their roots and in my shoulders that carried their leaden weight.

			The Salt was unconvinced. “I know better than to think you’re incapable of harming one of our people, Elira. Even in your shape, you’re formidable. Your keen eyes are always assessing; they strip to the very bone. But I’m also sure you couldn’t properly defend yourself right now if someone attacked you in earnest,” she observed. “Perhaps you could manage to fend off a few blows, but the severity of your injuries would quickly become a problem you couldn’t overcome, no matter how determined you were to live.” She turned to The Shark. “Please, Crest? I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t of the utmost importance. Talay has never sent a shell for anyone from Empyrea. It’s unprecedented, yet incredibly vital. A change is coming and she plays a role, as must you.” The tent was quiet for a moment before she spoke again. “I know the weight of this favor, Crest. But despite the fact that this current is dangerous, the god of the sea wants us to swim through it.”

			He returned my cowrie to The Salt, his angry ocean blues fastened on me. “Only until she can handle herself in a fight,” he gruffly amended, clearly upset. “Then, you assign the duty to another.”

			The Salt inclined her head, accepting his bargain. “Until then. Thank you, Crest.” She laid her hand over her chest and patted twice. He didn’t return the gesture.

			Neither of them deigned to decide who was responsible for determining when I was well enough to defend myself, but The Shark asked The Salt for a moment to speak privately and the two stepped outside.

			I studied the room more thoroughly while I had the chance, in case I didn’t return to visit her and see it again. There was a modest cot upon which blankets neatly lay. A chest of drawers was crowned with a broad brass plate topped with a bundle of herbs. That must have been what she was burning when I walked in.

			Other than that, there was only a small table and The Salt’s bowl of shells representing the living, the strings of them swooping overhead in memory of the dead, a few lanterns and candles in mismatched sticks littering the sturdy surfaces, and a closed, heavy-looking wooden crate in the far-left corner.

			Nowhere in the room sat a brass scale with empty, expectant pans.

			I wasn’t sure why the thought struck me, or why my mind searched for one among the people of the sea. Maybe it was because The Salt was the equivalent of our Oracle. It begged the question: Without scales, how did Talay judge his kind and enforce his rule within his kingdom?

			There might be time for me to learn that and many more answers, but for now, I took comfort in the absence of scales in this place. Without their indelible presence, I found it easier to breathe.

			I didn’t want to know how severely and heavily Neera’s ire and disappointment lay in my pan as The Salt stepped back inside and waved for me to follow my greatest enemy from her tent.

			“Where are we going?” I asked once we were outside, wondering if he’d answer.

			“My grandmother insists on seeing you,” he harshly advised.

			It dawned on me that the mender was his grandmother.

			I pictured the monstrous teeth above The Salt’s door gnashing at my heels.

			Had it been The Shark–greatest of the sea folk–who brought home such a trophy for his Seer?
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			He set a blistering pace.

			Muscles rippled along The Shark’s back with every step he made across the deep sand. The sun sank into the sea, taking the oppressive heat and blinding light with it. Everything ached and I just wanted to lay someplace and sleep forever, but wasn’t sure how I would possibly find a comfortable position or how I’d ever sleep, knowing my enemy watched me so closely.

			Wade had been careless, blinded by hatred and hindered by arrogance. It was easy to slip away from him. The Shark would not repeat his mistake.

			Perhaps Crest, at this very moment, wondered how he would sleep in my presence. He thought I was as great a danger to his kind as they were to me.

			He was right.

			“I don’t want the mender’s help,” I told him. My legs felt like stone, heavy and cumbersome to move, and the sand only made things worse. I hadn’t realized the grains were piled so thick, or that I’d have to work twice as hard to get anywhere because it kept shifting under each step. The footsteps that hadn’t hurt before because of the blissful numbness that had set in now sent fresh waves of pain surging upward through my extremities and radiating along my wings.

			He looked over his shoulder and cruelly informed me, “What you want doesn’t matter now.” He gave me a sideways glance. “Besides, you need her help, even if you don’t want it.”

			I fought to keep my breaths shallow, slowing my steps to keep from tripping. “I’ve sustained no new injuries since I saw her last.”

			To my surprise, he slowed to match my pace. “The cuts on your feet and the burns on your skin are enough to rile her. And if those weren’t enough, it was her tent you left when you took off into the jungle.”

			I felt no guilt. “Wouldn’t you have done the same?”

			He considered it for only a second. “Yes, but I wouldn’t have allowed anyone to track me.”

			“I’ll remember that next time,” I quipped.

			He gave a dark laugh. “There won’t be a next time, Elira.”

			I smiled to myself. We’ll see about that. How nice it would feel to knock his ego into the briny depths.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-three

			We walked away from the sand into the dunes via yet another path. I recognized the mender’s dwelling immediately, standing guard over all the smaller homes hidden behind it.

			My ribs had kindled as I rested with The Salt, but an inferno roared within them now.

			The mender heard us approaching and stormed out of her tent with anger strengthening her wizened bones. She took one look at her grandson, then at me holding my ribs and muttered a curse. “I see I have my work cut out for me–again.” She held the door of her tent open and waited impatiently until I ducked inside.

			In hushed tones, The Shark and the mender conversed just outside the door. I crept close to better hear them.

			“It’s a wonder she survived the night out there in the heart of the green, no less,” the woman angrily observed. “Wade said he found her unconscious and lying on Flat Rock.”

			Flat Rock… another point of reference to remember.

			“What else is Wade telling everyone?” The Shark demanded.

			“Oh, you know Wade,” she dismissed the cruel twit’s behavior. “I’m surprised to see you with her, though.”

			“Get used to it. The Salt asked me to guard her for a time.”

			The mender growled. “Please tell me you refused! You already have so many responsibilities. How could she possibly ask you to add her to them?” A few heartbeats later… “She’s dangerous, Crest. It’s hard to tell what she might do next. I don’t like the thought of my grandson being in danger.”

			He laughed lightly. “What faith you have in me.”

			She blew out a tense breath. “I don’t trust her… She’s the cruelest of them all.” Another pause. “Did The Salt speak with her?”

			“For quite a while.”

			“Well? What came of it other than you being named her keeper?” the mender asked.

			“She claimed Talay called her to the shore to take up a shell that appeared the moment Elira fell. The shell is… it’s blue, and the pattern across its back looks like a pair of spread wings.”

			The mender gasped and I imagined her clasping a hand over her lips. “That’s why she wants you. You’re the strongest.”

			“A fact you easily forget when your worry gets in the way,” he teased.

			In a tender tone, she told him, “A grandmother’s duty is to worry.”

			I could almost hear the smile in his voice when he told her, “A grandmother’s duty is to love and guide the young, and don’t you forget it.”

			There was movement and a soft muttered warning. “I’m trying to guide you away from her.”

			I stepped away from the door just before the mender entered. The Shark started in as well, but she held up an arm to stop him at the door. “I know you’re her guard, but you can’t be in here yet. I’ll have to bind her ribs again.”

			He flicked a warning glare at me, but spoke to the mender. “I’ll be just outside if you need me.”

			The mender waved him off. “I can incapacitate her in less than a second if she’s foolish enough to try anything. One well-placed blow and she’ll be done,” the older woman replied, letting her words serve as a warning for me.

			She walked past me to a counter that held a mortar and pestle where she’d already worked a thick green paste. Its pungent fumes wafted throughout the tent, severe enough to make my eyes and nose sting. A pile of bandages lay folded and ready.

			“What hurts?” she asked in a clipped tone.

			“Everything,” I rasped.

			“Your side?”

			“A little.” It hurt, but the ache in it was dull. Maybe some of the toxin that lingered still numbed it, or perhaps it was healing already. The wound itself was shallow. I would’ve flown home and stitched it myself if it weren’t for the toxin.

			“Your ribs?”

			“They’re the worst.”

			“What about your wings?”

			“They ache when they move,” I answered. “And when they don’t.”

			“As sharply as your ribs?”

			I shook my head. “No.”

			“You need to try to keep them still,” she chided. “Hollow bones will heal quicker than solid ones, but nothing heals if you don’t let it.”

			My throat ached. I was tired. Desperately so. And I was being honest when I told her everything hurt. But the pain was so much worse than it had been when the numbness had set in earlier.

			I couldn’t speak. Could barely think. I just pressed my eyes closed and begged Neera to heal my broken body. To come for me and take me back to the sky.

			“I need to touch you, and I understand you might be uncomfortable with that. Is it okay?”

			I nodded, wondering again how these people knew so much. Our people did not touch unless you’d agreed to mate with someone, but even then, only for the length of time required to carry out the mating. This was different. These people were different. They were familiar with one another in a way I didn’t fully understand. They kept records of familial ties, yet seemed to know each other by more than them. He called her grandmother and she referred to him as grandson. She said The Shark had a brother.

			“That’s fine.”

			I almost thanked her for asking me, for respecting the boundary our people had established, but bit my tongue. They were still my enemy. Even if she showed a crumb of kindness, the blood of my people still coated her healing hands. I imagined it seeping into that crumb and staining it crimson.

			“Can you raise your arms?”

			Lifting them proved difficult, but I managed despite the quaking in my muscles.

			Taking great care, she unwound the dirty, sweat-soaked bandages. I covered my breasts with a forearm while she examined the wound in my side. “It isn’t very deep, considering the direct way the arrow entered your skin. This was no glancing blow from an errant shot,” she noted suspiciously.

			I didn’t offer explanation, but watched as she cleaned my skin and applied green paste to the wound and covered the stitches she’d made to hold it together.

			“These will come out in a couple of weeks. The bandage I’m going to apply needs to stay on and stay clean and dry.” I tried to twist to see it better. “Do you hear me?” she asked. “Clean and dry.”

			“Clean and dry,” I repeated as she moved on to palpate the bottom of my ribcage, gently pressing here and there. I winced when she hit the tender spots, and there were many.

			“I don’t mean to hurt you,” she apologized.

			I refused to show more weakness than could be wrung from me. “I’m fine.”

			“Ribs, when badly broken, can puncture the lung. You must be careful. Yours are merely fractured, which means they have many fine fissures… sort of like seams in rock.” She glanced at my scar. “Or like lightning forking through the sky, like the veins you can see snaking beneath your skin. The last thing you want or need is for those fractures to spread any farther or for someone to target you there, because that can lead to a full break. Broken ribs are sharp and jagged, while our lungs are soft and pliant. When the two meet…”

			“Death,” I finished.

			She hummed her confirmation and brought over a rag and a tub of clean water. “Do you want to wash yourself, or do you want me to do it?” I held out a hand for the rag. “Mind your stitches. Clean and dry,” she reminded me before making herself busy; to give me privacy, I assumed.

			I eased the rag over my burnt shoulders, chest, arms and stomach, then twisted to reach my back as well as I could… which wasn’t well at all. Goosebumps rippled over my skin before the shivers came.

			The mender shouted to The Shark, “I need some aloe, if you want to make use of your time. Just wait until I tell you it’s okay to enter. I’m going to wrap her ribs again.” She turned and gave me a sympathetic look. “The bindings must be tight, and working around your wings won’t be easy. The last time I did this, you were unconscious and I had my niece to help hold you up while I wrapped. This time, it’ll be unpleasant to say the least.”

			I nodded, wanting to cry before the fresh waves of pain began. Even the gentle press of her fingers as she checked them moments ago were almost too much to bear.

			“Do you need a wooden spoon to bite?” she asked, noting the chattering of my teeth.

			“No,” I told her, standing so she could better reach me.

			“I can work as fast or as slowly as you’d like,” she offered.

			“I’d prefer you hurry.” Getting it over with was far better than prolonging the inevitable.

			Her assessing eyes met mine. “When I’m finished with your ribs, I’ll need to rewrap your wings.” Over my shoulder I could see some of the fabric unraveling and trailing to the floor. “And I’ll have my work cut out for me…”

			I clenched my teeth and nodded as she worked the new cloth around my wound and torso, fighting against the tears building in my eyes like a mountainous wave.

			“You don’t have to put on a brave face and pretend it doesn’t hurt. I know better.” When my eyes flitted to the door, she noticed. “He knows better, too. We may not have wings, but bones are bones and we’ve felt the misery of them being snapped and set.”
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			After applying the thick green paste to the skin over my ribs, she began the arduous process of rewrapping them. I helped her where I could, moving as she instructed.

			She called for The Shark as soon as my breasts were covered and the final knots were secured below the roots of my wings. “I need an extra set of hands,” she told him.

			He ducked inside and placed several stalks of a wide green plant on her table, earning her praise and thanks. I held still as the two of them worked to unknot or cut away the now-tattered bandages weakly holding my wings together.

			How did I ever think I could escape in the shape I was in?

			The mender’s mood turned from cross to concerned. “Several are out of place. Hollow bones aren’t as easy to keep together. Unless you stay still and let them heal, Elira, we’ll have to do this again and again–if they’re ever to mend. If you refuse to listen to me, they certainly won’t heal right and function as they should.” She felt along one bone until her fingers caught on the break.

			The longer she worked, the softer her tone became. Now, it almost seemed that she cared how badly I was hurt, even as she berated me for my midnight trek through the mountains. The Shark showed no such empathy.

			Her worried stare slid to Crest’s, and his hardened gaze moved to mine and held.

			My lip quivered to spite me. “Please, do what you can to save them,” I begged the woman.

			The mender gently tsked. “I will, girl. The question is whether you’ll do what you must.”

			I had no other choice. My failed intention would forfeit my feathers, but my own fear threatened the delicate frame that held them. If my bones didn’t heal, there was no point in fighting to save my blues.

			My chance of ever returning home seemed bleaker by the moment, but it would be impossible if my wings weren’t strong enough to carry me. If I couldn’t fly, I was worthless. Worse still, if I caught one of my people’s attention and asked them to carry me home, I’d be placed among the Clipped, just as the Elders wanted. They wouldn’t risk losing me again.

			I pressed my eyes closed. Everything was upside down and backward.

			It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

			The first bone she set was small and hollow, but it didn’t feel that way. Bile burned the back of my throat and I fought to keep my breathing shallow.

			“Can I have a stick?”

			The woman pulled a wooden spoon from the nearby counter and held it out. My teeth dug into the soft pulp as she maneuvered everything back into place and did her best to splint all that had been dislodged. I couldn’t stop the tears that fell or keep The Shark from watching each one track its way across my skin.

			Did he think I was incapable of crying? That I didn’t have salt in my tears? Worse yet, did he think I was weak?

			The Shark assisted his grandmother with his lips pressed grimly together, his dark brows slanted as he worked, following her careful instruction. By the time they finished, dread had settled into every inch of me. The mender cleaned and wrapped the soles of my feet and tied the cloth around my ankles.

			Before she let me leave, the mender slid slick goo from the plant The Shark had collected and smoothed it over my burnt skin before wrapping some of the fat wedges up for me to take with me. She slipped something I couldn’t see into The Shark’s palm before telling him I was welcome to stay in her tent for the tenth time, again offering to keep watch over me.

			“You need your rest,” he told her.

			“As do you.”

			“And I’ll have it,” he promised.

			The Shark strode to the door and held it open from the outside. The mender waved me forward. The moment I stepped into the cool night, the burns on my skin reminded me of their presence as a chill swept up my spine and spread over my skin.

			“Thanks for helping,” the mender told Crest. He bent when she motioned for him to and she clamped her hands on his cheeks before pressing a chaste kiss to his forehead.

			I glanced away, uncomfortable with their closeness. This arrangement for The Shark to guard me for his people’s sake, and mine, was far more intimate and intrusive than I imagined it might be.

			The mender made her way over to me and offered a few pieces of advice. “Sleeping on your left side will be easiest. It’ll keep pressure off your wound and wings. That said, your ribs will ache until they heal, no matter the position. With every breath they flex, so healing will be a slow process. If you need me through the night, tell Crest and he’ll send for me. Don’t hesitate for even a moment if you feel strange or you can’t catch your breath.”

			“Thank you,” I said, meeting her eyes for the first time.

			“Rest,” she reminded me, rubbing one tired hand with the other. “Rest and heal, Elira.”

			This woman who obviously held some affection in her heart for The Shark wanted me to heal so I could fly home and stay far, far away from her grandson. To relieve him of this chore and return things to the way they were and had always been. Maybe I could survive this, after all.

			I followed him through the village where the smaller tents muffled the conversations and laughter trapped within to a quiet, desolate shore. The sand slipped like silk along a curved hip where the land met the sea. My heart ached to feel the gentle gusts skimming over the waves and breaking onto the shore just as they did.

			Not a single feather was unbound and I longed to feel that wind filling every space between, allowing my wings to carry me into the sky. I knew what I had to do; the mender gave detailed instructions to follow if I ever wanted to fly, leave, and see home again.

			In silence, The Shark veered and took a path that led inland from the darkened cove. The green mountain range loomed before us and I hoped with everything I had that I wouldn’t have to scale even the smallest of them again before my body was ready.
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			His tent was made of dark fabric, nestled in a thick copse of trees whose thick, vibrant leaves swayed in the salty breeze. We stopped just outside the door. “You are not to touch anything inside, save for the bed. The things in my home are mine–not yours. Do you understand?”

			“I’m no thief,” I bit out.

			“That remains to be seen, but I’d like you to give your word that you won’t touch my things,” he pushed.

			“What could you have that I would possibly want, anyway?”

			He raised an infuriating brow.

			Through gritted teeth, I promised, “I won’t touch your things.”

			He lifted the flap and gestured for me to go inside first. I carefully eased in, wary of him at my back and of bumping my freshly set and bound wings. A wake of stirring air brushed my tender skin as he padded around me and farther inside the room, each of his footsteps echoing over the wooden floor.

			Its planks were arranged in opposite patterns that formed rows of Vs in each direction and shone a vivid orange hue. Nothing like the rough, straight planks in the mender’s hut or the packed sand beneath The Salt’s tent.

			My eyes slowly adjusted. The center of the room contained a fire pit encircled with expertly fitted stone. Coals flared and died within it. The Shark tossed in a rough-cut piece of wood and slowly, the coals leached its deceptively calm fire into it.

			Glancing around, I was surprised at the mess. Articles of clothing were strewn over the wooden floor. The knitted blanket atop the broad bed on the far side of the spacious tent was bunched as if something wild had gotten entangled within the fabric and fought viciously for its freedom.

			The fire blossomed and its warm light revealed other things within the darkened room. I glanced around quickly, keeping The Shark in my periphery.

			To the left sat a simple table and a single chair. A long counter with a brass wash basin and matching, upended pitcher yawned along the wall. A few plates and bowls were the only things stacked neatly.

			Gleaming against the wall to my right were many tridents. Some were surprisingly small, the length of swords with deadly barbs set atop the shaft. Were they The Shark’s, or was he making them for younglings?

			Beside the few short weapons was a taller, slender silver one; a thicker trident so dark it was nearly black; and lastly, a copper replica of the one I’d collected and studied for far too many hours. The only difference was the hue. The one on his wall was a far yellower hue than the one I’d taken from him.

			My breath caught, because in the quiet shadows settling against the tent wall, beside his many weapons, lay mine. My fingers flexed toward my bow. I started across the room.

			He rushed to cut me off. “You agreed not to touch anything inside.”

			I guffawed. “I vowed to touch nothing that belongs to you, but that bow is mine. I collected the wood and whittled every inch to precisely fit my hand.”

			Over his shoulder, I could see the bowstring was missing. I’d need another. My quiver had survived and lay empty on the floor. The arrows it once held, Talay either consumed or destroyed when I careened into his domain.

			Just as I had precisely carved my bow, I’d painstakingly crafted my quiver, earning every splinter that buried into the pads of my fingers and palms of my hands when I smoothed every edge.

			I searched the tent floor for my sword, and for anything that belonged to Aderyn. Had he taken a trophy that night, too?

			If he’d kept anything, it wasn’t within sight. Then again, he’d harvested the wings I’d dropped back into the sea and his people used her feathers to fletch the arrows they fired at us.

			Aderyn had carved the Great Wind pushing over the rolling sea on her quiver. An ode to Neera, yes. But also one that sang for the ocean to which she longed to belong.

			On my quiver I’d carved the endless sky, day fading into night, the Great Wind pushing the clouds away so the stars could light our paths. I made every divot, every cut the firelight fell upon. And now I needed to hold it and be comforted by something that was mine in this foreign place.

			“Does your word mean nothing, Scourge?” The Shark said disdainfully.

			I gave a harsh laugh and again we danced, me trying to go around as he swooped over to block me. “I didn’t know you had my things, Shark.”

			“Shark?” Again, the timbre of his deep, rumbling laugh slid over my skin and resonated through my hollow bones. “While I’m honored by your choice of nickname, the things you see along the wall, including those that once were yours, are mine now.”

			I narrowed my eyes.

			“It’s only fair, don’t you think?” he asked. “You stole my favorite trident; I collected your bow and quiver. I could’ve left them for you to collect at the bottom of the sea.”

			I lifted my chin arrogantly. “I stole nothing from you. You willingly tossed me your trident.”

			His blue eyes hardened, fire sparking in them like… a burning sea. A shiver slid up my spine as I recalled Neera’s words…

			“I did not toss my trident. I hurled it. To kill you.”

			I gave a half-hearted yawn. “A poor attempt.”

			The Shark shook his head. “I rarely miss.”

			“Sure,” I deadpanned.

			He cocked his head to the side. “I rarely miss in the same way that you rarely splash into the sea.”

			I didn’t tell him I never would have crashed into the sea if it hadn’t been for Soraya’s duplicitous heart.

			“Once in a lifetime, then?”

			“That remains to be seen,” he sharply replied. As if it took every ounce of willpower in his body, he gritted the words, “Would you like help with applying more aloe to your back before you rest?”

			The horrifying memory resurfaced of him lurking in the water below while I held Aderyn’s cleaved wings in my hands. “I would rather die than have your hands on me.”

			For the briefest moment, he braced against the growl in my tone. His muscles tensed like they do before a fight, but The Shark recovered quickly. His expression turned stony. He strode to the bed, ripped the fabric off the top, and flung the knitted blanket out of the way before returning to me. “My grandmother gave me something that will ease your pain and help you sleep. Do you want it?”

			“No.”

			“I’m not surprised you’d refuse it,” he said insultingly. “Your stubbornness knows no boundary.”

			“The last thing I remember before waking in your mender’s tent last night, disoriented, was her blowing some sort of smoke in my face that rendered me unconscious.”

			He shook his head and braced his hands on the sharp cut of his hip bones. “Sage can’t do that.”

			“How you know it was sage she used?”

			“Because she came to me and said that your body was so broken, your soul was forced to make a choice: either keep fighting or give up. She gave you space to decide without her presence influencing your decision. Sage is a cleanser of the body and spirit. She lit the bundle in case your spirit chose to leave… She thought the smoke might carry your soul to Neera.”

			He looked at the crackling fire, his jaw ticking with anger. The warm tones caressed the planes of his face as the shadows sunk into the valleys, a dancing sea of darkness and firelight.

			“The Seer wasn’t happy when she told her what she’d done. She insists you belong to Talay now.” He cleared his throat. “My grandmother is forbidden from using it on you again, so if you want to reach your goddess, you’ll have to use your wings.”

			My heart sank. If I was that close to death, why didn’t Neera come for me? The Oracle said I was one of the first souls. Actually, Era said the first soul the goddess crafted was at home in my body. It seemed the mender had given her a chance, even though she knew she wasn’t supposed to.

			When Talay claimed me–if that was true–did he sever my tie to the goddess of the sky? By living, had I given him Neera’s first soul? If so, would she descend herself and come to tear it away? I imagined the all-powerful god of the sky treading upon the surface of the sea, determined to drown its maker.

			“Did she know of the shell before burning the sage?” I asked.

			He pursed his lips. “She did, and she did it anyway because she thought it was the right thing to do. She thought it was what you would’ve wanted. She was honoring your soul’s choice.”

			She honored it when The Salt wouldn’t have, I noted.

			At her own expense.

			I met his stare. “She expected me to die.”

			I must have disappointed her. If my soul had decided it had endured enough, he wouldn’t be in the position of guarding me against his own people, or guarding his own people from me.

			“From what I’ve seen, you don’t seem like one to give up easily,” he noted with a hint of sharpness in his tone.

			“I’m not.”

			He opened his fisted hand. In the palm lay a fibrous sliver of bright green stalk. “This is gray thistle. It’s not potent, but it can ease your pain and won’t cloud your mind. I’ve chewed my fair share of it.”

			Leery of all flora on the Isle, I wondered… “What does the plant this was harvested from look like?”

			“It grows as tall as I stand and has a pale gray flower atop it. Why do you ask?”

			I pressed my lips together as if I could feel the blue green stain. Satisfied it wasn’t the plant that poisoned me, but unsure if it could be another, I shrugged. “How do I know it’s not toxic to my kind?”

			He glanced at my stained mouth. “My grandmother wouldn’t poison you.”

			I remained quiet, waiting impatiently for him to answer my question.

			He dragged in a frustrated breath. “If we wanted to kill you, why would my grandmother mend you–twice? Better yet, why would The Salt waste her time or breath if we were just going to poison you? Beyond that, consider your circumstances. With all you’ve done to our people, I had every right to let you drown and I didn’t. That fact, if nothing else, should speak to the integrity of our people.”

			“I wasn’t implying that she would; I was merely wondering if there are other plants that help your people but are dangerous to mine.”

			He apologized, then scrubbed his fingers over his lips as if his lips were stained, too and he wanted to wipe it away.

			“Why didn’t you?” I asked, the words tumbling out like my bubbles of breath had beneath the sea. His gaze flicked back to mine. “Why didn’t you let me drown?”

			A muscle in his jaw feathered. The dark slashes of his brows bent inward. “Do you want this or not?”

			I studied it for a beat before pinching it from his hand, placing it on my tongue, and chewing the strange fibers. It tasted earthy as I expected, with a pleasant aftertaste. Sweet, not bitter.

			The Shark gestured to the bed. “You need to rest.”

			I wasn’t taking his bed. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

			His gills flared. “Do what you like. I’ll be sleeping on the floor in front of the weapons. And I’m a very light sleeper.”

			And insufferable.

			Suddenly, I changed my mind. “Since the bed is the farthest from where you’ll be and looks far more comfortable, I’ll take it.” Ignoring his surprised expression, I stepped around him and eased onto the soft feather bed, settling on my left side.

			It was wide enough to gently support my wings in a way the hardwood floor never could. I wasn’t sure whether to sigh or cry from the relief washing over me. Did gray thistle have other properties, those that made a person emotional when they were usually as strong as the Great Wind?

			The wood in the fire pit popped. I flinched, then wished I hadn’t when pain raced over my middle. The Shark moved across the room. I raised my head to see what he was doing. Surely enough, he settled in front of my bow and quiver. Lying on his back, he crossed his legs at the ankle and folded his hands behind his head.

			The firelight caught on the copper scales lining his legs and I wondered if they’d always looked metallic, and whether they were soft or sharp like thistle thorns.

			He saw me watching and stared back.

			Did he feel the same way I did–that this situation was surreal? Did he regret saving me now that I was invading his life and home?

			Did he wish gray thistle was poisonous?

			Minutes passed, and soon a feeling of calm washed over me. Tiredness bled through my limbs. Every blink was heavier than the last.

			I nestled into the soft pillow beneath my head and forgot the pain, the world, and even The Shark.
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			I slept for days, only getting up to relieve myself and to eat and drink when The Shark roused me and insisted. I rested, but only because my body demanded it. Because I had no other choice.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-four

			My sleeping hours were filled with dreams and memories of Aderyn. Her familiar comfort settled over me like a blanket, one that came from knowing she was at my side or fighting at my back. Of the feeling of us flying carefree when we were still too young to battle and fighting tooth and nail to get to the top of our classes. She never gave an inch and neither did I. We pummeled one another, aimed our fists at eyes and curled our fingers around feathers, jerking them free.

			When we sparred, we always drew blood, a crowd, and cheers. Yet we always left the grounds with our arms around one another, smiling despite split lips and bloodied noses.

			“Don’t pull your punches, because I promise I won’t pull mine,” she warned me the first time we were pitted against one another. “They need to know we’ll fight to win, even against each other.”

			Even in my dreams, that comfort was torn away when I remembered she was gone. Even when asleep, I missed her. I wondered if I’d ever stop, or if I would regret it if I did and her memories would haunt me with shame instead of despair.

			The dreams shifted from memories of our formative years to a sweltering summer day I knew by heart.

			Right after Aderyn and I were welcomed onto our first quad, high on triumph and brimming with confidence, thinking we were ready for the battles our futures would hold, we descended on our first assignment and happened to find a perfectly thick, gloriously soft but sturdy piece of wood cut and lying on the ground in the orchard.

			It was too dangerous for us to take during the day without being noticed and targeted, even if our Commander would’ve allowed it, so we snuck away and went back for it that night. I remembered the feel of excitement buzzing through my blood.

			If we were caught, we would be beaten, our backs and legs striped. We would’ve been grounded for weeks–or worse. In my dream, the child with the broken wing screamed after us as we flew away through the moonlight and behind her, the General stood with his mace held high, ready to strike her wing again.

			Aderyn didn’t see her. She clasped my hand and told me to hurry when we left the nest as darkness obscured the line between sky and sea. Clouds blocked the moon, so we had to be careful, I told her. She just laughed as if I was absurd. “You worry too much.”

			“And you don’t worry enough,” I replied.

			Making your own weapon was an unspoken rite of passage, and forming ours of Empyrea like our peers didn’t sit right with either of us. The substance was strong in the sky, but when brought too close to the salt spray, it disintegrated. We couldn’t risk being weaponless, I argued. If we were to descend, if we were to risk our lives, we weren’t doing it with weapons that would melt away.

			Youth did one of two things to people: it either made them think they were invincible, or made them fear an early death. Most of our peers were full of fear. That was how we managed to rise above them, by becoming fearless, or at least pushing through the feeling to victory. We took risks that turned out in our favor. We pushed one another even when we shouldn’t have.

			That night, salty air separated strands of our hair and weighed down our light night clothes as we drew closer to the orchard, then darted toward the trees that concealed the cut log. The piece was so squat and bulky, so heavy, it took our combined strength to heft and carry it home. My arms shook with exertion and Aderyn claimed she would die if we didn’t make it back soon, though a feral grin tugged on her lips. Neither of us let go of it, though. It was far too precious and hard-won.

			Once we were sure we hadn’t been seen sneaking back to our new nest, we formed a saw from Empyrea with teeth as sharp and cutting as a shark’s and used it to split the wood in two before we each claimed a half to carve. It took us weeks to scoop and dig our way into the core. Mounds of pulp lay scattered around us, but we didn’t grow bored. Every motion was purposeful, making us stronger and leading us closer to the destiny we decided we wanted and would work for.

			We used to sit quietly and work, and every so often, Aderyn would catch my eye and grin. We’d done something the other new warriors hadn’t, she said. They weren’t as brave as we were.

			It bolstered our confidence as much as it did our friendship.

			Trust like ours was rare in Empyrean. If we hadn’t fought so fiercely together, the Commander would have separated us. Like that portion of tree trunk,

			we were halves of the same whole. Our grains ran in the same pattern.

			When we trained, when we fought, we anticipated the other’s next moves; I could read her mind and heart as well as she could read mine. Our goals and aspirations also aligned. We made it clear that we would claw our way up the ranks–together–a few feathers be damned.

			So, the Commander agreed to keep us together and made good on that promise. After that, we were unstoppable. At times, the occasional warning was thrown our way, claiming that if we cared too deeply for one another, the rest of our quad would suffer. That we were part of a greater whole.

			Maybe that was why it hurt so much when she left without me that night. And when I found out that no one had gone with her and she’d lied to me in the note she left, with her final words to me, it hurt even worse.

			I woke when a tear leaked from the corner of my eye and soaked into The Shark’s pillow, leaving the mixture of memory and make believe behind for the stark reality into which I’d fallen.

			Something delicious-smelling sizzled over the fire. I eased forward but kept my head down so I could see The Shark. He sat on a stool tending to the food cooking on a large, flat copper pan. And he wasn’t alone.

			“This one came far closer than the others have dared,” the stranger whispered.

			“Come for me immediately if you see another,” The Shark replied.

			Had someone descended? Only one Warrior? That didn’t make sense. Or did he mean one quad? Were they even talking about my people? It could be something happening in the sea, for all I knew.

			The two young men spoke in hushed tones. The Shark told him about The Salt and her shell, his mender grandmother, how stubborn I was. How I’d been sleeping for days and he thought my soul might still be having trouble deciding…

			That alarmed me.

			He told the stranger how I finally took the thistle and his bed, laughing quietly when he described stopping me from claiming my ‘former weapons’.

			“I can’t believe she asked this of you,” his friend said, sobering. I assumed he meant The Salt.

			“Can’t you?” The Shark volleyed. “Talay called her to the sea and she found the blue cowrie. The Salt thinks Talay claimed her.”

			“What do you think?” the stranger asked.

			Crest was quiet for a moment, then… “I don’t know.”

			His friend blew out a long sigh. “The Salt has never been wrong before, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

			“Let’s hope not,” Crest told him as if warding off the bad luck the musing might have brought forth.

			“How long has she been sleeping?” the young man asked.

			“Eight days. Today’s the ninth.”

			The friend bent his back and a succession of quick pops trailed down his spine. “At least your task has been easy. I don’t imagine you’ll have such luck when she awakens.”

			The Shark’s friend had darker hair than he did, though much longer and tied in a bun at the back of his head. He straddled a wooden chair he’d turned backwards, his arms lazily draped over the arched back.

			The scales on his legs were the color of molten gold, the gilded scales bleeding into honey-brown skin. He was young and lean and muscled like The Shark. Like Wade.

			“Did she say how long you’ll have to stay close?” the visitor asked.

			Crest pushed the food around on the pan again, keeping it from burning. “No.”

			“Did she at least say that the Scourge will eventually fly home?” he pressed. “She can’t stay here, right? I mean, Talay wouldn’t claim her as he does us. Maybe it’s only temporary. Surely she’s only supposed to be here with us for a time and then fly away home.”

			The Shark rumbled a response. “The Salt was vague, likely because the girl’s path isn’t clear.”

			The friend shook his head. “I couldn’t have accepted the assignment, duty or none.”

			“I wasn’t given a choice in the matter. Can you imagine what my brother would say if I denied The Salt?” The Shark stated matter-of-factly, a hint of bitterness in his tone. His eyes slid toward mine and though I closed them, the conversation quieted. A moment passed. I tried to steady my breathing, but they knew…

			“Are you hungry for more than our words, Scourge?” the newcomer chirped, looking over his shoulder at me.

			I didn’t answer the stranger, just slowly–very slowly–sat up, letting my wings adjust to the new position after being still so long. They were miserably stiff and sore from the mender’s ministrations, unused to being sedentary.

			With a sigh, I realized my burnt skin didn’t hurt now. Beside me lay split pieces of the smooth green plant the mender had given me, their cool, moist middles now dry. Had The Shark dragged the medicinal plant over my heated skin while I slept?

			I glared in his direction, but he wasn’t looking at me. He focused on the food, which he pushed onto a large plate.

			The first, fat drops of rain struck the tent’s roof as the wind gusted against its walls and bowed them ever so slightly. Neera’s lightning formed veins in the flesh of the sky and the Empyrea in my blood writhed, crying out to the one who made it.

			I could suddenly feel every branch, every inch, of my scar. My fingers rose to my throat and brushed my jaw.

			The Great Wind stirred and whooshed through the tent and I felt Neera in its breath.

			Had she finally come for me?

			I stood on sore soles and started across the room.

			The Shark rose with his friend, but neither moved to stop or block me.

			The stranger swiveled around and aimed his kelp green gaze in my direction. He cursed. Loudly.

			I stopped, acutely aware of the hatred boiling in his eyes as his stare clashed with mine.

			He bit the inside of his cheek and shot an angry glare at The Shark. “You’ve got to be kidding… Well, this just got much more complicated, didn’t it? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Green eyes didn’t wait for Crest to reply or explain what he meant before stalking into the storm, the tent flap left swaying behind him.

			The Great Wind died away and as quickly as it came, the thunder trailed out to sea and away from me, the energy in my scar dissipating like fog in sunlight.

			Crest cleared his throat and gestured to the pan. “You should eat. Our leader sent word that he wants to see us and The Salt when you woke. You’ve slept for eight days.” And kept my leader waiting, he didn’t add.

			My body had simply had enough. It couldn’t function without the proper amount of rest. I just hoped the last eight days had been enough.

			The Shark strode to the door, propped the tent’s flap open with his shoulder, and looked to the sky. With a shake of his head, he moved to grab a plate from the counter where they were stacked and used a fork to move some meat onto the disc before sitting back down on the stool. A cup of water sat on the floor at his side.

			When he saw me looking at his meal, he jutted his chin to the counter. “It’s over there.”

			I crossed the floor, relishing every rumble of thunder that trembled the earth and boards under my feet. He’d eaten everything on his plate before I managed to pour water into a cup. As if he couldn’t stand to be too close, he moved to the door to watch the sky.

			In the distance, the ocean roared. The Shark’s longing for the sea was palpable. Aderyn had often felt the same way.

			“Do you miss it?” Crest suddenly asked as I finished putting some cooked fish onto my smooth, wooden plate.

			I stilled. “The sky?”

			A nod.

			“Yes, I miss it.”

			His gaze slid to mine. “Do you miss your home or flying most?”

			I walked to the counter and set my cup and plate down. While considering my answer, I scooped flaky flesh into my mouth where it deliciously melted onto my tongue.

			“More than anything, I miss flying. I didn’t know how much I took flight for granted until…” Until my feathers were bargained, then until I fell and broke my wings. “Until I couldn’t.”

			I might have chosen Empyrean if Aderyn was still alive in our sky city. Talon had earned my trust–mostly–but there was no one else save Era with whom I felt a kinship now that Aderyn and Sannika were gone.

			My former Commander wasn’t what I would have called a friend, but I trusted her. She ruled with honor.

			The General did, too, I supposed, but he wasn’t exactly approachable. He was intimidating, whether that was his intent or not. I pretended his presence didn’t rattle me, but it was just another lie I told myself so that my very fiber might reflect it outward.

			The General’s demeanor wasn’t the only thing that unsettled me. The color of his eyes matched mine, which sparked rumor and conjecture alike, though there was little doubt they were true. He had likely fathered me, and though we didn’t recognize familial or blood ties like they did on the Isle, just being aware of the truth between us made me want to put more distance between us. It also made me work twice as hard so no one could claim I hadn’t earned my place among the mightiest Warriors.

			The Shark rubbed his thumb over his bottom lip. “I didn’t expect candor.”

			I gave the slightest shrug before sipping some water. “I didn’t expect you to save me.”

			The instant I saw him in the sea, I’d thought he would drag me down and let me drown. That he would relish every bubble my lungs released and then feast on the sight of me lifeless, adrift in his world. Finally conquered.

			He stepped outside, leaving me to eat alone in his house. I glanced at the wall of weaponry, noticing my bow and quiver were gone.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-five

			The storm had moved far out to sea by the time I emerged from the tent with my hunger and thirst sated, though my muscles were still ridiculously tired. I wasn’t sleepy, just exhausted to the very hollows of my bones.

			The Shark kept his steps slow and deliberate as he led me down a dusty path that wended around the foothills, slithering close to short, wide waterfalls that cascaded into small ponds of fresh water.

			A group of children played in the shallows. They waved excitedly at Crest until they spotted me at his side. Then their flailing arms dropped to their sides, their splashing went still, and their happy smiles were replaced with expressions of fear.

			Older children quickly shepherded younger ones toward and behind the women bent and scrubbing clothes in the water, whispering the word, “Scourge.”

			Some of the littlest younglings burst into tears. Hiccoughing uncontrollably, one tried to make himself small behind an older child.

			Biting my lip, I tried to calm the heaviness in my chest and loosen the knot in my throat. I walked faster, hoping that when I was out of sight they would calm.

			Crest was quiet until we passed them and came to a more secluded section of the trail. “It wasn’t always like that,” he said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“When I was small, I remember looking up when one of your kind passed over, and while I was wary and cautious, I wasn’t afraid you would kill me. Children weren’t targeted then.”

			My brow furrowed. “Children aren’t targeted now.”

			He stopped suddenly and my feet halted to match. Looking incredulous, he looked like he might wrap his hands around my throat. “Don’t.”

			“Don’t what?”

			“Don’t bother lying to me. I’ve seen it,” he spat.

			I shook my head. “When we descend, it is to gather what we must to survive. Fish. Fruit. Wood. Things we don’t have in Empyrean. We do not descend to target your younglings.”

			His fists clenched at his side. “The past months have been torturous. The children fear for their lives because you’ve taught them their lives are meaningless to you. Your kind hunt them for sport!” he snarled.

			I stepped closer. “I have never hunted for sport. For survival, yes. For revenge, absolutely. But not for sport. And never a child.”

			The muscle in his jaw ticked as angrily as my heart thumped.

			“And if the past months were difficult, it was only because you brought it upon your people.”

			“Me?” he asked in disbelief, his eyes wide.

			“You killed her,” I choked, barely able to breathe the words. Quickly collecting myself, I let the tear in my heart bleed onto him. “You waited at the surface for me to find what was left of my only friend, and then you took even that, using her feathers for fletching to kill my people. Don’t think I didn’t notice them.”

			“I….” He licked his bottom lip. “You have it all figured out, then.”

			“I certainly do.”

			He gave a mirthless laugh and shook his head, then stalked away. I followed, but at a distance this time.
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			The Salt stood alone on the shore facing the turbulent sea that still undulated dramatically from the earlier storm. A steady wind blew the Seer’s braids sideways across her back. She turned to us. The weighty strings of shells adorning her neck and chest swayed with the movement. Her brown skin glistened, even in the gloom.

			The long skirt tied at her waist thrashed in time with my shorter one. The fringed fabric lashed her legs, flew up, then plastered itself against her form, never satisfied. Never comfortable.

			She welcomed us with a smile and then a hello as we drew near enough to hear her words. The Seer took in my snarled hair and the still-pristine bandages on my torso, feet and wings. I hadn’t risen to soil them in the least.

			“Elira,” she greeted. “Crest.”

			He inclined his head respectfully.

			“I’m glad you could rest comfortably these past days,” she said.

			I had no say in the matter. My body had demanded and taken from me what I never would’ve freely given.

			“He’s almost here,” she told us.

			Sure enough, someone appeared in the distance in the sand where the earth bent around another cove on the Isle. He was tall, muscled, and surprisingly young, only a few years older than The Shark.

			His dark hair was long and his tanned, toned arms were covered in repetitive black patterns. A smattering of hair graced his broad chest, while more trailed down from his belly button to disappear into his short black sarong. It matched his scales in tone, but not in iridescence. His inky scales shifted from pink to orange to green to blue when he moved.

			His blue eyes roamed me and I realized I recognized their hue. It wasn’t an exact match. His were the color of a calm sea, deep and cold. But even if the similarity didn’t make me second guess myself, there were other traits they shared. The shape of their chins, their brows, their builds. Even some of their mannerisms and gestures.

			“Breaker,” Crest greeted.

			The man smiled. “Brother.”

			While the two men briefly embraced, The Salt moved closer to my side, as if something pulled her toward me. She gave me a secret smile that unsettled me. Just as our Oracle could seemingly look through someone, so could The Salt. Her lips parted as if she was about to say something when Breaker spoke.

			“Let’s have a seat.” He gestured toward a copse of trees with bent trunks that swept out and over the sand before curving back to the sun. We arranged ourselves comfortably, giving one another plenty of space, but staying close enough to keep our words private, though I saw no other souls lingering nearby.

			The Shark glowered at me from his seat and I briefly returned the glare before looking away.

			I expected the Seer to pick up on the tension between me and The Shark, but even his brother saw it. “Did something happen that I should know about?” he questioned his brother, though his attention lingered on me.

			“The walk over was… uncomfortable,” Crest replied shortly.

			“How so?” Their leader’s tone sharpened as the points of his elbows landed on his thighs, just over his knees.

			I refused to answer. Refused to argue my position when I was clearly outnumbered here. It didn’t matter what I said, they wouldn’t listen. Their minds were already made up about me.

			Pretend as they may, I was no friend to them. No ally. Only an enemy, and a loathed one at that.

			Breaker looked to Crest for an answer. “The children were affected by her presence, and she was affected by their reaction to seeing her.”

			He threaded his fingers together. “I see.”

			“You tell lies,” I hissed at The Shark.

			When he stood, it was explosively. I rose to meet him in speed and intensity, my body screaming though I fought to silence the pain. Breaker put himself between us, quickly attempting to quell the electricity crackling between his Shark brother and the Scourge he hated.

			The Salt was the only one who kept her seat.

			“Sit back down, both of you!” Breaker commanded sternly.

			Only after Crest stepped away, his chest still heaving with rage, did I do the same. Only after he took his seat again, did I copy the motion.

			“Now,” Breaker said, settling on the tree between Crest’s and mine again, “I’d greatly appreciate it if you would both calm down so the four of us can have a civil conversation. We need to come to an understanding.”

			Contempt burned in The Shark’s stare.

			Breaker turned to The Salt. “Would you tell Elira and Crest what you told me?”

			She gave a shallow nod, then pressed her palms together and put them between her knees. “The night before you fell, Elira, Talay called me to the sea. I stood in the rolling waves, letting my feet slowly sink into the sand. Usually, the god of the ocean sends me feelings. Sometimes, he shows me things that have not yet come to pass–through the cowries–like I told you.”

			I nodded to let her know I remembered.

			She continued reverently. “Talay spoke to me about you. Not that I realized who or what he meant in that moment.”

			I slowly inhaled and waited for her to elaborate. With a barely suppressed shudder, I tried to imagine how terrible the voice of the sea god might sound, given how thunderous and terrifying Neera’s was.

			“Have you heard the voice of Neera?” she asked with awe washing over her every word.

			She knew… She knew I had. I only had to verify it.

			“I have.”

			She choked as if she couldn’t believe it. “When?”

			“On our last sacred day.”

			“Intention Day,” Breaker softly noted.

			Inwardly, I was livid that he knew such intimate information. No one outside of Empyrean should speak of such a day, of our customs. They were ours and no one else’s.

			The Salt leaned toward me. “If I give you the message Talay relayed to me that night, would you consider sharing the words she spoke to you as well?”

			It would be a betrayal if I did. There were some lines that once crossed, could never be crossed again. If I wanted to return to Empyrean with my honor intact, I had to tread very, very carefully. “I’ll consider it.”

			Consideration, after all, did not equal consent.

			“I accept your consideration.” She toyed with something in her hand, then opened it to show me the cowrie she claimed was mine. “The night before you fell, Talay told me that the war would end in the place where…”

			Oceans burn.

			“…skies fall.”

			I pressed my lips tightly shut to stop them from gaping open. Neera and Talay had each given a location where this war would end, but they were as opposite as the gods themselves.

			She clutched my shell tightly in her fist. “I know you don’t believe me. I see the doubt stamped into every feature, including your very posture, but know that Talay spoke those words to me, that he sent me to the shore to collect this shell for you, that he made it to represent you and you alone, and that whether you want to be or not, if this war will end, it must end with you.”

			“The sky hasn’t fallen. Neither has Empyrea. And my fall hasn’t brought an end to anything,” I rasped. “My people will never stop having to descend. There are things we are desperate for, resources we don’t have and can’t get any other way.”

			Just then, a strange feeling flooded my chest. I rubbed it to ease the mounting pressure, but nothing helped. I stood, looking around at them all. Wondering if they were responsible for the sudden feeling of wrongness.

			The Shark stood. “What?” he demanded, quickly looking all around us before fixing his stormy eyes back on me. “Elira, what’s the matter?”

			The wind stirred then strengthened, rushing across the water to where we sat, stirring only the trees where we sat. The fronds and leaves of the others up and down the shore didn’t so much as sway. For a moment, I wondered if Talay was trying to gain our attention by harnessing the wind that belonged solely to the sky.

			Neera quickly reminded me I was wrong, that she alone ruled the wind.

			A violent flash lit the sky before thunder crashed overhead.

			My scar began to tingle.

			Lightning doesn’t strike twice.

			Crest gasped and pointed to my chest. “What’s happening to you?”

			Every vein of lightning that had been imprinted on my skin flashed with the goddess’s fire. I looked from my chest to him with wide eyes. “I don’t –”

			Then I suddenly choked on my words, because when the hair on my arms and at the nape of my neck rose and the scent of burnt ozone–righteous energy–filled the air, I knew what was about to happen.

			I rushed from the trees and onto the shore where the sea met the sky. My feet splashed into the water before the charging wave foaming at my ankles was sucked back into the sea and the salty water drained from the sand.

			I stared at the sky, waiting for it. Telling myself it wouldn’t strike me again. It never strikes twice. It never strikes twice… Never.

			The others started after me with worried expressions on their faces.

			“Stay back and get down–now!” I screamed just before a bolt of lightning stabbed the sea shallows. Empyrea danced over the waves two feet away, waves that Talay had stilled the moment Neera’s power drew near. The fork stayed in the air, crackling and jerking as if it was stuck in the water, a blade sunken into dense flesh, one that had bitten into bone and wasn’t easily removed.

			It retreated into the sky far too many heartbeats later.

			My chest heaved. The scar emanating from it buzzed with energy. Or maybe that was my blood.

			I watched for another strike, but none came. The feeling of wrongness left me the second the bolt retracted, but I wanted to be sure the danger was gone. As much as it ever was…

			A long moment passed. The feeling fled with the bolt and didn’t return.

			“It’s okay,” I shouted over my shoulder, fright and relief equally taking root in my voice. “It’s over.”

			From under Crest’s arm, Breaker raised his head from where he’d covered The Salt with his broad body when she’d curled into a ball on the sand. Crest had folded himself over them both. His instinct was to protect.

			And me? I’d placed myself between Talay’s people and the goddess’s fire. I tried to draw her anger toward me and away from them. It almost worked. Bile burned the back of my throat as I remembered the day I’d been struck with her bolt. In my mind, I saw the bolt that cut into the sea strike me instead.

			My knees quaked.

			My breath whooshed in. It soared out.

			Time that seemed to have slowed, sped up again.

			I waited while everyone stood and sorted themselves out, then when all their eyes were on me, questioning, I flung an angry hand at the sea… “That was Neera’s message.” I slapped my chest. “One she’s already written on my heart and skin for all to see. You say Talay claimed me? Well, she says I’m still hers.”

			She would never let me go. Deep down I knew it. Despite the shell and The Salt’s saccharine words about how her god reached out for me the moment I hit the water. As if he and not The Shark had saved me that fateful evening.

			The thing was, I didn’t understand any of it. Why was I spared? Why had Neera forsaken me? The bolt was a threat, yet I didn’t understand what she wanted from me.

			Could I still capture The Shark?

			I definitely couldn’t now. Not like this.

			Not until my wings healed enough not to break again when I finally took to the sky. And not until I was strong enough to carry him or find a way to signal to the others to descend and grab him.

			Even thinking of it at this point seemed impossible; far more improbable than before I fell, and even then, the likelihood of accomplishing it was a shot in the dark at best.

			And if I took him away from his people, they would lose their protector, someone the children revered and looked up to. I told him I’d never hunted for sport, and while I was honest when I said I’d never targeted children, I had hunted him.

			Not for fun, but to save myself and my feathers.

			For revenge. For Aderyn. But also for glory. For myself.

			That truth sat heavily in my stomach.

		


		
			III

			BLOOD
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CHAPTER

			twenty-six

			Without asking, I left them and walked where the waves swept up and over my feet, then shins. I was desperate to clear my mind when I knew no amount of thinking or distance would help, seeking escape from the fear the goddess struck in my heart every time she threatened me.

			Aderyn once warned me that if we rose in the ranks too far, too fast, we would garner Neera’s attention. Back then I was thrilled at the possibility, but I now knew my friend was far wiser than me and that being the center of Neera’s attention was akin to being the target of her wrath.

			Those she focused upon never lived long.

			Neera’s demands were never satisfied. Her expectations were ones no one could live up to. No matter what they did or intended to do to better our kingdom and people, it wasn’t good enough. Maybe that was why so many were reticent to try doing tremendous things. They didn’t want to be punished–weakened–for pursuing something better.

			Talay would likely be the same.

			Still, what would my life look like if I forsook the sky and Neera forgot me and found someone new to champion? How would my life look if she left me here on the sand to dwell and eventually die? What if I forever avoided the sea and Talay managed to forget my shell and my presence on this land?

			In Empyrean, I would’ve lost my feathers or wings, then my freedom. But here, if I gave up flight, could I somehow grasp that very thing and refuse to turn it loose?

			What was I thinking? The people of the sea wouldn’t abide such a thing. Those who didn’t threaten me outright still shielded their distraught children from the very sight of me. There would never be a life for me here on Kehlani.

			I wished for an ocean peppered with isles with one I could claim and call my own.

			I covered a fairly large distance along the shoreline before footsteps pounded behind me. I expected to find the person I least wanted to be near. Instead, I turned my head to find Breaker falling into step beside me.

			“Where is your brother?”

			“The Shark?” he teased with a grin. The punishing grip in my chest eased–but only slightly. The breeze toyed with his long dark hair. It hung to his shoulder blades and blew across his broad shoulders.

			“To us, I suppose he’s the scourge of the sea,” I told him.

			A genuine smile. “Then it was wise of The Salt to pair you during this difficult beginning. The two of you are equally matched and respected.”

			He was respected. I was feared.

			Breaker acted as though we were characters living within the ink on the pages of some epic novel, bound to a fate none of us could foresee. I couldn’t deny his charisma, though. Breaker’s energy was palpable, his demeanor open and friendly where Crest was serious and brooding.

			I realized as we walked together that I’d never seen Breaker in the sea. Never seen him raise a bow or tug anyone under the waves. Then again, the General tended to command more than engage now. Maybe Breaker felt he should delegate such unseemly tasks to those trapped beneath his thumb.

			It was hard to picture him callous and cutthroat, but in my experience, no one kept power by being kind.

			As we walked, Breaker squinted up at the lightening sky. The Great Wind thinned the clouds until the sun could almost peek through.

			That was the wind’s purpose–to serve Neera and remind us to whom the sky belonged. To demonstrate her temper and outrage, as well as how beautiful things could be when the goddess was calm and pleased. To fill the wings of her people. How could I have even imagined Talay could catch hold of such a raw power, born in the sky itself?

			“It’s also a good match because our people love Crest. They trust him,” he said.

			I quirked a brow. “Your people won’t stop hating me just because they see me at your brother’s side. Your people aren’t fools. They know he’s being forced to guard me and that he would make a different choice if he could.” I glanced at the young ruler. “Besides, what if The Salt’s plan does the opposite of what you and she hope and my presence drags his credibility into the depths?”

			Breaker just smiled. “Depths or shallows, it’s all home to the people of the sea. Crest can shoulder either one.”

			“Can you?” I asked, wondering if he expected Crest to give far more than he was willing to.

			I didn’t know what to make of him. Couldn’t figure out what his angle was other than to try to distort my thoughts and manipulate my feelings so this new perspective he wanted me to find aligned with his. But was that his only goal? I couldn’t tell yet.

			“Are you comfortable with Crest?” he asked, before patiently awaiting my answer.

			“What do you mean?” I slept well. He gave me food and drink. Though he did withhold my weapons…

			“He is honorable. He’s a good man.”

			“Even if he wasn’t, I’m more than capable of defending myself, Breaker. And if I’m wrong and I am too weak to best anyone who might attack me, then I deserve to die by their hand.”

			Breaker stopped, so I paused with him. He reached a hand out but stilled it before he touched my upper arm. He muttered an apology and raked a hand through his hair. The patterns on his arms seemed to leap from his skin as his muscles flexed.

			I stared at him warily. He knew far too much about us. They all did. And I wanted to know how.

			“I guess I don’t believe most people have done something awful enough to deserve death before it claims them naturally. Certainly not because they’re weaker in a given moment, when they might be stronger the next.”

			I laughed. Wasn’t that how most people died in combat? “The world spins on that promise, Breaker. The strong prevail and the weak are removed.”

			He pressed his lips together, his brows kissing and his face pensive. “There is so much I’ll never understand about your beliefs.”

			“Maybe you can help me understand something…” I asked innocently, resuming my steps.

			He rejoined me and measured his steps so they matched mine. “You can ask me anything.”

			“Who from Empyrean pinches my people’s secrets between their fingers and holds them out for you to devour?”

			His cool blues met mine and held. “That, I’m afraid, is a secret I won’t divulge. By your tone and verbiage, I assume you find the act traitorous to your people, but the person aiding me seeks to foster an understanding between our people because their hopes and goals align with mine. We both seek an end to the war, and they have earned my protection as well as my respect.”

			He rubbed at his neck, and where his gills should have been, there was nothing but flesh as solid as mine. I gasped.

			Slowly, he lowered his hand, looking as though he realized his mistake, yet ignoring it when he spoke next.

			“Something happened when you fell, Elira…when Crest saved you instead of letting you die. The possibility of a new future was set in motion, and I hope with everything I am that it’s enough to prove that our people have much more in common than the things that separate us.”

			I shook my head. “I’ve spent little time here, but it’s been enough to reveal that our people are profoundly different.”

			Breaker was quiet for several long moments until he seemed to settle on something. He stood straighter and smiled a little wider than he had before. It set me on edge. Charisma could conceal many a lie, and Breaker’s broad smile and handsome physique could hide a multitude. All damning to me and my kind.

			“While you continue to heal, would you let me try to prove you wrong?”

			“Why bother?” I asked.

			“Because I want a world that is safe for my lacuna, and any children with which we might one day be blessed.”

			“Lacuna?” I questioned.

			“The one my heart beats for. The one I love,” he translated.

			His easy use of the word love made me uncomfortable. It was a foreign concept in the sky. “No world is perfectly safe, Breaker.”

			“No, but can you imagine life without this war constantly raging? It’s like a storm that never ceases. How long until the damage we inflict on one another is too much for either race to survive?”

			I didn’t know what to make of him. His tone was sincere. His request, reasonable. But he was the leader of my enemy. Beyond that, he was something I’d never seen before. How many more of Talay’s people were scaled but not gilled?

			Breaker needed the land like he needed breath in his lungs, because he would never be able to survive in water. If I lost my feathers or the function of my wings for good, I would need this land as much as he. The scale weighing the pair of us, for now at least, was balanced.

			“The Salt once told me that wars are waged not because of differences or ancient grudges, but because the minds of those fighting are in discord with their souls. You believe we are evil because you were taught it from birth. You believe Talay is malicious and devious. But what would your soul say on the matter if you listened to it? If you could see with your eyes that we were none of those things, would you be able to accept the truth and evoke change?”

			He loved talking about us, about how he’d never understand our mindset. Yet he had someone willing to share anything about us he wanted to know and still drew a line between us and them.

			“Who is to say that your truth is valid and mine false? Isn’t that assumption based on perspective? Aren’t your people taught that we are evil from birth as well? That Neera is monstrous and cruel?”

			Breaker nodded with an encouraging smile. “That’s why I hope we can all learn to silence our minds and listen with our souls and reconcile what we find there, what we see and know are more powerful than the prejudices that cloud our hearts’ vision.”

			I narrowed my eyes, wondering if he was manipulating me as he continued to explain his proposal.

			“I only ask that you spend your time here with us with an open mind, and I vow to ask my people to do the same. We’ve all been angry and afraid for too long. Some believe anger is power, but I believe it’s a weakness. It makes us short-sighted and narrow-minded. But hope… Hope’s the one thing that can change our lives, and the only thing that can set us all free.”

			Free.

			His words clanged through my chest and whistled through my bones. I looked to the nearly clear sky to see if Neera would strike me down for merely entertaining his plea.

			What would life be like if we weren’t perpetually fighting and preparing for battles in a war that could span an eternity?

			He grinned and gestured to my mouth. “No wonder grandmother thought you tried to end your life.”

			I fought the urge to wipe my mouth, as if the stain might be rubbed away.

			“It won’t fade for weeks. Was it the sky fire plant?”

			I touched my lips. “Sky fire?” My lashes fluttered. The plant was teal, though among all the vivid greenery, the blue was more predominant and the hue was reminiscent of the sky. The leaves waved as they stretched upward. One could say they looked like fire. Fire from the sky. It had to be the same one.

			Era had found information detailing the plant and its properties in a scroll. Was its specific toxicity also recorded among the description? I didn’t want to think he would harm me on purpose, but what if he’d aided Soraya in her plot to kill me?

			The Scholar had helped in so many other ways. Maybe it was just a mistake. Maybe the scribe assumed that because the plant was toxic to our people, it was also poisonous to theirs. Era didn’t seem particularly fond of Soraya, at least not that I’d noticed. And when I’d spoken to him, he seemed genuine.

			“Grandmother said that the arrow wound on your side was somewhat superficial. The tip cut into your flesh, but the arrow had little momentum. It wasn’t fired at you.”

			Soraya didn’t need to shoot me with it. If she had, she risked someone seeing her draw her bowstring and take aim.

			“Did someone you know do this?” he asked tentatively.

			I kept quiet, as if admitting the truth would reveal too much, even though they already knew.

			“Someone you trusted…”

			“I trust very few,” I rasped.

			“I can see why,” he quietly said.

			If he only knew that the arrows had been coated with the sky fire toxin so I could strike and stun his brother. So I could steal him into the sky and leave him to whatever fate the Scholars, the General, and the Elders chose. Washing my hands of him just so I could keep the feathers notched in my wings.

			He would probably wrestle me into the water and hold me under the waves named for him, letting them pummel me until my lungs filled and my body went limp. He’d leave me to float and be eaten until nothing was left to hold me at the surface before I sank to the depths to be picked clean by the sea creatures.

			“I’ll speak to the people, and to my brother, Elira. I hope you’ll consider what I’ve said and think about what an alliance between us might bring for the futures of both our peoples.”

			The only thing I could think as he slowed, then gestured for us to turn around and retrace the prints we’d left in the sand, was that he was about to become as unpopular as his brother. Entertaining the Scourge wasn’t something his people would accept.

			The memory of the children panicking and crying at the very sight of me resurfaced and my heart sank like a stone. Perhaps if nothing else, I owed it to them to listen and learn.

			In Empyrean, we lost people we fought alongside. People we respected. Perhaps even people we might consider mating with to produce a hatchling. But there were no families.

			There was little love to be found in the sky kingdom. No one worried or fussed over one another because they wanted to keep them safe the way the mender had her grandson.

			That was why the loss of Aderyn and her friendship devastated me in a way I never expected.

			When those children cried, it was because I’d taken away someone who was very dear to them, someone they loved and mourned. I took away their Aderyn.

			A pressure formed around me and though I walked upon the land, I felt the squeeze of the ocean pushing in on me and trickling bubbles escaping my lips.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-seven

			Lying in Crest’s comfortable bed, I rested most of the remainder of the day, completely spent, then spent another several doing hardly anything. I was growing weak, my muscles becoming less toned by the day.

			I’d been on the Isle at least two weeks by my count, but couldn’t bring myself to ask exactly how many.

			Crest knew. He was likely counting the days he’d been tied to the Scourge and counting down until he was free of me. No wonder he insisted I eat and move once in a while. He didn’t want me to diminish, but rather to strengthen. That was his bargain. He would guard me until I could properly defend myself.

			The Shark made himself busy with this and that, but he never ventured far from the tent. When he did leave, his grandmother came to sit with me as if I was a youngling who might toddle from a nest and fall, too unsure of her wings to save herself.

			I didn’t raise my head or look at what either of them was doing. I didn’t care to know. But one evening when dusk fell, he made his way to my bedside.

			“I need to go to the shore.”

			A long pause.

			“Go then,” I told him.

			He waited by the bedside, silent except for the boards that flexed when he shifted his weight.

			“I won’t leave, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I mumbled.

			He tilted his head and raised a brow. “Is that what you promised Wade?”

			“I never uttered a word to him until he showed up on the mountain top.” Even then, my words to him weren’t kind. Not that his were flowery or concerned.

			“I can’t leave you here alone. I gave my brother my word. My grandmother is busy this evening, and besides, your skin will grow into the mattress if you don’t get up soon. You fell and you’ve had plenty of time to rest. Now, you have to pick yourself up.”

			He was insufferable. It wasn’t like I was in despair or depressed. Well, maybe I was a little. The situation in which I found myself wasn’t one I could easily find a way out of, which was overwhelming at times. But I wasn’t a helpless, worthless leech like he made me sound.

			The muscles in my arms quaked as I pushed myself up to a sitting position, then gingerly stood before him.

			“Look at that. You are capable of cooperating.”

			Was he teasing me? I wasn’t sure what to make of his light tone. Didn’t know whether to bare my teeth or wave off the comment.

			“I’m trying, Elira,” he sighed. “The least you can do is try back.”

			“Why try now? What spurred this sudden change of heart?” I raised my chin to see him better. He was far too tall and I hated that he towered over me. “You were so certain only days ago that I hunted your younglings, and suddenly, you’re willing to set that accusation aside so we can get along? What are you playing at?”

			“If you hunted our children, you wouldn’t be so upset at their reaction to you. You would have expected it. I’ve had time to think a lot about that. But you should know that there are those in your number who do target them, who laugh as they chase them like prey and shoot arrows into their backs in an attempt to pin them to the ground. If they get a ‘pin’ they are rewarded somehow. I’ve heard their cruelty with my own ears. For what it’s worth, I’m glad you weren’t part of it,” he noted. “The Salt and I have spoken often while you’ve rested. Not to mention that my brother is far more persuasive than any of us realized.”

			“What does Breaker have to do with anything?” I asked.

			“He and The Salt have everything to do with the shift in my tone. My brother has revealed his hopes and The Salt has helped show me that I’ve been wrong about other things as well.”

			Hmm. I never thought The Shark would admit his mistakes. “I didn’t expect candor,” I repeated his words to him.

			He gave a nod. “I didn’t expect you to be clever.”

			I wondered what the Seer had said and what else he’d assumed of me. What could be worse than hunting younglings for sport?

			I motioned to myself. “I’m standing, ready to go with you. Is that not considered effort?”

			“It’s a start.” On the counter was the flat copper pan, and on it sat an apple, mango, and orange, along with two cups and a pitcher of water, two plates and two forks. “Would you mind carrying this?”

			I walked over and picked it up while he hefted two large bundles of split wood. Together, we walked out into the twilight.

			The sky to the west was golden, but the farther east one looked, the more it faded. Purple blended to azure, which melded to the deepest indigo. The first stars appeared as we wended toward the cove and stepped onto the shore, deep sand thinning the closer we came to the waves.

			Crest made quick work of arranging a tower with the wood. He brought out a bundle of coals folded into green leaves that wilted but did not let the heat seep away. He shook the coals onto a wad of dried leaves and needles he pulled from a canvas bag I hadn’t even noticed slung across his back, and pushed the small pile of already-smoking kindling beneath the wood. The dry things caught quickly and Crest pressed his back to the wind to block the breeze so it didn’t put out the small flame he kindled. Soon, the wood began to char and crackle. Fire slithered up the tower piece by piece until all were engulfed and being consumed.

			Crest sat back on his haunches, his elbows on his thighs. He removed the canvas bag slung across his shoulder and dangled it from his hands. “I guess I should go find dinner.” He stood and sand fell away from his skin and his copper scales. “Would you cut and divide the fruit while I’m gone?”

			He’s leaving me alone? What’s he playing at?

			“Cut it with what? The forks or my fingernails?” I asked sarcastically.

			His ocean eyes met mine as he tossed the canvas bag to me.

			I peered into it and found a blade, curling my fingers around its handle. I looked up at him with questioning eyes.

			The Shark answered, “My brother made me promise to trust you–until you give me a reason not to.”

			The flames from the fire he’d built ignited in his gaze. I smiled, because he was waiting for me to do exactly that. To betray the trust he offered like an olive branch so he could show his brother what a scourge I truly was. To prove he was right about me. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

			He paused with his tanned back turned to me, likely wondering if I’d try to lodge the knife in it. When I didn’t, he strode into the sea, deftly diving into the waves as soon as they were deep enough.

			I picked up the orange and pushed my thumbnail into the rind, quickly working my way around the peel. The citrus scent coated my fingers and filled the air around me until the brine brushed it away. I sliced the apple and mango into eighths, then arranged all the segments equally onto both our plates.

			The longer I waited, the more I eyeballed the fruit. It was tempting to eat without him, but I didn’t want to give him even the slightest reason to doubt my honor. Something as small and insignificant as a consumed wedge of orange could upset the tentative truce between us. If that sliver of trust was severed, I would be the one to pay.

			I waited alone on the shore, the fire’s warmth brushing my skin as the Great Wind caught and carried the smoke away. The sky was filled with stars now. Only the curve of the moon’s bright face shone above, like the radiant light looked away from us, ashamed.

			I was still berating myself for considering that the heavens might watch and care about something as insignificant as the pair of us when The Shark surfaced just beyond the breakers. He walked through waves almost as tall as he was as they crashed onto his back. Water dripped from his hair and streamed down his skin. If Talay could hold a human form, I wondered whether he would look exactly like Crest in this moment. Like he not only owned the sea and all the life within, but was part of it.

			In either hand was a wriggling fish, each large enough to provide a satisfying meal.

			Sand coated his wet feet and ankles as he drew near. He walked to the trees just beyond us and took out a wooden board and a knife he’d stowed away and made quick work of killing and filleting the fish and removing their bones, tails, and heads.

			He wasted too much. We would’ve eaten every part.

			Spreading the fish meat out over the pan, he placed it over the fire. The metal quickly heated and the fish began to sizzle. Its delicious aroma made my mouth water even more than the scent of the fruit had.

			Suddenly, something winged flapped past us. I followed its erratic movements as it carved a serpentine path through the night air. My lips parted. Birds did not fly at night…

			“It’s a bat,” he supplied.

			“A bat?”

			The Shark settled before the fire. The steady wind broke around him before pushing the flames inland. “They roost in a cave high in the mountains. With their clawed feet, they cling to the ceiling and hang upside down to sleep during the day. At night, they come out to feast on flying insects.”

			I could catch sight of it flittering here and there in the scant light. “Are they feathered?”

			“No, they’re not birds. Their bodies are covered in brown fur. Their wings are membranous; smooth, not feathered.” He jutted his chin to the frantically flying animal. “Just watch that it doesn’t tangle in your hair.”

			I ducked my head. My hand found my hair and smoothed my tresses as much as possible.

			“Are you afraid?” he asked with a smile playing at his lips.

			“Unsure, not afraid,” I corrected him.

			His gaze cut sideways toward me. “Of course, the Scourge would never fear such a small beast.” He nodded toward the plates. “If you want, we could eat the fruit now while the fish cooks.”

			I picked up his plate and handed it to him, the fork raking over the wood as it slid sideways. He leaned over and took up the cups and pitcher, pouring each of us some water. He extended mine to me.

			The fire highlighted the scars on his skin; scars I hadn’t noticed before now. I’d looked at him, but hadn’t really seen him. He chewed a slice of mango as my eyes flitted to each of his healed wounds. Together, they formed a shape, like the stars patterned themselves in the sky.

			When I stopped studying his skin, I looked up to find him studying mine. “Were you born with the mark?”

			I cleared my throat. “No.”

			“Were you struck?” he asked.

			“I was.”

			“That must have been terrifying. Were you flying when it happened?”

			I nodded.

			He popped a sliver of apple into his mouth, crunching skin and flesh alike. “Will you tell me about it?”

			“Will you tell me of your scars?” I asked.

			He inclined his head. “Sure. I’m not ashamed of them.”

			The heel of my hand found the middle of my chest where the bolt had struck. “I was flying, and like the other day, the bolt came down from out of nowhere. Only that day, I don’t remember hearing a single rumble of thunder. I just remember being hit–here. And the unique frisson of pain. There are worse things to survive, though.” I waved it off.

			“Like what?” he said, propping his forearm on a raised knee. He tended the fish, moving it around the pan to keep it from burning, flipping the pieces that were charring despite his carefulness.

			My shoulder rose in a shrug. “Like what came after the strike.”

			He waited and watched me.

			“I was stunned. I could scream, but couldn’t control my body for a time. I fell.”

			“Like when you fell during the battle?”

			I nodded. “The only difference was that the bolt only incapacitated me for a short time. I was able to regain control before I hit the sea–but just barely.” My hand swept up to my chin. “Everyone always stares.”

			“Out of reverence? If your goddess’s quill is a bolt, then her ink is printed on your skin.”

			I opened my mouth and closed it again, unsure I should be so open with him. Then again, when would he tell anyone who might care? When would it matter once I left this place?

			“When my peers look at me, they see my mark and fear Neera for what she’s capable of doing should any deviate from her will, but they also see an opponent they need to shred in order to get ahead. The scar may have given many of them pause and made them wonder if they could overcome me, but in the end, I hadn’t expected it from the one who tried. The Oracle claimed the mark was proof of Neera’s blessing on my position among them, but she was wrong. It’s what happens when she curses someone.”

			It and Empyrea-laden blood.

			He was quiet as he motioned for my plate. I handed it to him until he scooped a portion of the cooked, steaming fish onto it, then took it back and waited until he served himself the same.

			The bat flitted back and forth overhead again in erratic, nonsensical patterns. Did Aderyn and I look like that when we first took to the sky? I remembered the first time my wings carried me, the sensation of my stomach dropping when they tired and I’d stopped flapping them for a beat too long. Of the lesson in that moment. I had to keep working, even when I was exhausted. I had to press on, even when I didn’t feel like it. No one else would carry me. I had to do it. I had to be strong enough. The only other option was death, which I vigorously refused to accept.

			“Why did you run out onto the sand today?”

			Did he think I was trying to escape? To catch hold of the bolt and let Neera lift me into the sky? No one could grasp Neera’s fire. And if the goddess wanted to save me, she could have a thousand times before now. No, she wished to use my new circumstance to her advantage, warning me there would be consequences if I failed her again. Her next bolt would be one from which there would be no recovery.

			“I don’t know,” I told him. “It was instinct.”

			He gave a whisper of a smile. “I don’t think that’s the truth.”

			“I thought we covered the fact that I am no liar, Shark.”

			“I’m not accusing you of lying, Scourge. I’m only saying I don’t believe you know why you strode toward the fiery bolt. Fear shines in your eyes when you speak of being stricken before.” He refilled the cup in my hand. I hadn’t even realized it was empty. “No one purposely runs toward a danger that scares them like that. For example, unless it was my target, I wouldn’t swim close to a leviathan I saw pushing through the deep.” He pressed a hand to his side where a triangle of sharp indentions were permanently raised on his skin.

			“You were bitten?”

			“Only once. I learned better than to chase after them the hard way.”

			I gave a small laugh. “Perhaps I haven’t learned that lesson yet.”

			Shooting me a knowing look, he said, “I think you have.” He scooped the last of the fish from his plate and chewed it. “Breaker covered The Salt to protect her. I covered my brother and The Salt. You stood in front of Neera before us all. I just don’t understand why.”

			I chewed my lip. “Neither do I.”

			“Thank you,” he quietly said. “For doing it, for whatever reason.”

			I inclined my head in acceptance of his gratitude. “You still haven’t told me why you saved me.”

			Another small grin. “Perhaps I don’t know why I did that, either.” His eyes met mine, searching to see if I would accept his words.

			I wouldn’t.

			“I think you do,” I noted, watching his chest go still for a moment as if holding his breath and the truth inside. “But regardless of the reason–whether Breaker told you to swim for me, or you thought you could capture and torture me for information, or perhaps just so you could make an example of me to your people and exact the justice they so fervently crave–I’m glad you did, and I thank you for it all the same.”

			“Do you fear death?” he asked.

			“Yes. I fear death, and worse things than that.”

			The knot in his throat smoothly rose and fell as his dark lashes fluttered. As if he regretted being reminded of his fears, as if he might be trying to imagine what I might think was worse than death.

			“My brother and The Salt are speaking to our people about what you discussed with him today, and about his hopes regarding your presence.”

			I stared out at the sea as I finished my dinner, raking the plate to make sure I left no fish behind. No matter what The Salt told them or how Breaker painted me to the people, it would make little difference.

			“He’d like for us to be seen together more often now. Starting tomorrow.”

			My head swiveled to him, but he only shrugged as if to say he knew it was a bad idea but dissuading Breaker was nearly impossible.

			“My grandmother will want to check your wound. We could walk to see her tomorrow,” he suggested.

			I just nodded. Where he led, I had no choice but to follow.

			For now.

		


		
[image: cover]

			





CHAPTER

			twenty-eight

			“Are you afraid to die?” Aderyn asked me out of the blue as we sat on the rail of the balcony, legs dangling from one side, our wings over the other.

			“I don’t relish the thought,” I answered, eyes sliding toward the nest next door wondering if our closest neighbors were listening.

			“What do you think it’s like?” she prodded.

			“Cold like the Great Wind or warm like the sun’s rays?” She turned to face me. “Do you think death is heavy like a shroud of the sea’s water? Or light as a feather drifting from a wing?”

			I imagined it cold and heavy and horrible. I imagined death to be a place filled with darkness. Beyond that, I feared being aware I was dead and the interminable stillness of waiting for my soul to be reborn. Death, I thought, must feel like helplessness. Like weakness.

			“I hope it’s light and bright and beautiful,” she said, her eyes open and unguarded.

			I fought the urge to swallow and instead pushed a breezy smile toward my friend. “Me too.”

			***

			The Shark woke me while the morning light was still pale and lovely and birds sang to one another in the treetops. We wove through faint shadow and delicate sunlit paths to the mender’s tent. Inside, the woman was also singing. Her words lilted and cascaded like the rising and falling of waves. Something about The Shark softened as we approached her home and voice.

			“Grandmother,” he called out to announce our arrival.

			Her singing stopped. “Come inside.”

			I stopped short of a large reptile running across the sand in front of me and looked to Crest with wide eyes.

			“That’s an iguana. It’s a lizard.”

			“A giant lizard,” I muttered, watching out for any others in case they traveled in flocks…

			“Almost as large as the bats,” he agreed with a mischievous smile as he waved me into the mender’s quaint tent. Crest’s foot fell upon a board that popped up when he raised it again. “You have a loose floorboard,” he noted.

			“Ah, yes,” the woman affirmed as she wiped her hands on a cloth. “Came loose when I took a little tumble last night.”

			“Are you alright?” Crest worriedly moved toward his grandmother and looked her over for wounds.

			She waved away his concern and batted at his hands. “I just scuffed my knee is all. Don’t fret over me, boy.” The woman showed him the bloody scabs and underlying bruises. “I think I’ll survive,” she happily teased. Her eyes flitted to me. “But what about you, sky warrior? How are you feeling?”

			“I’m well.”

			She scoffed, then began ticking all my injuries off on her fingers. “With the exception of the arrow wound in your side, your fractured ribs, every tiny broken bone in your wings, and the soreness likely tearing through your back with every step, you mean.”

			My lips parted. She wasn’t wrong, but… “I’m better now than I was before you helped me with those things.”

			“Fair enough.” She perched her hands on her hips. “The burn on your skin is gone. Now you look more reptile than blue bird.” She gestured to my peeling shoulders. “Don’t scrub or yank that skin off or you’ll regret it. It’ll come off when it’s ready.”

			The mender was right. The peeling skin was strange. I’d never been burned by the sun. Frigid wind had made my skin brittle and dry, but it never came off like this.

			“At least you rested like I told you,” she noted, sounding pleased.

			Crest nodded toward me. “I thought you might want to see to her side.”

			The woman was wise. “And make sure others see you ‘walking cordially’ together,” she added, emphasizing what no doubt were his brother’s exact words.

			“You spoke to Breaker, I take it,” he answered.

			She waved me closer. “I can cut away just the bandage over your side and rewrap it when we’re through, but it’s a good idea to keep watch over wounds until they’re healed.”

			“It doesn’t hurt much at all now.”

			She took a pair of copper shears and cut just the wrapping beside the wound. “Hmm,” she groaned.

			I twisted to better see it, my nose wrinkling when I saw the wound covered in that… now ripe smelling… green paste she’d made. Or was my wound to blame for the pungent odor?

			“Is it festering?” I asked.

			“No.” She shook her head and walked to a large bowl of water, dipping a white cloth into it so it was wet, but not sopping. She brought it to my side and gently eased it over my stitches. “It’s healing.” Her gaze gently combed over me. “How do your ribs feel?”

			“Painful, but nothing I can’t withstand.” Each breath no longer filled me with agonizing torment now. The pain was dull and constant, not sharp like it once was.

			She nodded to the bandages still covering my feet. “If your scratches are healed, you can take those off, but I’d suggest that you wrap them if the two of you walk anywhere other than the paths and shore. Our soles have toughened over time, but yours aren’t hardened to it yet.” The mender looked at her grandson. “Can you run a quick errand for me?”

			“Of course,” he agreed.

			“Good!” she chirped with a mischievous grin. “Elira needs to borrow some clothes. A proper top and a sarong that doesn’t look as short as a baby’s swaddling blanket would do.”

			I glanced down at my attire. My torso was nothing but bandages. My skirt, though short, didn’t bother me. It covered me well enough. The scant fabric made me as comfortable as I could be with the ever-present heat and humidity.

			I didn’t miss my leathers at all.

			“Something of Nori’s would fit her nicely,” his grandmother noted in an ornery, teasing tone. What was she playing at?

			The Shark pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand and braced the other against the cut of his hip bone. Like his brother, he was toned and muscled in ways I wasn’t sure my body was capable. Talon, for as strong as he was, surely didn’t look like this beneath his leathers…

			Crest caught me looking and must’ve known it wasn’t his scars I studied, but his grandmother deftly intervened.

			“She’d give you anything and you know it.”

			My brows rose. Did the Shark have a mate?

			“I’ll be right back.” Crest’s deep voice slid toward me.

			I waited until he left before asking, “Who is Nori?”

			She motioned for me to sit on the cot and pulled up a stool. “A girl who swoons over both my grandsons. But since she can’t have Breaker–he’s already given his heart to another–she’s been fixated on Crest with every opportunity.”

			“And you wish to provide another opportunity for her,” I deduced. “Do you approve of her, then?”

			The woman handed me the husk of a coconut, its sweet water scenting the air. “I just opened this before you arrived. It’s fresh.” She held another against the counter beside her and cracked a knife blade across its top, bringing her own husk to her lips and drinking. After a moment, she replied, “I want Crest to be happy with his lacuna, whomever she may one day be.”

			The liquid was delicious and refreshing. I gulped thirstily and wiped away a dribble that slid down my chin. “So, she wants to mate with him but he’s averse?”

			The mender went still. “I’m not sure what you mean. What does mating mean to your people?” she asked conversationally.

			“Well, in Empyrean, two adults may couple and mate for a short time in an attempt to bring forth a hatchling. In most instances, both are willing, but –”

			The woman tilted her head. “But what?”

			But there are always exceptions, and the Clipped are one of them. I didn’t want to tell her about them. “Sometimes the Elders choose a pair to mate.”

			“Based on their strength?” she guessed.

			“Sometimes. More often, it’s due to the pureness of their blood.”

			She nodded slowly, sipping again. “I see. Your blood is certainly unique.”

			I wondered if she meant mine in particular, or of my kind in general, then wondered if she’d had the chance to see the blood of anyone else from Empyrean. I had so many questions and sensed the mender might have the answers. Whether she’d part with them was a different story. She kept her heart shuttered, not that I blamed her.

			She looked as though she might want to interrogate me further, too, but our conversation was interrupted by Crest’s voice and a female’s, whom I assumed was Nori.

			“Did you expect her to follow him back?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

			“I did not.” Wariness filled her tone. She sat her coconut husk down on the counter.

			“I just want to see her before you’re forced to parade her around for your brother’s sake, Crest,” Nori hissed just outside.

			The female was possessive of The Shark… Interesting.

			He raised the tent flap for her and she walked inside with her shoulders back, her chin high and proud. Perhaps since she couldn’t have Breaker, she felt Crest could elevate her status because he was the leader’s brother.

			I stood when her dark eyes fastened on mine and held. The mender slowly rose from her stool.

			“Magma,” the young woman greeted the mender respectfully. Her hair was long, dark, and beautifully waved. Just like her figure.

			She was petite and slender like me, and the mender was right; her clothes would fit my body perfectly. But there was something else we shared, which was an intense distrust for the other. My fingers gripped the coconut in my hand as if it was a stone.

			“This is the great Scourge?” she asked coldly, her lip curling in disgust. Her wide brown eyes narrowed as she slid them over me, clearly finding me wanting, then dismissing me and forgetting my reputation. She started toward me, her delicate sarong billowing behind her.

			“Nori,” Crest warned, tracking her through the small space.

			She ignored him and stopped in front of me. My eyes flickered to his and the moment my attention left her, she struck me with the back of her hand. I sucked in a startled breath. It wasn’t the first time I’d been backhanded, but I hadn’t expected it from her.

			Nori’s nostrils flared. Palm open, she started to slap me again, aiming this time for my other cheek.

			I dropped the coconut a second before I caught her by the throat, bent her backward, and pinned her to the counter, upsetting all the mender’s things. She panted and arched her back in the awkward position but didn’t lose her footing. Her hands clamped onto mine, her long nails digging into my forearm and wrist. I bared my teeth and hissed when they broke the skin.

			“Elira!” The Shark snapped. I didn’t take my eyes off the beast again, even though I had her in a compromising position. “Let her up.”

			I eased my grip a fraction and Nori calmed, removing her nails from my skin before I tightened it again. Leaning down, I growled, “I will start no fights while my feet strike this soil, but by Neera, I will end any that find me.”

			Crest’s hand fell on mine and I hissed, jumping backward so fast I bumped into his grandmother. “I’m sorry,” I breathed to the mender, clutching my hand to my ribs.

			The old woman cursed loudly. “Look what you’ve done! Nori–out!”

			“Me?” Nori raged, panting and grasping her neck as if I’d nearly killed her. I hadn’t even come close, but immediately regretted it. Crest guided her outside, spearing me with a look that said I was to blame.

			I tried to calm my breathing and my anger before I changed my mind and took off after her.

			“She’s a monster!” Nori shouted from outside. “I gave her my clothes and she tried to kill me for it!”

			“You struck her! What did you expect?” Crest asked, clearly aggravated. “That she would stand there and let you?”

			“Are you actually defending her?” Nori sounded hurt.

			“You were wrong to strike her, Nori,” he said. “She wouldn’t have touched you if you hadn’t provoked her.”

			“Oh, and you know her so well?” she challenged. “So soon? Is that what this is?”

			“Stow your jealousy, Nori. I don’t have the time or patience for it and certainly don’t need it right now,” he hissed, exasperated.

			“You know. You know what she did,” she choked.

			Crest’s grandmother growled. At first, I assumed it was aimed at me, but when she spoke I realized it was directed at the fiery young woman who had just stormed outside.

			“Nori knew what she was doing by provoking you like that. Now she’ll tell everyone you attacked her and undo everything Breaker is trying to change.” She shook her head angrily. “Watch out for that one, Elira. She’s slippery as an eel.” She pointed to my torso. “Are your ribs okay?”

			I pressed a hand to them and fought the urge to wince. “They’re fine.” I paused to give her time to calm down. “I would appreciate some gray thistle if you have some, though. It helps with the pain.”

			The older woman sighed and pushed her thick gray hair off her shoulder. It was the same hue as Talon’s feathers, I realized while calming and catching my breath so my ribs would settle like I told the healer they had. She pinched some thistle and held it out, dropping it into my palm.

			“Thank you, Magma.” It was the first time I’d used her name. I wondered if she might correct me and forbid me from using it, but she didn’t seem to mind the familiarity.

			She raised her brows and wagged a weathered finger at me. “You’re terrifying for someone so young.”

			I dipped my head. “Thank you.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t mean it as a compliment,” she scolded. “I’m glad for it in one respect, though.”

			“That I’ll now be able to convince Breaker I can defend myself and relieve Crest of the ridiculous guard duty to which he’s bound?” I sweetly asked, still clutching my ribs. The gray thistle was already beginning to ease the pain in them… somewhat. I looked away to hide my grimace.

			“Perhaps that is one good thing that would come of it, but that wasn’t what I was thinking, sharp tongue.” She raised an eyebrow. “I was thinking that a young woman should be able to do what you just did. Most people are good, Elira. But the bad ones are awful.” A haunted look slid over her face.

			Sudden rage broke over me that made the wave of anger Nori evoked seem like the tiny tumbling water that lapped the shore’s edge. “Did someone hurt you?”

			She didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

			My teeth ground together. “Do they still draw breath?” I owed this woman my life. It would be my honor to sever her offender’s life.

			“My pain and worries aren’t yours to bear,” she chided.

			“You bear everyone else’s pain, Magma. How is it fair that someone shouldn’t do the same for you?” I asked.

			She reached out for my hand and her open palm hovered before me. Did she need contact? She was a very affectionate person from what I’d seen. I eased my hand toward hers and she took hold and patted it. “It is fair, Elira, because it is my calling. My purpose is to heal. What is yours?”

			My heart violently squeezed as she released my hand.

			Just then, The Shark stepped back inside, his demeanor gruff again. Last night, he’d told me he was trying. Would he still try now that I’d harmed the girl who wished to mate with him?

			“Let’s go!” he barked as if he was my jailer. I supposed he was, in a way.

			“Take her to the lagoon,” Magma ordered.

			“It’s best we go back to –”

			“Crest,” she interrupted sternly, “if you hide every time there is adversity, you’ll never see the light of day. Take her to the lagoon and let her clean up. I’ll re-wrap her ribs afterward.”

			His body was rigid, and his lips were pinched in irritation. “Fine.”

			The mender–Magma–held out a small cinched bag for me. “Soap,” she explained.

			“Thank you,” I told her, holding her gaze. She inclined her head and turned her back, busying herself by setting the contents of her counter right. “I can help,” I offered.

			She massaged her forehead. “You can help by doing what I asked. Go and wash up.”

			She didn’t want me to stay, that much was clear. But I hated to leave her to clean up the mess I made, along with the memories I had inadvertently dredged up.
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CHAPTER

			twenty-nine

			I stepped outside with a very angry Shark. Magma called for him. “Crest? A quick word, please.”

			He ducked back inside, but not before giving me a warning glare.

			“Be gentle,” she said once he stepped inside, keeping her voice low, but not so low I couldn’t hear.

			“Why should I?” he demanded.

			“We are not born with our hearts, Crest. They grow and take shape from what we experience. Elira does not process things as we do, as you do, because she has lived through things and endured things we don’t understand. I know your heart, though, and I know that within it swims the deepest compassion.”

			I looked away before he rejoined me and tried to pretend I hadn’t heard Magma’s tender words.

			We walked along a path until it diverged; part of it trailed away in front of us and another section peeled away to the right. “The lagoon is this way,” he said, his voice calmer.

			“I remember it,” I told him.

			His eyes slid to mine questioningly.

			“From the sky, I remember seeing three bodies of water. One large, another smaller, and the last very small. A pond, maybe?”

			He looked skyward. “I can’t imagine what it all looks like from above.”

			I wondered when he would bring up my altercation with Nori, but The Shark remained quiet the rest of the way to the lagoon. We didn’t pass any homes or see any of his people. I wasn’t sure if he’d designed it that way to spare them from me, or if he might be sparing me from them. It could also just be coincidental.

			The most difficult thing to sense was the truth in another’s heart.

			Breaker claimed he wanted peace and asked his brother Crest to help him achieve it. He asked me to learn about them with an open mind and heart. But did they have intentions they did not speak, darker motivations they kept hidden that would harm me in order to elevate them?

			I spotted another iguana perched on a tree branch and veered to the side to avoid walking beneath the beast. Crest noticed.

			“They won’t bother you. There are plenty of other creatures in the jungle who are dangerous, but iguanas are harmless.”

			They didn’t look harmless. They looked positively sinister with their long tails and jagged spines along their backs. This one had peeling skin on its back that mirrored my shoulders, which made me resent the creature even more.

			Fed by a small waterfall on the far side, the lagoon’s water was crystal clear and tinted blue. Trees surrounded the lovely pool and stretched lazily toward the sun, enjoying the warm breeze. Birds chirped and sang all around us, lifting their songs across the water.

			Crest walked down to the water and sighed when his feet sank in. His gills flared. He seemed to miss not only the water, but swimming as well. Last night he fished for us, but he hadn’t taken any time in the water for himself. It looked like he needed this trip to the lagoon as much as I needed to feel the wind flow beneath my wings.

			The placid water stirred as he waded deeper. “You’ll want to avoid getting the bandages on your wings wet,” he told me unnecessarily.

			“Other than the times I’ve had to fly in the rain, I’ve never purposely gotten my wings wet.”

			He turned to face me, incredulous. “Are you kidding?”

			I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous.”

			“Even in the shallows?”

			Water didn’t have to be deep to drown us; we just had to lose our balance and tip beneath the surface. “I can’t risk it.”

			He snorted lightly and held a hand at my approximate height right near his heart. “You’re short.”

			I bristled. “Not for a female Empyrean. I’m of average height among my kind.”

			I waited a beat as he slid into the water up to his waist, leaving only his torso exposed. To an observer he looked as if he was standing in the lagoon, naked as the day he was hatched. I forced my eyes away but they kept rebelling, sliding toward him and combing over his skin.

			He was so different from what I expected. In the dappled light that flickered just beneath the clear surface, his scales seemed to lighten and darken. I noticed more battle marks on his skin.

			The small cinched bag Magma had given me swung on my wrist when I went to push my hair out of my face.

			“Do you want me to remain close or give you some privacy?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder.

			“I’d rather not have an audience.”

			“You don’t need any help?” he asked with a slight smirk.

			I tilted my head. “Are you laughing at me?”

			“No, I was just –”

			“Empyreans don’t touch one another irreverently, Shark. When we touch, it means something. Besides, I thought I once told you I would rather die than have your hands on me,” I added haughtily.

			“These last days in my presence haven’t altered your opinion?” he asked, a smile playing at the corner of his lips.

			I fought a small grin. “Fortunately, I slept through most of them.”

			He dove into the water and slowly emerged. Only his hair and eyes were above the water, just as they were the night I found Aderyn’s wings.

			Turning away, I took the soap out of the bag and smoothed my thumb over the dense block. What am I doing? Our banter wasn’t simple tolerance of one another; it bordered on playful.

			What would Aderyn think if she saw us now?

			I could argue I was only doing what I must to survive, but that wasn’t true. If I had any courage at all, I would challenge my enemy and welcome an honorable death.

			The truth was that I was afraid of death and willing to throw away my honor to avoid it. I was no better than the traitor who came before me, the one who told the people of the sea far too much about the kingdom of the sky.

			For a moment, I’d forgotten Crest was my enemy and he seemed to forget that I was his. From this point forward, I had to remind myself who he truly was. Beneath the almost-smiles and teasing tones that coaxed like calm waters, he was a monster. He had killed the only person my heart had ever softened enough to love.

			I couldn’t tell when he entered the water fully. There was no sound at all. I only knew that when I turned around, he was gone and I was glad.

			The soap smelled like the bright red and pink flowers that climbed up the sides of the rock fences of the village and crept along the ground beside Magma’s tent. I walked to the water’s edge and knelt in it, carefully raising my wings as I overturned my hair and began to wet and scrub it.

			When I wasn’t using the block of soap, I slid it back into the cinched bag on my wrist for safekeeping. I wrung my hair out again and again until it was damp and no excess water could be squeezed from it, then I plaited and coiled it at my nape, knotting it as best I could and thanking the goddess when the heavy knot held.

			Then I took the soap bar out and used it to gently remove the foul-smelling green paste from around the wound on my side, nodding with satisfaction to see the stitches woven tightly together. When it healed, the scar would be barely noticeable.

			Just then, something slammed hard into my shoulder and knocked me forward. I managed to plant my arms and tuck my wings in tightly to my back, gritting my teeth when the pressure of someone’s foot tried to grind me into the silt.

			My first thought was that it had to be Nori, but quickly realized this attacker was heavier and stronger than she.

			“Scourge,” the male delightfully greeted.

			I fought, my arms shaking as he used his weight against me. If I let go, he might lose his balance, but my wings would be soaked. I dragged a foot up and planted it, then when I thought my footing was solid enough, shoved backward. It was enough to surprise and throw him. Twisting to avoid landing on a wing, I landed on my uninjured side instead.

			My only weapon was my body, which was no match for the giant looming in front of me gripping a sharp bronze trident in one hand. He bellowed a laugh. “You’re a runt! Your wings make you look much more intimidating when we watch you swoop down from above.”

			He twirled the trident menacingly and stalked closer. I moved away from the water where he had yet another advantage.

			His wide gills flared. “I’ll take great pleasure in killing you, but not before I rob you of every dignity you’ve enjoyed before landing upon our soil. The first thing I’ll do…”

			Rage flooded my veins as he described things I wouldn’t wish on another soul. Where was Neera as he said such abominable things? Where was Crest? How convenient that he was absent in the calm, shallow lagoon…

			My aggressor jabbed a finger at me. “Whether it’s by my hand or another’s, you will die on Kehlani.” He smiled cruelly. “You know it, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes.”

			“The Salt will know what you did,” I tried. “As will Breaker.”

			I didn’t mention Crest’s name in case he was the mastermind behind this attack. Mostly because I didn’t want to give him the pleasure of thinking I’d ever trusted him.

			“Caring and knowing are very different things. If they cared about you at all, they wouldn’t dare leave you unguarded.”

			His head tilted as he drew closer despite my attempt to move backward, keeping him in sight. His sable hair and beard caught the wind and bent toward the water.

			“Besides, The Salt has obviously been tainted. Talay would never claim a heartless harpy like you. He didn’t send a shell to save you. He sent one for us to mark the day we slayed the Scourge of the Sky, to celebrate the moment you were dragged into the depths, gasping for your last breath. He sent a cowrie to commemorate your death, not salute your life. As it should be. It will be our wrath that ends you.”

			“North!” Crest barked, trudging from the lagoon looking like the embodied wrath North had just described.

			The huge man’s head swiveled in surprise, and he shouted toward his Commander, “Crest… the Scourge was alone when I found her. I thought she’d hurt or killed you.”

			“Liar,” I hissed.

			His meaty fist curled tighter around the shaft of his weapon. “We’ll spend more time together soon,” he said softly, winking at me suggestively.

			“Why are you here at all and not in a tower as you’ve been assigned?” Crest questioned, his brows drawn as he walked closer.

			North lowered his trident, his pleased eyes raking over the mess he’d made of my chest bandages. My ribs hurt worse than they had since Magma bandaged them the second time.

			“Is this about Nori?” Crest asked.

			When the enormous man turned to face The Shark, he paled a little. Crest stood right before him. Crest was only a few inches taller and wasn’t as broadly built, but The Shark intimidated North anyway. The knot in his throat bobbed before he cleared his throat.

			“Actually, Koa sent me to fetch you, but I know what she did to my sister.”

			North’s muscled thighs, covered by a coral sarong that grazed his knees, were covered in indigo scales. A thin, repeating pattern of dark ink lined each bicep. He jutted his chin away from the water to the path we’d taken there. “You can go to Koa. I’ll guard her for a time if you’d like.”

			Crest’s eyes slid to mine, a question burning in them. I shook my head slightly.

			The Shark could have given me over to him and washed his hands of me. He could’ve gone about his duties and let North finish what he’d clearly started. But instead, he listened.

			“I’d rather you carry a message to Breaker. Tell my brother I need to see him at Grandmother’s tent.”

			“What about Koa?” he argued.

			“Koa can wait. This can’t. Find Breaker and deliver my message to him,” Crest calmly told him.

			North inclined his head. “Of course.”

			He started off down the trail and Crest waited, water sluicing off every inch of him, until the man was out of sight and earshot. He took in my disheveled bandages, my tangled, upset hair, and my stance, which was still rigid and set. I’d been ready to fight, even if I likely would’ve lost.

			And then… panic raced through me and my heart galloped to keep up. I could handle Nori with no weapon. She and I, if we fought, were evenly matched. While my speed was usually enough to make up for my diminutive size in a fight against someone as large as North, my injuries had robbed me of every advantage upon which I typically relied.

			Tears built and caught on my lashes. I looked at the water, then turned my back to The Shark to swipe them.

			No one had ever spoken to me as North had; like I was nothing other than something to be used and tortured. Even the Clipped garnered more respect than I would ever receive here. He didn’t even consider me a soul. And the worst thing was, I wasn’t sure before coming here and enduring this that I considered Talay’s people souls, either…and there were many who felt the same as he.

			Like North said, I wouldn’t make it off this island alive.

			The damage I’d caused was too immense for any of them to ever give me the chance Breaker claimed he wanted. I was caught up in a prison I’d built for myself, one so well-constructed and designed, there was no chance of escape and no way out but death. I could only evade it for so long.

			On my wrist, Magma’s empty canvas bag swayed in the wind. I suddenly remembered that I’d dropped the mender’s flowery soap bar. I rushed to the shallows and searched for the pale block in the water, but the silt still hadn’t settled and I couldn’t see the soap through the particles.

			“What are you looking for?” Crest asked from just behind me.

			“I dropped her soap,” I told him, one of my tears splashing into the water. I moved my hands around so he wouldn’t see me cry, wishing he would just go away and give me a few minutes to put my mask back on.

			“Elira,” he said softly, “forget the soap. It doesn’t matter.”

			“It belongs to your grandmother!” I argued, more tears falling. “It will matter to her.” And give her yet another reason to hate me. After telling Crest to be gentle with me, I proved her thoughts correct and was careless with her gift.

			“The bar was yours. She gave it to you, and she’ll give you another to replace it,” he said soothingly. “It’s nothing to be upset about.”

			“I’m not upset!” I snipped.

			“Then you won’t mind telling me what happened between you and North.”

			“Nothing happened,” I lied. It was mostly true. North pushed me down, then held me there until I overcame him. He threatened me. That was all.

			“If you don’t tell me, I’ll have no other recourse but to go to North,” he warned.

			I shrugged a peeling shoulder and refused to meet his eye. “Go ahead. You trust him, I’m sure.”

			The Shark muttered a frustrated curse. “Did you manage to clean the paste from the wound before…?”

			I nodded and then twisted my torso to make sure, lifting the soggy bandage off my stitches. “It’s clean.”

			“My grandmother will rewrap your ribs, too,” he noted. “Though she’ll be surprised you dipped so far into the water given how much you fear even the shallows.”

			He knew my present state wasn’t my doing, but didn’t know what North had done. I had no doubt North would’ve pushed me down, pinned my head to the silt, and watched me drown under his feet if I hadn’t managed to throw him.

			But I did, I reminded myself. I fought back.

			In the sky, I always felt strong and sure. Here, Kehlani, Talay, and his people were determined to put me in my place and remind me I wasn’t in the sky anymore. As hard as returning home would be, I wished my wings would carry me away from here.
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CHAPTER

			thirty

			Magma took one look at me and tutted.

			The healer brought me into her tent and made me stand while she cut away my soaked bandages and bound me with new ones. If she noticed the trembling in my hands and knees, she didn’t voice it.

			She didn’t use the green paste this time, but instead spooned some sticky golden liquid onto it. “Honey,” she gently explained. “It comes from bees. They get pollen from flowers and go back to their hives and make this sweet honey. It’s good to eat, but it’s even better for its healing properties.”

			The mender tied Nori’s top on over the bindings on my torso at the nape of my neck and below the roots of my wings, being careful not to touch them. The material was lovely, the fuchsia color of ripened berries. The sarong, dyed to match, hung to my ankles with a delicate fringe gracing each side.

			Magma helped me replace the bandages on my feet. I’d worn them into the water because I wasn’t sure if the bottom was soft. Most of the cuts and gashes on my soles were scabbed over, but they weren’t fully healed.

			“I lost your soap,” I croaked as she tied on the last bandage. My foot was propped up on the cot’s edge as I valiantly fought the urge to cry again. What’s wrong with me? I’m a Warrior!

			“The bars are very slippery,” she said easily. “Don’t fret over the lost piece, Elira. I have plenty more and you’re welcome to have another.” Finishing her ministrations, she bent to pick up the discarded cloths and threw them in a pile near the door. “Are you okay?” she asked, finally meeting my eyes.

			I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

			“Good.” She stood and turned to face me, leaning back against the counter and crossing her arms. “Will you tell me something?”

			“Perhaps,” I allowed cautiously. I wouldn’t promise anything.

			“Whose footprint is on your shoulder?”

			I froze. I hadn’t thought to wash or dust it off. Probably couldn’t reach it if I wanted to.

			“Is she covered?” Crest barked from outside. A heartbeat, two, twelve… “Grandmother?”

			“She is,” Magma answered, watching me carefully.

			“He kicked you?” Crest demanded as he strode inside, looking every part the wrathful thunderstorm. Realization dawned on his features. “The water didn’t just splash up onto you. Did he hold you under it?”

			I bared my teeth. “He tried.”

			Crest cursed. “No wonder you were frightened of him.”

			“He who?” the mender demanded, hands on her hips.

			Crest glanced at her. “North.”

			Magma clutched her chest, looking taken aback. “North did this?”

			Just then, Breaker stormed into the tent. Crest inserted himself between me and his brother. His long hair was pulled up off his shoulders and his fists were clenched at his side. Harsh, ragged breaths sawed in and out of his chest.

			The charisma and all the hope he’d exuded was gone.

			Every leader wore many masks. At first, Breaker had worn one of kindness and comradery, of empathy–as much as one could be empathetic to their enemy. But now his mask was one of anger, roiling and viscous. He addressed me in a stern voice.

			“Elira, I consider you to be my guest, but if you make any further threats or commit further violence against my people, you will have worn out your welcome here.”

			“But they can threaten and harm me as they see fit?” I retorted. “I told you I could and would defend myself.”

			“Nori has bruises on her throat!” he noted, pointing outside. I wondered if the shrew was waiting outside the tent to see if he would end me, or if he was just gesturing in her general direction.

			Crest folded his arms over his chest. “Nori is to blame for those marks. She struck Elira and would have again if Elira hadn’t stopped her.”

			“Is that true, Grandmother?” Breaker swiveled to ask Magma.

			“It is,” she answered. “In fact, Elira held back. She could’ve truly hurt Nori if she wanted to and she didn’t. She just pressed Nori to the counter until she calmed down.”

			That was a little generous. I did hold back, but I wasn’t as gentle as Magma made it sound.

			Breaker raised his chin. “What about North? He just told Koa that Elira attacked him at the lagoon.”

			I didn’t miss the way Breaker spoke over my head now, as if he wanted his brother’s and grandmother’s input and not mine. I couldn’t hold my tongue. If this was my tribunal, I would be heard.

			“He’s a liar,” I hissed.

			Magma erupted, “She has his footprint on her back! You can come closer and see it for yourself if you want.” Breaker did as she suggested, walking toward me cautiously. I turned so he could see it. “She was bathing and he tried to drown her in the lagoon. The difference in their sizes alone…” Magma shook her head and wagged a finger at her eldest grandson. Leader or not, she had familial authority over him. She turned to me. “I don’t know how you managed to get away from him.”

			Crest knew the truth. I kept him from drowning me, kept him from crushing my wings and body, but I couldn’t have escaped his trident. Instinct would’ve told me to run and I would have made a valiant effort, but they could hurl their weapons with deadly accuracy.

			He might not have pinned me in the water, but he would’ve pinned me to the soil.

			Crest’s dark blue eyes crashed into mine and I wondered if he was thinking the same thing. “Tell me what happened with North, Elira.”

			So I did. With my head held high, I bared every detail, including the vile, unspeakable things North threatened to do to me before killing me.

			A muscle in Crest’s jaw flinched as I recounted the event. Magma covered her mouth at the disgusting recount. Breaker not only looked uncomfortable, but now remorse marred his features. Was it just another manipulation?

			Surely none of them would care much if North or anyone else succeeded in killing the Scourge. The worst part was that I couldn’t blame them. We were on opposite sides of a war. I was their enemy and they were mine. And it was my fault I fell. Soraya betrayed me, but I should’ve stopped her from catching me unaware. I should’ve had my guard up, even among my quad.

			Breaker finally ended the weighty silence that descended after I finished. “I owe you an apology, Elira. I should’ve asked you what happened before accusing you of wrongdoing. My people don’t usually lie to me–at least I don’t think they do.”

			“They likely haven’t until now, but they will. They hate me so much, they’ll do anything to get rid of me, Breaker.”

			This further proved I needed a weapon, though I knew there was no way Breaker or Crest would allow me to have one. Bruising one of Talay’s people in self-defense was one thing, even if they attacked first, but if I killed one… that would damn me.

			Breaker’s eyes met his brother’s. “You need to keep a closer watch, Crest. For now.”

			For as long as my wings wouldn’t carry me, he meant, and we all knew it. There would never be a time where my presence would be tolerated here.

			“It’s not his fault,” I said, looking away from them to catch glimpses of the sun’s light through the tent’s door flap. “No one can watch me all the time. Which is why for all your good intentions and hopes, Breaker, this will never work. You should live your lives as you wish and stop trying to save me from my fate. We all know I’m not leaving Kehlani alive.”

			“That’s not true!” Crest stepped closer, his voice adamant.

			I tried to smile at his intensity. He really believed he could stop the inevitable. “Healing takes time, Crest, and time allows for many opportunities.” I knew that much well. The goddess gave me that lesson when she accepted my intention and demanded my freedom.

			Perhaps this was her rescinding both gifts.

			“What about your circle?” Breaker interrupted, speaking directly to his brother. “Do you trust them?”

			Crest gave a nod. “I do.”

			“Until today, I thought North could be trusted, too,” Breaker said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

			“Stop bellyaching. All of you!” the mender snapped. “Did you think this would be easy? Nothing worth doing is.” She turned to Breaker. “Maybe you should ask The Salt for guidance. How quickly we forget the power of Talay and the power of his Salt in the face of adversity.” She turned to Crest. “Your friends would take an arrow for you. Surely, they can help you for a time. And Elira –” I drew my attention away from her counter. “Stop raking your sharp eyes over my things. I have no weaponry for you to steal.”

			Both brothers looked at me questioningly, but I didn’t bother telling them she was right.

			“You ought to have her help the budding archers. She’s an amazing shot,” Magma said, aiming her words at Crest. “Though I much prefer that you not target my people, Elira.”

			“Your younglings fear me. They won’t welcome my help.” They’d likely turn their arrows toward me and make me their target.

			“We’ll see,” Crest said, bracing his hands on the cut of his hipbones. Challenge rose in his tone, though I wasn’t sure if it was intended for me or his archers. “If time is what we have, we should use it wisely.”
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			When we left Magma’s, Crest insisted we stop off at his tent. Inside, he grabbed the black trident.

			“Do you often carry your weapons around?” I asked when we stepped out into the sunlight again.

			“Yes.”

			Because of my people. Because of me.

			I walked by Crest’s side through a populated village that buzzed with energy as the people carried out their daily tasks. We passed men and women with garden tools perched on their shoulders. They glared unabashedly. All who met my stare seemed disturbed by my eyes. It was the shade. No one in Kehlani had pale yellow.

			A large group of children playing chase skidded to a halt when they ran around the corner of a tent and saw us. They quickly turned and retraced their steps, but they didn’t cry this time. Perhaps Breaker had made some small amount of progress after all.

			An old woman sat in the shade of a tree and fed tiny pinches of bread to a cluster of vibrant birds gathered around her. She didn’t scowl, but her eyes didn’t stray from us until we were out of sight. I felt her stare, even on my back.

			One man cooking over a fire ordered his children inside. He nodded once to Crest, who returned the gesture.

			“Tomorrow, everyone will start preparing for a ceremony,” The Shark mentioned.

			“What kind of ceremony?” I asked quietly.

			“You have your sacred day, and we have ours. Tomorrow evening we will pay homage and thank Talay for his care. Afterward, everyone dines together.” He added, “Talay favors community.”

			My stomach turned at the thought of the last feast I attended, where I’d stood idle as my mother was executed and did nothing. I wondered if I would’ve done any differently if I’d known she birthed me. We were raised to believe that family meant nothing. That the only blood that mattered was our own because it came from Neera; it didn’t knit us together. But to the people of Kehlani, and to Talay, it mattered.

			I could see the love stretch between Magma and her grandsons. Between these parents and their children. Between friends, like the concerned young man who came to visit Crest and left upset because of my presence.

			Perhaps I related to his fear most of all. The love of a friend was one I knew. A love I cherished and mourned every day.

			I marveled quietly at the peace and happiness exhibited by the islanders in the moments before they noticed me. Laughter and smiles were commonplace here. There were as many differing colors of scales as we had wings in Empyrean, but those similarities were embraced and acknowledged, not ignored.

			“Does Talay ever demand that you sacrifice some of your scales?” I asked.

			He tilted his head. “Why on earth would he do that?”

			“In penance.”

			“If you do something so unworthy as to be stripped of your scales, he’d demand your soul.” A few steps later. “I know of your Intention Day and of the scale, but Talay doesn’t punish us for being weak. Such a display would only weaken us further. He prefers to teach and strengthen.”

			I didn’t see how such a gentle approach could inspire anyone to greatness, though Neera’s sterner method deterred many from risking too much.

			“Did the scale demand many from you the last time you stood before it?” he asked.

			“Far too many,” I replied as two enormous huts emerged around a bend in the trail. They weren’t like the pitched tents everyone else seemed to favor, but were built of sturdy wood and sported thickly thatched roofs.

			Crest gestured to the buildings. “This is where the Guardians meet.”

			“Guardians?”

			“Warriors,” he translated.

			I stopped walking. “You shouldn’t take me inside.”

			“You’re with me,” he said simply, as if that made it alright. He paused with his hand on the handle of the wooden door, as if reconsidering. “Elira, tomorrow, at the ceremony I mentioned, there is a part that will make you uncomfortable.”

			Will. Not could. Not may…

			“My execution?” I asked, wondering if it was true.

			The salt breeze toyed with strands of our hair, his short sarong, and my longer one. Crest gazed away as if he might find the words he needed in the salty air.

			Before he could explain, the door burst open. North stopped the moment he saw me, disgust curling his lip when he saw me in the borrowed clothing from his sister, Nori. “If you’re trying to blend in amongst us, you’ve failed miserably, Scourge.” He turned his ire to Crest. “You reassigned me?”

			The Shark took an intimidating step forward and the behemoth froze. Crest quietly informed him, “You’re fortunate that’s all I did.”

			For now, he implied. The Empyrea in my blood crackled in response to the tension and danger simmering in the air. North and Crest were armed. Both held their tridents so tightly their knuckles blanched.

			North gave a smile that said they were friends and had been for a long time. That everything that happened was just a misunderstanding. Arrogance puffed his chest and hope flared across his features. “Surely, you don’t believe the Scourge over your own guardian.”

			“If you ever utter the repulsive threats you made to her to another soul, I’ll run you through,” Crest promised, wearing a dazzling smile I hadn’t seen before and didn’t know he possessed. “And I’ll enjoy watching you squirm on the end of my trident until you bleed out.”

			His smile, his threat, was beautiful. He was beautiful.

			North pinned me with a hateful glare as sharp as the barbs on his trident. When he passed me, his shoulder bit into mine. I kept my footing, but he did not. Crest’s foot caught his ankle and sent him sprawling. Sand covered his chin, mouth, and nose, blood and grit mixing overtop his teeth. He shook with indignant rage as he stood again, looking around for his weapon, revenge toward me evident in his flaring nostrils. Only, I wasn’t the one who tripped him.

			Crest held North’s trident in his non-dominant hand. “For that, you’ll complete your duty without your weapon. If I catch you in the sea with one, it’ll be the last insubordinate act you make.”

			North spat a bloody globule toward my feet. “She assaulted my sister, who worships you, yet you treat her with more respect than you do your own kind! She’s nothing!” he roared.

			Crest aimed the barbed tines of both tridents at him. “Nori struck Elira first. I was there. And that was after she knew of Breaker’s vision. He is our leader; I am your Commander. If you will not listen to us, you have no place here.”

			“Maybe we need someone more loyal to our people to see us forward,” North threatened, spitting another mouth full of blood-tinged saliva and sand onto the ground. He strode away, every muscle on his back still tense, trouble stirring in his wake.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-one

			I held the door of the Guardian building open for Crest, who silently fumed, holding both his trident and North’s.

			The ceiling was tall and constructed with dark wooden beams. The space was filled with tables and chairs but devoid of the full number of Guardians who would fill them. There were only two people inside, and they lounged comfortably across the room. I remembered the male. He’d visited Crest the morning after the first night I spent in his tent. He was sprawled in a chair with his leg propped on a nearby table, gold scales glinting in the light we let in with us.

			The second was a woman old enough to be Crest’s mother. Her hair was burgundy, the deep red of some of the flowers bees frequented. She was fit and strong and her opalescent scales covered her torso and stretched down to her ankles. The woman was sitting on the table the male had propped his feet upon, relaxed and swinging her legs.

			Both waited and watched when we walked in, but neither of them asked why Crest dared bring me there.

			The male moved his feet to the floor when Crest sat next to the woman and faced him. I hovered on the periphery, clearly uncomfortable.

			“This is Elira,” Crest introduced.

			The woman gave a nod, but didn’t offer her name.

			“That’s Frey,” The Shark noted with a quick nod to the female. “And that’s Koa.” He pointed to the male.

			Koa lazily wiggled his fingers. “We’ve met.”

			Crest faced them with a stern look. “North is a problem.”

			“We heard about him–and Nori,” Koa noted, one brow quirked.

			“You didn’t hear the truth,” Crest corrected, then proceeded to explain the events of the day as they actually happened, including how he’d just taken North’s trident. He balanced the weapon’s end on the wooden floor and twisted the shaft, making the sharp barbs twirl.

			Koa whistled, looking me over as if he couldn’t understand how I’d managed to assault two of his kinsmen in only a few hours. “Not sure how we can really help, though. Nori has people wound up. They’re buzzing like bees. It’s not like we can do anything to make anyone accept her.”

			“I’m not asking them to accept her,” he volleyed. “I’m asking them to refrain from killing her.”

			Koa shrugged as if his answer still stood.

			I’d told him, Breaker, and Magma this was a futile exercise, but none of them listened. If the tables were turned and I was the one who caught Crest and took him to Empyrean, the Elders wouldn’t have asked my permission for what they could do with him. Nor would the Scholars or the General. Or the Warriors. He would likely have been given over to them as they would’ve earned the right to end his life.

			“I need to go on the hunt, and I need someone to guard her while I’m gone,” he said.

			Koa looked to Frey, who rolled her eyes. “Since I went last year, I suppose it’s your turn.” Koa turned to me and gave a lopsided grin. “It’s not that I’m averse; I just need to speak to Crest privately about some important matters he’s been ignoring.”

			“I’ve been busy,” Crest warned.

			Koa shrugged. “I know, and I’ve bought you time, but this can’t wait any longer.”

			“What is it?” he asked, leaning back as if they were discussing something as bland as the weather.

			Koa shook his head and cut his gaze to me.

			“Tell me. It’s fine,” Crest declared with a sigh.

			Koa pinched his lips. “With all my respect, Crest, and no offense to your guest, that’s not wise.”

			Frey groaned and rolled her eyes. “Would the pair of you just go? Get some salt in your gills before you turn too sweet.” She stood and reached for North’s trident. “I’ll watch this, too.”

			Crest relinquished it, immediately trusting her.

			Koa stood, stretched, and clapped Crest on the back. “Let’s get this over with.”

			After he and Crest left, I stood with Frey wondering what she’d do now that her Commander wasn’t watching. Most feared, but respected, Sannika enough not to misbehave most of the time, but that didn’t account for all Aderyn’s or my moments, or for those who didn’t hold her in the same high esteem we had.

			Frey pointed North’s trident toward the door. “We should go for a walk. No one would dare bother you while Crest is guarding, but they might take a chance with anyone else and I’d hate to have to kill one of my own for you. No offense.”

			“None taken.”

			She and I left the Guardians’ building and made our way to the shore. The waves were smaller here and I wondered which side of the Isle this would be from above. There were a few large buildings and structures we could see when we flew over. We thought that was all there was, that the people of Talay lived communally within them. So many of our assumptions were wrong.

			Frey’s heavy burgundy hair blew back from her face as we walked. She was quiet for a long while as we slowly crept up the sandy shore. Then she smiled. “I wish I could’ve seen Nori’s face when you pinned her to Magma’s counter.”

			Tension bled from my shoulders. “In hindsight, it wasn’t the wisest thing to do, given my circumstances. At the same time, I would do it again if she struck me.”

			“To those closest to Crest, Nori is a briar in the foot,” she confided. “When he invited me into his circle, she snuck into my tent in the middle of the night and demanded to know if he promoted me because we were sleeping together.”

			“He and I are sleeping together now. Is that what upset her?”

			Frey’s mouth popped open the instant before she barked a laugh. “Um, I think we mean two different things. I mean, I pray to Talay that we do. What I mean is that she thought he and I were… what’s the word you use? Mating?”

			Heat pooled in my face. “I didn’t mean that he and I were –”

			She waved me off. “I know. I get it. I know you all live and sleep in the same nests, but that’s a totally different thing than the intimacy to which she was referring. But not only am I twice his age, I’m not attracted to him in the least. He’s my leader and a dear friend, but nothing more.”

			“Nori is jealous, then.”

			Frey nodded. “Pathetically so, even though she has no claim to Crest. She’s not his lacuna.”

			I remembered Breaker explaining that a lacuna was the one he loved. “Crest doesn’t love her?”

			Frey snorted. “Not in the least.”

			“We don’t have lacunas in Empyrean.”

			She slid a glance toward me. “I’ve heard. I can’t imagine what it’s like up there.”

			I shrugged. “I still can’t grasp certain things down here.”

			“I bet,” she acknowledged. “Just wait until Crest and Koa emerge with a freshly-killed leviathan.”

			My eyes bulged. I remembered the scar on his side from the mouth of one of those beasts. “If they approach one of the serpents, they’ll be eaten!”

			Frey laughed as if I’d said something funny.

			“He already has a scar from one’s bite,” I argued.

			“Which he got when he was barely old enough to swim alone. He’s grown a lot since that day…” She sobered. “You do know they are the fiercest in the sea–Crest and Koa–no other beast, don’t you? The two of them made a game of swimming in and out of Charybdis’s teeth when they were young.”

			My eyes widened. “That’s not possible…”

			“I assure you it is. Those two have taken on kraken and everything else and come out unscathed. Mostly.”

			A thought soured in my stomach. I once was fool enough to think I was indestructible, too. That because I was the best, I couldn’t be bested. I was wrong.

			“Magma patched you up well,” she noted, looking over my many, many bandages.

			“She did,” I agreed.

			“She likes you,” Frey said. “That speaks volumes for your character. She is prickly with many.”

			I gave a small smile as I thought of Crest’s grandmother. “Oh, I irk her to no end, you can be assured of that. And most of the people of Kehlani don’t care whether she approves of my character or not. They see me as a leviathan of the sky.”

			“Because to many, you have been. You’ll see tomorrow,” she vaguely, somberly replied. I wanted to question her further, but she suddenly turned to me. “What will you wear?”

			Looking down at the clothes I’d just borrowed–Nori’s clothes, of all people’s–I pinched the sarong skirt out with my fingers. “This?”

			She shook her head. “That won’t do. Tomorrow we wear blue. Show up in anything but, and you’ll draw attention you don’t want–especially at the ceremony.” Frey’s eyes lit. “I know someone who’s close enough to your size who won’t try to kill you.”

			Not at all comforting, given my circumstances and the fact that two siblings had already tried.

			She led me through a maze of small huts and houses that were arranged just off the shore beneath a green canopy of leaves and fronds, to the back of The Salt’s tent. We skirted its sides and stopped before the ominous wreath of teeth.

			“Salt?” Frey called.

			At the tent’s door, The Salt peered outside at us with a welcoming smile. “I was expecting you.” She waved us in and sure enough, cowrie shells were spread on her table. One of the two nearest us was mine, nestled beside a cowrie with a burgundy hue. I glanced at Frey and her unique hair.

			“You’re scared, Elira,” The Salt observed as she moved to a trunk and opened the lid. “But you need not be. Tomorrow will be difficult for us all. It always is. But it will be doubly so for you to witness. I warn you only to remind you of the strength in your heart. You’ve survived much and will survive this, too.” She brought out a knitted top and matching sarong in the exact blue-gray shade of my wings. My lips parted as she brought them close. “I had these made for you.”

			“Thank you,” I told her, unsure what else to say. She didn’t have to do anything for me and yet she’d provided me a guard, care of the mender, and the protection of her revered Shark.

			Frey was quiet, reverent, in The Salt’s presence.

			The Salt, representative of her namesake, was dressed in white, so starkly colored that the shade made the rows of cowries hanging from her neck appear almost dingy. Her long braids hung freely over her shoulders and trailed down her spine.

			The Salt moved to her table and took the seat on one side of it, gathering the shells scattered over the flat surface back into her bowl. Soberly, she said, “Elira, there is one more thing I would offer if you’ll allow it.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I wish to give you the gift of preparing yourself mentally, if Talay will allow me to…” She waited a moment, as if pausing to see if the god of the sea would let her help me once more.

			She kindly smiled, then dumped the entire bowl onto the table and I watched as the shells began to tremble, then move across the surface as if an invisible hand pushed them into place.

			The Salt didn’t watch their movement. The moment she upended the bowl, she closed her eyes and chanted something beneath her breath; words I couldn’t hear, but understood. She was imploring Talay to help me, her enemy. And though I could scarcely believe it, I stood and watched her god do just that.

			All the shells shuffled to one side, save one–mine.

			When no others scraped the wooden tabletop, The Salt opened her eyes. I didn’t miss her sudden intake of air. She looked from the shells to me. “I thought there’d be at least one person you felt comfortable with by now.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, glancing at Frey.

			“This is how you will feel at the ceremony. Alone and isolated. I just… I thought you might feel differently.” Her lashes fluttered as if she was taken aback.

			I’d felt alone my entire life. Aderyn’s steady presence eased the loneliness in me just as she often claimed I eased hers. But Empyrean was built on the power of the individual, how high he or she could rise and how far they could push themselves.

			Empyrean was built, not on Truth, Honor, and Blood, but upon ambition, greed, and power.

			It was what motivated me and Aderyn to climb to the top, regardless that every one of our peers had the same goal. It was what drove Soraya to steal the toxin-drenched arrow and thrust it into my side when no one else watched.

			She wanted what I had and was willing to kill me to get it.

			Neera would eventually reward her for going to such lengths. My third would find a sly way to rid herself of Talon and then seat herself at the top. Maybe she would try to enjoy the glory and praise for a time and believe no one could unseat her.

			But they would. Someone else would always be hungrier and more determined. More ruthless. They would discard her as she’d discarded me.

			The Salt looked at Frey. “Can I speak to Elira for a moment–alone?”

			Frey looked unsure, but ultimately acquiesced. Crest had said he couldn’t deny The Salt when she asked something of you. It was why he continued to guard me when he wished to do anything but.

			Frey’s iridescent scales shone in the sunlight as she stepped outside, North’s trident in hand.

			The Salt leaned forward, stroking long fingers through the clinking shells. Falling upon one another, they made a noise, a noise she used to cloak her whispered words. “What if I told you that I knew a way to help you return to Empyrean?”

			My muscles tensed, causing pain to lash over my ribs and wings. I could barely breathe. It was like being trapped in the sea again when I was only surrounded by air. But now, it wasn’t air that smothered me. It was the thought of going back.

			“Would you go?”

			A knot formed in my throat.

			“Do you want to escape? To go home?” she asked, still using the cowries as cover.

			But I had no words, only fear.

			“Elira, I know it’s a shock, and I can’t tell you it’s without danger, but if you tell me that you fear for your life here and you’d rather risk it fleeing back home than remain amongst us, I will help you. But Breaker and Crest cannot know.”

			Two things pelted my mind like a torrent of fist-sized ice in a hailstorm. The first…

			“This feels suspiciously like a trap to me.”

			“It isn’t,” she said adamantly. Keeping one hand moving, she used the other to withdraw a cowrie and held it in the air above the others. My shell. “Do you want this, Elira? Listen to the truth in your heart.”

			The truth?

			It gagged me.

			It damned me.

			Adding my cowrie back into the bowl, she mixed it into the others, then emptied the bowl onto the table between us again. My cowrie separated from the others again. The Salt watched the separation this time, then closed her eyes. Instinctually, I knew she was asking Talay to reveal what I would do. What choice I would make.

			And he did.

			When my cowrie, left alone as it had been, scraped across the wooden tabletop to join all the others, she opened her eyes and studied the shells. Confusion pressed heavily upon her brow. “You don’t wish to leave?”

			“I don’t want to go back,” I choked, releasing the truth.

			“Until you are mended?” she asked to clarify.

			I shook my head. “I know I’m not welcome here, but if I go back to Empyrean, my life will be over.” I had nowhere to go, no place I belonged. Yet, I knew no one wanted me here, either. For the first time, I didn’t know what to do or which direction to fly.

			“They would kill you because you were injured? Or because you stayed among us for a time? You could probably negotiate with them. You have gleaned plenty of information since you arrived. Your eyes miss nothing, of that I’m sure.”

			Magma had noticed that about me as well. I wished I could hide my nature better, especially among those who hated me as fervently as the people of the sea, of Kehlani, did.

			I didn’t know what to do. It wasn’t that I wanted to stay here to live out my days, it was that I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Every hollow in my bones screamed for me not to return to Empyrean.

			“Talk to me,” The Salt implored. “I would never use your words to betray you. Not even to Breaker or Crest.”

			I felt the truth in her tone thrum through me as if it was my own blood. The Salt wasn’t neutral, per se. But she was on Talay’s side before she was on anyone else’s, and Talay had given her something to represent me. Seeing the cowries move across The Salt’s table moved me in ways I didn’t understand.

			It confirmed to me that Talay was as real as Neera’s dark, shadowy presence in the sanctum. That he might be her opposite; kind and uplifting where she was cruel and oppressive in so many ways. A god who didn’t give their blood only to take our wings. Our freedom. A god who coveted peace instead of eternally sowing the seeds of war.

			Or was I too naïve of his true nature?

			She sat her bowl on the table. “Does your name mean anything to the Empyreans? I ask, because the word elira means something to the people of Kehlani.”

			“It means Freedom,” I told her.

			“Freedom,” she repeated. Her stare sparkled. “To us, it means Sky.” She scooted closer. “Elira, it was not chance or a mistake that brought you here. It was destiny. There are very few words common between our peoples. You are meant to garner freedom. Talay told me that the war would end in the place where skies fall. Where you fell, Elira.”

			Which meant it would end here, in the waters just off the Isle.

			I felt strange. Neera said the war would end in the place where oceans burn, and at the time, I thought she wanted me to wage such a war that even Talay’s sea ignited. But Talay seemed to say it would end with my end–at least in the moment when I died to my people. Perhaps that was when a new life could begin.

			In my mind, I remembered Neera’s burning bolt stabbing into Talay’s sea. Had it marked the spot where the war would end? A burning sea near the spot that I fell. Was I trying to find meaning where there was none? Making the goddess’s words stretch to fit what I wanted them to?

			I grasped for words strong enough, relevant enough to capture the roiling in my heart. “I don’t know what to make of all this, but I know that death would be a mercy compared to what I would be forced to endure in Empyrean if I return,” I told her. “So if I am meant to die, I’d rather do it here at the hands of the people I’ve hurt. At least then, my death would be deserved and honorable, and it might help heal the wounds I’ve dealt you all.”

			Compassion swam in her eyes. “Seeing the children bothered you.”

			I nodded.

			“In time, they will come around.”

			“It’s not just them; it’s everyone,” I told her.

			“Not everyone, Elira.”

			How could it not be? I didn’t understand. Despite her loyalty to Talay, somewhere in her heart and mind and memory, she had to see me as the Scourge, the same as the rest of her people did.

			The Salt was quiet for a time. She sat and stared at the shells as if pondering my fate and all the possibilities it held.

			“I’d like to invite you to sit with me tomorrow during the feast that follows the ceremony.” I nodded once in acceptance of her offer. “Of course, Crest and his circle are also welcome.”

			Just then, a strange sound rent the air. The same noise The Shark made the night he called for his friends to come and help drag me to the shore.

			Frey ducked inside, her eyes wide. “Salt–er–I have to go. Crest just called for me.”

			“Go.” The Salt shooed her. “I’ll stay with Elira.”

			Frey needed no more motivation. The tent flap flailed in her wake and the pounding of her feet faded.

			“Would you like to watch?” The Salt asked.

			“I would,” I answered, not knowing what I would witness but knowing it would be monumental.

			She reached for my hand and waited until I decided to clasp hers, then she tugged me out the door and we raced after Frey’s footprints, stomped inches into the sand as she pounded toward her Commander.

			My blood felt alive. “Is it a battle?” I shouted over the wind.

			“Not the kind you likely imagine,” The Salt replied. “Have you ever seen a leviathan?”

			“From above, yes.”

			“They are hard to kill, especially in the deep blue. That’s why Crest and Koa must lure and then wrestle it to the shore to end it there. It is a sight to behold.”

			“They’ll be killed!” My body kept up with hers, but my prior strength was gone and my ribs screamed in agony. I longed to move my wings, to insist they carry me, but I couldn’t and the frustration was almost more than I could bear. I needed a weapon. I could help.

			“They won’t. You’ll see,” she promised.

			We stopped on the empty shore, searching the ocean. The waves had erased all evidence of Frey’s entrance into the water. Minutes passed so slowly I began to wonder if the leviathan had eaten all three of them.

			“Should we call for help?” I asked her, anxious.

			“Be patient, child. This takes time.”

			Patience. I could be patient. I could wait. And distract myself by extracting information. I’d given The Salt more than enough about me.

			“Why is Frey more scaled than most?” I asked, watching The Salt from the corner of my eye.

			“That is how Talay made her.”

			Pushing further may not have been wise, but I did it nonetheless. “I noticed that Breaker doesn’t have gills.”

			“My answer stands,” she said, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. That was how Talay made him. But why? “Talay’s reasons are his own,” she answered as if she could read my thoughts. “Are there not wingless among Empyrean’s number?” she questioned, now watching me carefully.

			“No,” I told her. “Not that I’ve ever seen.”

			She sobered. “Do you know every heart that beats in the sky? Do you know the wings on the backs of all your people?”

			“Nearly all. The only populations we never see are the hatchlings.”

			“Hmm,” was her answer, as if she wondered if there was much I didn’t know. But if a hatchling had been born wingless, we would’ve known. Rumor would have caught and spread like flame. They would’ve been raised among the Clipped, and we would’ve seen them as they went about their tasks.

			A sizable splash came from just beyond the breaking waves and a mammoth, monstrous purple head erupted from the water. The creature’s ensuing roar was deafening. Even the sea around it and the sand under our feet rattled at the tone.

			The Salt’s eyes gleamed as it rose. “Watch them work together to subdue it.”

			I didn’t see them, though. Searching the mirrored surface was useless. There were no bubbles, no ripples. Only the serpent, waves, foam, and… Suddenly Koa’s head, shoulders, and back emerged from the brine.

			He deftly climbed the barbs on the leviathan’s back, a knife clenched between his teeth. He straddled its neck and kept his legs from the beast’s mouth, took hold of the knife handle with both hands, and plunged it into the top of the beast’s head. It lodged as if he’d tried to stab a boulder and I wondered if the creature’s skull had blunted Koa’s fine knife. Had he done any damage at all, or did he simply make it angry?

			The leviathan thrashed violently, trying to buck him off.

			Crest appeared from the frothy waves and climbed its silvery belly, pressing his palm to the flat plates here and there, pausing on one of them.

			“He’s found its heart,” The Salt beamed with pride. “It’s the only way to kill them. Koa only stabbed its head to distract it from Crest.”

			In one swift, sure thrust, Crest drove his dark trident up and under the belly scales, piercing it just as The Salt said. Within seconds, life faded from its eyes. Crest jerked his trident away, leaving a thin seam of blood to trickle down the length of the serpent. Its shrill wail turned into gurgles and gasps as the creature’s strength bled away. It listed to the left before trying to right itself.

			I stepped toward it, intimately knowing how it felt. The helplessness. The fear. Bile burned the back of my throat as I watched it fight to live, a battle it was quickly losing.

			My hand found the wound Soraya had given me. The ache in my side was mostly gone, I realized. The wound was healing quickly, like Magma said. But this creature’s wound was not one from which it would recover.

			Crest drove his trident in again to finish it. To stop its suffering and end its fight.

			Koa balanced on the beast’s ponderous head as it swayed left and crashed into the sea like a lofty tree upon the land, managing to jump away just before impact. Deep red blood tinged the water all around it, soaking Koa and Crest as they swam around to work together to drag the animal from the sea.

			Something occurred to me while watching them. I turned to The Salt. “Where’s Frey?” I asked.

			“She’s holding the tail so it can’t smack Koa or Crest. She should be –” The Salt stopped speaking when the burgundy haired warrior surfaced a moment later, barbed tail in hand.

			The three warriors worked to drag the serpent to the shallows, tugging it into the ankle-deep water where the sea could not reclaim it, wearing broad, triumphant smiles.

			“Well done!” The Salt cheered, clapping for them all. “As big as it is now, it would’ve been able to kill a kraken.”

			My mouth gaped and I flung a hand at the monster’s limp form. The ocean toyed with the delicate, translucent fins running the length of the beast on either side. “That’s not even full grown?”

			“Not even close,” Koa boasted, flipping his long wet hair out of his face. “Not that we couldn’t have handled an adult. We’ve done it before.”

			Crest panted, hands on his hips. His smile had fallen. Perhaps it was because his job was finished and the high from the hunt evaporated. Or maybe it was my looming presence.

			“I can help you pull it ashore,” I offered, starting toward them.

			“No,” Crest said suddenly. “This is our task.”

			The Salt quietly asked me to follow her and we left them to their work, returning to her tent. She said she needed to rest because Talay would demand much from her tomorrow and she had to be prepared. Somehow, she fell asleep almost immediately when she laid down, sleeping through the afternoon deep into the evening.

			I remained in her tent as the afternoon faded to twilight and rain clouds rolled in, steady showers patting the ceiling and walls. There was no thunder. No lightning. I couldn’t feel Neera at all. Her absence should have calmed me, but instead, it set me on edge. I knew she wasn’t really gone.

			When it got so dark I wasn’t sure I could find the candles to light them, I did exactly that. The Salt never stirred and I sat back down at her table, studying the empty surface. The Seer found her answers here. Maybe I would, too.

			I’d entered the sanctum every year before last and never sensed, felt, or saw Neera, yet she must have been there, hovering out of sight, just as she must be lurking close to me now. Waiting and watching.

			I couldn’t think about anything beyond the feeling that roared through me when I saw the leviathan realize it was dying, and what The Salt had asked me today. I wasn’t certain I’d made the right decision, but I gave her the one my heart and mind screamed.

			Now, dread had settled into my stomach. If I asked, would she make the arrangement for me to flee now?

			Since I’d been here, I hadn’t seen a single one of our people descend. It was too quiet. Suspicious. Empyreans did not waste time licking their wounds, which meant they were planning a larger offensive. And these people were not preparing as they should.

			Should I warn them, or would I hurt the people I still cared about by doing so?

			Soraya was a wretch, but Talon was not. Jorun wasn’t, either. And if I told Crest to prepare and either or both of my friends fell–friends who had so recently depended upon me to lead them into battle, I wasn’t sure I could live with it.

			Then there were these people. Since the moment Crest carried me out of the ocean, I’d been fed, clothed, and given shelter and water. They held me as a captive, but upon a loose leash. Maybe it was because of my injuries and they would tighten my lead the more I healed. Or maybe they really did want peace.

			If I was supposed to stop this war, the only way I could do it was by placing myself in the middle, between the sky and the sea, and hope I didn’t get skewered from both directions.

			Darkness fell and the candle’s light brushed warmth over the tent walls and bathed Crest’s skin when he came to collect me. The rain was still pouring, and I was glad because it washed the creature’s blood off his body.

			When he ducked inside, I held a finger up to my lips and pointed to the sleeping Seer. He waited while I blew her candle out, then joined him at the door with the clothing she’d given me tucked under my arm. He opened a crate in the corner, somehow able to see in the near-darkness, and pulled out a blanket, then gently unfolded it and draped it around my back, covering my head and wings.

			Warm breath at my ear pebbled my skin. “To keep your bandages dry.”

			I whispered my thanks before he pulled away.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-two

			When we returned to his tent, Crest grabbed a square of Magma’s soap–this one smelled of coconut–and strode back outside. The rain pelted his roof while he was gone, the storm intensifying and hard winds gusting.

			But still, no thunder. No lightning.

			The Shark returned wearing only a pale cloth tied around his waist. He was always shirtless, yet always wore some scrap of fabric around his middle. I didn’t know why it struck me as more intimate, but I looked away, studying the fire he’d asked me to stoke before stepping outside. Until I couldn’t look away.

			Rainwater dripped from his hair and dangled from his chin, carving paths down his sun-kissed skin. He positively glistened, even as he began to dry off with another cloth, rubbing it over his hair and face, his arms, chest, and stomach. He even glided the cloth down the copper scales on his legs.

			“Why do you watch me?” he rasped.

			“I’m always aware of my surroundings.”

			That hint of a smile emerged. “You live together in nests and yet you act as if you’ve never seen one of your people after a shower?”

			“I haven’t. We emerge fully-clothed for two reasons. The first is because of modesty. The second is that we would freeze. It’s often very cold in Empyrean.”

			“How do you stand the frigid air?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “When I woke in your mender’s tent, I thought the same of your hot, humid air. I guess you just get used to your environment, regardless of what it is.”

			His smile grew a little. Hunting and killing sea monsters put The Shark in a good mood, I noted.

			He tossed his towel over a short line I hadn’t noticed before. “Have you grown used to the heat yet?”

			“No, unfortunately. Acclimating must take some time.”

			He stepped behind the towel he’d just hung and tossed the one around his waist next to the first one he’d hung, emerging with a dark cloth tied at his hip. The Shark moved about the tent, gathering his copper pan and arranging it over the fire. On the counter was a covered dish. He brought it over.

			“Those who subdue the leviathan get the first cuts,” he explained.

			I sat quietly as he prepared the meat. I hadn’t subdued the beast, so this meal was not one I’d be partaking in. Not that it mattered. I had no hunger pangs; I’d eaten earlier today. In fact, since I’d been here, I’d eaten far more frequently than we ever could in Empyrean. The pan heated quickly over the flames and the meat sizzled louder with each of the four slabs he added.

			“Why wouldn’t you allow me to help you drag it ashore?” I had wondered about it this afternoon. Was it ritual? Due to my injuries? Or did he not want me to taint what he’d accomplished?

			“It’s not that I wouldn’t welcome your help, but I couldn’t accept it. Talay calls forth something from the sea each year that will feed us all–not only at the celebration, but for days after. Every family gets a large portion to take back home with them. Many will smoke the meat to make it last longer. But it must be touched only by Breaker or me–and one other we choose to go with us to slay it,” he explained.

			“But Breaker can’t –”

			The Shark sat across from me, across the flames. His countenance darkened. “Breaker can’t what?”

			One of my biggest flaws was speaking when I should listen. “It’s just that I noticed he has no gills.”

			“He can swim,” Crest defended, the respect and love he had for his brother ringing clearly in his voice.

			“I’m sure he can, but can he do what you and Koa and Frey just did? Can he hold his breath that long under the surface?”

			His gills flared. “No.”

			“I didn’t mean to offend you,” I said by way of an apology.

			“It’s fine,” he answered as if it were anything but.

			Long moments yawned between us and the only sounds were the pummeling rain and the sizzling meat. I began to wonder if he and I would ever be able to speak and have a conversation without one of us getting upset or hurt by the other.

			He quietly, tentatively asked me to retrieve the plates. I brought them to him and he laid two cuts of the leviathan meat on each. I hadn’t expected to partake in the spoils of his kill, but trying to refuse might upset him again, even though it wasn’t my intention. Instead, I retrieved two forks and a cup of water for each of us.

			He handed me a plate and nodded toward me. “You’d probably wish to have more than just this to eat, but I didn’t have time to venture to the grove to gather fruit.”

			Without thinking, I replied, “We never have this much to eat.” And there it was. Me speaking before thinking again.

			His dark brows slanted. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, I’ve never eaten more than once in a day, and often we go two or three days at a time without food. There isn’t much variety in our diets either, so believe me when I tell you I’m grateful for anything at all.”

			He stared at the steaming food on the plate perched on his lap. “I don’t understand.”

			“We descend upon the ocean and your orchards because we have no other choice. Nothing will grow so high or in conditions so cold. And believe me, we’ve tried. There’s one Scholar working to try and fix that. He’s actually the one who discovered the currents and how the fish gather en masse at their convergences.” I paused. “The only problem is that when we gather, we always meet your people and it always ends in bloodshed. We’re never able to gather enough for all our people, so we ration it out or some don’t get to eat every time our Gatherers return.”

			“I didn’t realize your people were going hungry,” he said, his head lowered.

			“Of course we get hungry.” I tried to smile. “Why else does one procure food?”

			“There’s a difference between being hungry for a meal and going hungry without several,” he quietly noted. Not that I didn’t know it well. We ate in silence for several long minutes before he spoke again. “At first light, I’m going to be tattooed.”

			My eyes combed his skin, wondering whether his markings would cover his arms or chest. “Why?”

			“Because I wish to be. Tattoos are only given on our sacred day and it’s the right time. I can feel it.”

			He made it sound as though getting this mark would change him in some profound way, or that he’d changed in order to get it. I wasn’t sure, but it sounded far more serious than a simple skin ornamentation.

			His skin glowed orange in the firelight. “What design will you get?”

			“My only choice is in whether or not to be marked. The artist is inspired by Talay, who is given a message translated by The Salt. Based on it, the tattooist decides the pattern my skin will bear.”

			I nodded, wondering whether anyone despised the mark they took and regretted their decision afterward. “Is it permanent?”

			“It is,” he confirmed.

			“May I watch?”

			He laughed then. “I’m not sure I could stop you.”

			I took a drink of cool water to douse the fire blooming in my cheeks. “I’m only curious. Your ways are very different from ours.”

			His smile slipped away. “Tomorrow will be very intense.”

			“The Salt invited me and your circle to sit with her.”

			His brows rose. “She usually only invites Breaker and his lacuna Katalini. I must have you to thank for the honor.”

			“Hardly,” I quipped.

			“Elira,” he said before pausing. “Would you tell me about your sacred day?”

			As if to punctuate his plea, the rain suddenly poured more heavily. It reminded me of the sound of all the cowries clinking together in The Salt’s bowl, and how she used their sounds to muffle and conceal our conversation from Frey’s eager ears. Could the rain do the same if I spoke to The Shark about the day that honored Neera? Could it keep the goddess from overhearing my words?

			She claimed to value truth above all things. Intention Day was part of my life. He and his people had invited me to share in their sacred day, but I didn’t owe them anything. Didn’t have to tell him about our ways. But for some reason, I wanted to.

			“We live by three virtues. I’m sure you know them.” Honor. Truth. Blood.

			He inclined his head.

			“All three converge on Intention Day, though not as they should. Those who keep their oath from the prior year are honored, while those who did not live up to the intention are punished. Their penance is the loss of a certain number of feathers.”

			I imagined the tipping pans of the goddess’s ominous scale.

			“When the Oracle gives our intention to Neera, she whispers it before the goddess’s scale. Based on the loftiness of the goal, Neera demands a certain number of feathers should we fail, which weakens us. We know what we stand to lose before we step away from the sanctum on Intention Day, but the fear of failure and subsequent loss mutes the virtue of truth. Even if one wanted to do something–if they wanted to take a brilliant leap that might change our lives for the better, they might refrain out of fear of being weakened. There’s no honor in living life afraid.”

			His dark lashes fluttered as he tried to wrap his mind around it all. “How does blood come in to play?”

			“We line up to see the Oracle in order of strength–based on how the quads were ranked the prior year and in order of succession within those quads. When you’re called forward and enter the sanctum into Neera’s presence, you must give a few drops of blood. The Oracle conjures a storm cloud and all contribute to it until the gray vapor turns crimson and flickers unceasingly with our power.”

			“Some of you have more of this power than others?” he guessed.

			I nodded.

			His blue eyes looked as dark as the night sky in the fire-lit tent. “Have you ever lost feathers?”

			“I have.”

			“Not many, given the fullness of your wings,” he noted.

			“This past Intention Day, the Oracle gave the goddess an intention that gambled every feather left in them.” I was still bitter about it. They acted like I should be grateful to be given a chance, but how could I be grateful when at the end, I faced the same future and fate?

			“You said the Oracle gave your intent to the goddess? Why didn’t you offer your own intention?”

			“We do, most of the time. We tell the Oracle what we would like to accomplish, a goal and intent, and she relays it to the goddess on our behalf. This year, things were different. Let’s just say that my circumstances changed and the Oracle spoke on my behalf. When Neera accepted, I was bound to the bargain.”

			He pressed his lips together but the question shone in his eyes. I debated whether to give it to him or keep it to myself. In the end, it didn’t matter which I chose. In the amount of time it took for me to heal, Neera would demand my feathers.

			“My intention was to capture you,” I told him.

			I told the truth, although I didn’t share that I’d plotted ways to capture him and contemplated worse–of killing him.

			He turned his head away from me as the flames died further, taking the light with them and letting more and more shadows enter the space with us. The rain still hammered the roof and I marveled that we weren’t getting soaked.

			“And then what?” he demanded, meeting my eyes once more, anger burning in the turbulent sea they held. “What would you have done with me once I was caught?”

			“I would’ve taken you to my general. The Elders would likely have given him permission to extract information from you by any means he deemed necessary.”

			“And you?” he asked. “What would you have done once you handed me over to them?”

			“I would’ve done as I was ordered, whether I was given a new task or told to watch so that I knew how best to wage the war,” I croaked.

			His eyes slid to the flames as if they couldn’t bear to land on me again. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Because I want you to understand who you’re dealing with. Yes, Empyrean’s people are hungry. Desperately so. But they’re also as cold as the air swirling around them. They’re ruthless, merciless, and driven by pressures you can’t begin to imagine.”

			He propped his elbows on his knees and threaded his fingers together. “Would you have done it?”

			“I would’ve died trying,” I admitted softly. “I thought…” I shook my head. “I was a fool, but I thought that if I succeeded, I might choose another fate for myself. That the clout such an accomplished intention would give me might pave a new path for my life.”

			Again, our eyes collided. “What sort of future terrified the Scourge of the Sky so much that she would do such depraved things to avoid it?”

			An unspeakable one. One that made the vile things North threatened me with seem mild. “My blood is nearly pure. I have more Empyrea–the power of Neera–running through my veins than anyone in our kingdom, more than anyone in modern recorded history. The Scholars announced that the soul within me is the first one Neera made. Therefore, the power within my blood is not to be wasted, but meant to bolster a new generation.”

			His lips peeled apart. “You mean –”

			I nodded, tears welling. “My wings would’ve been clipped, even if I accomplished my intention and kept my feathers, and I would have been made to-” My throat tightened and I shook my head, unable to finish the sentence. “No one knew about my blood until the last Intention Day. My dearest friend always covered for me before that by giving me her blood to use, but I didn’t have her this time. The elderly Oracle we’d fooled for so long died the morning we were to give our intentions, and the new Oracle caught me as I tried to deceive her.”

			Pensive, he sat quietly processing all I’d revealed. “Your friend–she was the one you came for that night. The one whose wings you found…”

			I nodded.

			“For what it’s worth, I didn’t kill her. I’ve killed my share of Empyreans, but I didn’t kill your friend that night. Her wings were in the water. I found them just before you did.”

			I wasn’t sure if I could trust him. I wanted to, and I also didn’t want to. I needed someone to blame, someone other than her. Who would I hate, if not him?

			My lips trembled. “Did you see anyone else?”

			Slowly, he shook his head. “I didn’t see anyone but you that night.”

			“I’m sorry, Crest. For the weight of my intention, but mostly for my ignorance. The war has raged since before we were born. We’ve contributed to it. Worse yet, our people are still at war,” I stressed. “The war did not end when I fell.”

			He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I know it hasn’t ended. I’m not naïve. But I can’t ignore the fact that we’ve had no battles since. We’ve seen only a few of your people descend.”

			“And yet they either are and have managed to slip past your watch, or they soon will, because they must. They won’t willingly starve, and they won’t stop. If they are quiet, you should be afraid.”

			“They’ll come back with a vengeance,” he surmised.

			I nodded. “And you are ill-prepared.”

			“Elira, if you’re right, and I assume you are, and your people come close enough, and you signal one of them to come and get you, that friend of yours will be targeted.” And will die, he left out.

			“I won’t do anything to harm my friends,” I told him honestly. Or leave, I didn’t add. The Salt had offered a way off the Isle and I’d turned her down. I still had no desire to return to Empyrean.

			He stood slowly and collected my plate and fork, washing them in a basin on the counter. The muscles in his back flexed as he worked. “I’d like for you to give me your word on something.”

			“What’s that?”

			He paused his scrubbing. “I trust that you wouldn’t hurt your friends. But while you are here on this soil, I’d appreciate your word that you won’t cause harm to any of my people by helping yours in any way.”

			“I give you my word not to harm your people by helping mine, but I won’t take up arms against my people, either. There are people I care about in the sky.”

			He used a rag to dry what he’d washed. “They can’t know you’re here, Elira. That means that if you want to stay for any length of time after you’re healed, you can’t fly.”

			“Why?” I demanded.

			“Because someone above–likely those you care about and who know you best–will recognize the unique color of your feathers and you’ll draw them all to us. If your blood is as valuable and important as you say, they would come to reclaim you and we would have no choice but to fight back.”

			He was right. It would be a blood bath.

			“If you want to protect your friends, it’s the only way.”

			To let go of the thing I enjoyed the most.

			Having wings but not being allowed to fly was only fractionally better than having them clipped. Still, I would have the ability to soar if I chose to leave Kehlani one day or needed to escape or evade someone here who decided they wanted me dead.

			“I won’t use my wings unless it’s an emergency. But you have to know that I can’t let someone like North attack me when I can fly from harm.”

			“That’s only fair,” he agreed, as if he believed me.

			This conversation had begun in the clouds and spiraled from there, crashing into the sea of war we knew so well.

			He nodded to the bed as he added a log to the ever-burning fire. “You should rest. We’ll have to wake soon enough.”

			I stood and made my way to the enormous, plush piece of furniture, climbing into it with only minimal pain now.

			“You’re healing quickly,” he noted as he settled on the floor.

			“I am.”

			My wings relaxed behind me as I lay down and let the tension bleed from my limbs. “How do you know my feathers are unique?” I asked, words stretching into the darkness between us.

			“I’ve never seen another pair like them. There are many varying shades your people wear, but none blue,” he said. “They’re the color of the sea before a storm.”

			I smiled, thinking of his eyes, the color of ocean no matter the weather. I heard him shifting his position.

			“I’ve been thinking about what Talay and Neera said,” he whispered. “That the war will end in the place where skies fall and where oceans burn. What if they’re both right and we’re supposed to work together to end it?”

			“I hope you’re right,” I confided, “and that one or both of them will show us the path forward.”

			“I think it’s unfolding before us even now.”

			I craned my head to see him lying on his back, staring at the ceiling with his arms folded over his stomach. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean… you descended the day you fell with a goal to capture me. Before then, there was no hesitation when you aimed your arrows at our hearts. And we felt the same. You were just a faceless enemy. But when you fell, things shifted. You’ve told me things you’d likely be punished for revealing, and I’ve shown you things no one on Kehlani thinks you should see. You wanted a new path, a new future, and so did I. What if we’re walking it? Taking the first steps toward it…together?”

			“Things shifted because you saved me, Crest, and they continue to because with each step I take among you and your people, I see how wrong I was before. I never thought of the lives you lived or that you were so much like us. I thought of you like the sea monsters. Like a threat that might look like me in some respects, but couldn’t possibly be the same. Being here has shown me things I never imagined and I’m watching. I see you all now for the souls you are.”

			“You certainly like watching,” he teased.

			“I would launch this pillow at your head if I thought you wouldn’t steal it,” I retorted, nuzzling into its downy comfort.

			“Do it and find out,” he dared.

			“Shark, don’t you realize that I’m happy sacrificing my fearsome reputation for this down-filled lump?”

			His deep chuckle filled the air. “Get some rest.”

			“I was, until you became philosophical and reflective.”

			He sighed. “Well, I quit for the evening. There’s only so much one can ponder in a day.”
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CHAPTER

			thirty-three

			Aderyn squared off with Talon in the sparring ring, using her speed to offset his brute strength. When she bested him with one well-placed blow to the ribs, he was none too happy about it. There was murder in Talon’s eyes, a promise that he would return the favor–once he healed.

			I congratulated her, which only earned me a growl as she strode past me and through the crowd, taking off and flying toward our nest.

			Talon, clutching his side, limped over, his usual sly smile back in place. “She’s been unfocused. I almost had her.”

			“Almost doesn’t count, Talon.”

			“Almost is as much an indicator as never, always, and sometimes,” he replied, falling into step beside me. “It’s a simple measurement, and I was closer to besting her than ever in that ring. She knows it and you do, too.”

			“And what if you had?” I challenged, glancing at him in my periphery.

			“If she weakens, would you not replace her like the other quad leaders do each year? The team is only as strong as the weakest in its number.”

			I gave him a feral grin. “Be careful where you sling your insults, Fourth. Right now, you’re still considered the weakest in this quad. You have to beat Soraya before I’ll even consider elevating your rank.”

			***

			Crest woke me before dawn. I wrapped my feet with strips of cloth and bleary-eyed, followed him in a direction I hadn’t yet walked. Before long, we came to a large lake that glistened in the pale moonlight as the sky turned from midnight to azure again, the hue lifting with each passing second.

			The dark silhouette of an enormous building rose in the distance, much larger than the Guardians’ Hall. With slow, steady footsteps, we closed in and soon we stood before the structure’s intricate wooden wall. Even in the early dawn, still waxing between darkness and light, I could see carvings etched in the smoothed wood. Pearls and tridents. Kraken and leviathans whose large bodies could be seen in part here and there, as if they swam around the structure to protect what lay within.

			Crest opened a gate and waved me into a courtyard filled with red trumpeted flowers, still closed and resting. I wondered what it was like to watch them unfurl as the sun’s first rays beckoned them. Their fragrance permeated even the brine that hung as a constant presence in the air.

			I couldn’t stop my mouth from gaping open. “What is this place?”

			Crest started up a broad set of steps. “The Temple of Talay.”

			I stopped.

			“All those with a cowrie may enter. And since Talay sent forth a shell to represent you, Scourge, you’re welcome inside.”

			It didn’t feel right, and despite his words I didn’t feel welcome at all.

			“You’ll be here this evening as well,” he said from the landing. “I promise it’s okay.” He nodded toward the door and waited as I climbed up to meet him there. I insisted he enter first.

			We took a dimly lit hallway to an area far in the back of the structure, then stepped into a room lit with more candles than I’d ever seen in such a small space. A young man was waiting, sitting on a worn stool. His eyes lit when he saw Crest.

			“Commander.” I watched his head tilt when he saw me hovering behind his back. “No one told me the Scourge was so beautiful.” He smiled, a dimple popping in his cheek. He looked me over. Twice. Slowly standing, he waved us inside.

			A cot, much like the one in Magma’s mender’s workshop lay empty in the room’s middle. A small table waited nearby, cluttered with an array of long-handled tools next to a vat of dark ink. Two stools sat on the opposite side of the cot.

			The artist drew closer. I glanced at Crest, unsure what to do or how to react. The artist smiled at me as he eased around Crest, who finally put up a hand to stop his advance.

			“Vasa, are you ready?” Crest asked, drawing the artist’s attention away from me.

			The man rubbed a hand across the back of his shorn head. “Sure,” he said sheepishly, still smiling at me for some reason. “The Salt –”

			“Is here,” she finished, gliding into the room, the rows of cowries on her chest gleaming in the firelight. She greeted each of us and asked me to come and sit beside her. We took the two stools as the artist took his. Crest waited beside the cot. The Salt closed her eyes, muttering something lyrical to Talay. “It will be placed on his shoulder and stretch to cover his heart,” she announced.

			Crest inhaled sharply. The artist’s eyes glittered.

			What did the placement mean?

			The Salt rocked in her seat, her eyes unfocused as she stared at something we could not see. “There are waves, beautiful, enormous, crushing… and shields to represent the strength Crest possesses, as they cannot crush him. I see the barbs of his trident, striking true. The teeth of the shark, sharp and deadly.”

			I tried not to smile and failed.

			Crest fought his own when he saw it on my lips. The Shark was getting an appropriate tattoo.

			“And…over his heart…”

			I glanced at the Seer beside me as her brows furrowed.

			“There are feathers. A large circle of them.”

			My heart thundered. Had the god of the sea ever imprinted the mark of the sky upon one of his people?

			I glanced at Crest, whose lips slowly parted before he clamped them shut.

			“Is that all?” Vasa asked after several confusing moments passed.

			“There are equal parts of ink and flesh. See that they balance,” she said, then took a deep breath, exhaling with a relieved expression as if a burdensome weight had been lifted from her, or that she’d resurfaced from the depths and drew achingly sweet breath into her lungs. She rubbed her palms over the skirt she wore.

			Crest did not argue; he laid on the cot on his back with his left side facing Vasa. He didn’t look at me again, nor at anyone, as Vasa took up his tools and began to trace elaborate, beautiful patterns on his bronze skin. At first, they were mere outlines, but what began as something simple slowly transformed into an image that was both stark and breathtaking.

			Soon, flowing lines over his bicep and shoulder crested into peaks like the tumbling waves The Salt had mentioned. There were patterns of shaped shields outlined by the sharp, serrated teeth of a shark. And on his chest, just over where his heart beat, was a circle of flesh-colored feathers, each outlined fully in black to create the center of the design.

			I couldn’t stop tracing every bend with my eyes as the repetitive images flowed and merged over his tanned skin, occasionally darting to the pile of blood-stained rags that had amassed on the floor at Vasa’s feet. I was mesmerized at Vasa’s skill, precision, and his determination to see Talay’s vision through.

			The Salt quietly watched with a pleased look on her face as if Vasa had captured exactly what Talay showed her.

			Vasa blotted more of the pooling crimson away. Where he had marked, the skin was raw and red. “Keep honey on it. Especially remember to apply it after you’ve been in the ocean. It’ll keep it clean and encourage it to heal quickly,” the artist told Crest, who simply grunted his understanding. “I don’t have any right now. Would Magma have any you can use?”

			“I’m sure she will,” The Shark answered.

			“She doesn’t know you came, does she?” Vasa asked, laying his tools down, satisfied with the final tweaks made.

			“She soon will.” Crest sat up, flexing his arm and rolling his shoulder.

			“You should’ve told her. She’ll be cross with me now,” Vasa playfully chastised.

			Crest swung his legs over the cot’s side. “She won’t. It was a last-minute decision.”

			Vasa’s eyes swayed to me. “I see.”

			The Salt stood and I followed her movement. She dipped her head. “I’ll see you this evening, Elira. Crest.”

			Vasa tossed his hand up in a wave I barely had time to return before Crest strode from the room.

			We retraced the now sunlit halls to the front of the temple and out the door, down the steps, across the yard and through the wall. The sight of the structure’s carvings in the sun’s midday light was breathtaking, but I couldn’t enjoy it for long.

			Crest walked through the pitched homes of his people, now stirring if not fully awake, at a clipped pace. Probably so no one would see me and become upset. They would be tonight, though, when I attended their ceremony and sat with not only their commander at sea, but The Salt.

			I recognized my surroundings before the Guardians’ Hall came into sight. Crest startled Breaker when he pushed through the door.

			Breaker was seated with a female with sand-colored hair and skin. Both rose when Crest approached. “You’ve been tattooed!” Breaker beamed, waving his younger brother toward him. The two briefly embraced. Breaker was careful of touching Crest’s tender skin. “Let me see the design,” he excitedly told him, combing over each pattern from shoulder to chest. He choked when he saw the circle of feathers. “This…” he said, looking to Crest. “I don’t understand.”

			“The Salt translated Talay’s design to Vasa,” Crest rasped. “It’s what Talay wanted.”

			Breaker straightened his spine, looking wholly uncomfortable. “It’s… bold. It suits you,” he said.

			“It does,” the young woman with him echoed, bobbing her head encouragingly. She moved to Breaker’s side and possessively slid her arm through his before noting every knot in the bandages still holding my wings together. As if noting my weak spots so she could exploit them later. Perhaps she was preparing to protect her lacuna if I betrayed them like she assumed I would.

			“Elira, this is Katalini, my lacuna,” Breaker introduced.

			I greeted her as kindly as I could, given the calculating way she appraised me.

			“I understand The Salt has invited the two of you to sit with her tonight at the feast,” Breaker noted.

			Katalini’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Will we not be welcome at her table?” she asked with a fake laugh.

			“Not this year,” he answered. “I wish to sit amongst the people and The Salt invited Elira, Crest, and his circle to join her.”

			“Wonderful,” she said, her smile not matching her shrewd, gray brown eyes. “She’s been quite welcoming of our newcomer.”

			Breaker turned to me. “I asked The Salt and my brother to not go into detail about the ceremony or feast that follows tonight. I’m not sure if they told you that,” he led.

			“They did not, but neither did I pry.”

			He inclined his head. “I’d like for any reaction you have to be genuine.”

			And he’d no doubt be watching to see if anything affected or offended, I was sure. “I respect that.”

			Breaker turned to Crest. “I have a few things to do before this evening.”

			He didn’t say what those things were, and I wondered if he was truly as busy as he claimed, given that we found the pair lounging upon entering, or if we were being dismissed. Maybe Breaker wanted me to leave the Hall before any others arrived.

			Crest and Breaker embraced again, exchanging a volley of whispers before parting. Katalini scowled at me behind Breaker’s back, a threat in her glare.

			Whether she knew it or not, her blatant disdain helped me. At least I knew to watch my back around her. It was the ones who pretended to be friends and then stabbed me who were truly dangerous.

			Crest hugged Katalini before we left and Breaker and I nodded to one another. I wondered if I would be expected to touch anyone as part of the ceremony.

			Their embraces didn’t seem overly intimate. They seemed more part of a custom than a meaningful touch, not that I didn’t think the brothers cared for one another. I could feel the affection they held and the concern they had for each other, even though they never spoke it.

			Would I know they felt so strongly if their culture was devoid of touch?

			They must’ve thought I was cold and unfeeling. I’d heard others describe me as worse. Callous. Mechanical. Precise. Though I’d never been called cruel. When I fought, I did so to end the battle, not to prolong suffering. And yet, in fighting, that was what I’d caused. I just never had to see the aftermath. Never had to stand and look in the eye of anyone I’d hurt or see the fear I’d instilled into the innocent.

			Until I fell.

			When I fell, I thought that was the end. Of my life. Of my battles. Of my constant fear and striving and fighting to survive. I had no idea it would be one of the most profound experiences of my life; a turning point I could feel just as surely as I felt the crush and drag of the sea.

			When The Shark put his mouth on mine and breathed life into my lungs, keeping me alive instead of allowing me to drown, I didn’t know it would be one of the best things that ever happened to me.

			If I was caught and dragged back to Empyrean to be clipped and imprisoned by the duty Neera felt I owed her and my people, I wouldn’t tell them anything about my time here. Because it wasn’t my people I was indebted to, it was Crest. The Shark himself. And all his people, those who helped me as well as those who hated me.

			Crest led me from the building and into the brilliant golden sunlight where we walked in silence. “Are we seeking honey for your mark?” I finally asked as we approached the path that led to his grandmother’s mending shop.

			He nodded. “I’ll need it later.”

			His arm looked painful, already swollen where the ink had been tapped in, red in between the designs and outlining it. “Does it hurt?”

			“Not now,” he said, twisting his arm to see his bicep. “It hurt while it was being put in my skin. Especially the darker parts where he had to tap for longer.”

			The darkest was the circle over his heart, the place where feathers whirled out from its core. I wanted to ask him about that part of the mark in particular. Did any of his people bear feathers? What did it mean that he did? Was this a sign from Talay that he would conquer Empyrean in some meaningful way?

			His mood had been strange since he heard The Salt translating Talay’s wishes for his mark, and I knew asking too much too soon would no doubt worsen it. This was a sacred and special day for him. I had a feeling the feathers on his chest had ruined it in some way.

			Last night he’d waxed poetic about the pair of us walking a new path toward a future that was peaceful and perfect for each of us in our own respects. I was sure he never imagined he would bear such musings in his skin–permanently.

			I waited at the door as he ducked into and out of Magma’s tent. She wasn’t there. I imagined she lived someplace else, likely close by. Crest took a small bowl of honey and we walked back to his home to eat some of the freshly plucked fruit sitting in a bowl on his counter–I wasn’t sure who brought it to him–and rest.

			The evening would carry long into the night, perhaps even to the dawn, per The Shark. So, I settled in for a nap my body appreciated even if my mind tried to convince me that sleep wasn’t necessary.

			I’d fallen asleep to a beautiful sunny afternoon, the skies clear and blue. I’d awakened to dark clouds that raced across the sky in a wind I could sense by memory but didn’t feel brush against my skin. The shore was strange and still despite the weather.

			“Elira?” Crest had awoken me. A dark blue sarong was tied at his waist, brushing the curved muscles of his calves. “Frey is here to help you dress.”

			I was grateful for her help because maneuvering the top’s fine strings around my wings would’ve proven difficult. I tied the sarong tightly at my hip and, as she suggested, let it hang to my ankles.

			“It should brush the sand. If it gets in the way while you walk, lift it at one side,” she advised. Frey glanced at my bound feet. “We’re supposed to feel the sand and salt through our soles.” I unwrapped them quickly as she brought over a wide-tooth, wooden comb for my hair. She and I worked quickly to twist the strands into braids. Frey sighed. “By braiding it and pinning it to your head, I can conceal your pale hair somewhat. No one on Kehlani shares the shade. There’s no hiding your wings, but thank Talay they are blue.”

			“Why is it necessary for me to hide what sets me apart from your kind?” I rasped.

			Again, I wondered if this was a ceremony meant to sacrifice me to the sea. That they’d only pulled me out because one of my own–not one of theirs–had the honor of sending me to the depths and they wanted to rectify it.

			Maybe when the shells on The Salt’s table moved, leaving my cowrie alone, it represented me sinking at their hand. The solitude that only death could guarantee.

			“Breaker forbade me from telling you what to expect, but it’s unfair. I can’t be specific, but you won’t be harmed. It’s just that your presence will draw attention to you. The sort of attention you will not relish. It will punctuate the losses we’ve suffered at your hand and the hands of your kind.”

			I dragged in as deep a breath as I could.

			Frey cocked her head to the side, watching me. “What would it be like for one of us to be present at your sacred day? Would we be welcomed?”

			“You wouldn’t live to see it,” I admitted.

			She nodded. “That’s what I thought, but Breaker has given an order to all. No one is to harm you unless they wish to be banished.”

			“Banished where? There is nowhere else to go.” I’d already be making plans if there were. I’d flown far enough to make perch after Empyrea-built perch and never found anything but sky, sea, and the mountains and shores on this isle.

			“To the sea, never to step foot upon the land again. The person would survive for a time, but even the strongest of us couldn’t survive the ocean for long without a break. The parts of us that are flesh aren’t built for living in the sea. We require a respite. That is what the land is to us.”

			Yet some of them required the land and the land alone. Breaker was one. How many more were there?

			“I would strongly suggest you keep back and stay near the trees during the ceremony. Keep off the sand, unless Breaker or The Salt says otherwise. Just watch and stay quiet. No one will bother you during the ceremony or at the feast, but today will kindle the anger many of our people hold for yours.”

			I nodded my thanks.

			She looked at my blue gray clothes and at the somewhat-tattered and once-pristine bandages knotted around my wings in varying directions, each holding different bones in different positions, or trying to, then hummed. “You look like a storm cloud. It’s fortunate, given the weather.” Her attention flicked to the door where outside, the low timbres of Crest’s and Koa’s voices competed. “We should join them. People will be gathering at Talay’s Temple now, and while Crest didn’t want to be early, he cannot be late.”

			I followed her outside and stopped short when I saw The Shark. His hair brushed his dark lashes. With the fresh tattoo on his chest and the deep blue sarong tied at his waist… set against the backdrop of the angry, roiling sky, he was terribly beautiful.

			He straightened at the sight of me. “The Salt replicated the color of your wings in the fabric.”

			There was no reason for me to look down. I knew she’d done exactly that, so I simply held his intense stare, barely aware of Frey and Koa, even when the latter cleared his throat. Loudly. Twice.

			When his incessant noise-making didn’t break the strange spell webbing between us, Koa threw his arm over Crest’s shoulder and guided him away.

			I walked with Frey, trailing a few steps behind them and trying to focus only on the path before my feet, failing every time. I glanced up to study The Shark’s tattoo from behind. I could see his arm and shoulder, but not well. His body made up for my lack of a proper view of his inked patterns, including my favorite circle upon his chest, with the thumb-width trench running the length of his back, separating the masses of muscles on either side.

			My eyes drifted lower.

			Frey accidentally bumped me. Or so I thought. When I glanced her direction, amusement shimmered in her eyes.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-four

			The carved gate of the wall surrounding Talay’s temple lay open, separating the beasts engraved upon its smooth surface, the doors fastened so they would not blow closed despite the dead air, but the lawn inside was empty. The people of the sea were gathered at the shore that lay just beyond. Scores of them. Far more than I’d known were here, given the number we’d seen from the sky. More than I ever imagined living upon the land, even given the dwellings hidden beneath the trees.

			Men, women, and children, all wearing varying shades of blue to match the sea’s desolate mood. Or perhaps it was Talay’s emotion they were dressing to match.

			Crest told Koa and Frey to join Breaker, Katalini, and The Salt at the edge of the sea. He waited with me while they broke away and tracked around the gathered crowd.

			“No matter what you feel, I want your word that you won’t run. Not today.”

			Unless my life was in danger, I could keep such a promise. I nodded my assent.

			“Stay here until I come for you. If anyone bothers you, call my name.”

			My eyes fell to the feathers that comprised the dark circle on his chest. Their fringed edges traced the waves, the sharp teeth…

			Another nod, even as we both knew I would protect myself as best I could. Was he keeping me away from the sea only to parade me through the crowd later? Or was he doing as Frey said and attempting to conceal my presence, or at the least, mute it?

			The Salt said I would feel alone. Isolated. And as Crest turned his back and walked away, I’d never felt more alone than I did in that moment. Not even in the moment when I had learned of Aderyn’s fate.

			A profound sense of loss twisted in me, and that loss tangled with a sadness so palpable, my knees weakened, wobbling as if I had carried a burdensome weight for a moment longer than I should have.

			It can’t be real. Talay must be pressing it upon me, my mind tried to make sense of what I felt. Or is it Neera? I rubbed my chest, right where the pressure seemed worst, like the bolt that had struck me still stabbed into my chest and radiated its power through my skin.

			Where The Shark walked, his people took notice.

			I remembered that feeling. Of everyone wishing to be you, or at the very least, be like you. I remembered reveling in the feeling of being at the top, with nowhere else to climb save to the position of Commander or General, once either of them abdicated their roles.

			As the best, you no longer had to compete with your peers. You only had to hold them off.

			How had I not seen Soraya’s impending betrayal?

			I hadn’t suspected her at all, even when I knew something was off. Had Aderyn’s death made me cling to my faithless third instead, trusting another female’s presence when I just needed someone, anyone to fill the void she left?

			How pathetic I’d been.

			Neera had unseated me for it.

			She’d seen my weakness and rewarded Soraya’s strength. And yet, even as I stood in the heart of the sea, I didn’t feel anger as I so often had since her betrayal. No matter how much I tried to call my hatred of her up to the surface so I could feel something other than the overwhelming sadness, I couldn’t.

			Nothing was powerful enough to stop the despair slowly settling into the pit of my stomach, worming into the hollow of my chest.

			The Salt called for her people to form a gigantic arc, one that began and ended where the sea met the sand. The people listened and fell into place, one beside the other until a veritable rainbow of blue shades was made.

			She told them that they were all family. All friends. All the people of Talay, god and ruler of the immense blue sea and all the things that lived within its depths. And they all bore the same losses.

			Their backs were to me and those in the back row of the arc blocked my view of those whose faces I could see in the innermost row. I could tell that everyone held something in their hands before them, but couldn’t make out what it was.

			“Speak the name of your loved one as you pierce the sand in their honor,” The Salt instructed. “Talay will hear your voice and your tears will return to the sea from which they were created.”

			The Salt motioned for the first person in the inner row to begin. The woman stepped forward with tears streaming down her face. Her voice broke on a name and I felt tears burn the back of my throat, her pain somehow becoming mine.

			How did she remain composed when I could feel her falling apart?

			A child was next, her small voice hiccoughing as she added a name to the thick atmosphere of suffering.

			My eyes stung. Chest tightened.

			My feet wanted to inch closer so I could see what they were using to pierce the sand. Dread, as weighty and awful as the promise I made to Crest to stay here and not run, anchored them to the shore.

			I could barely see the youngling over the heads of so many Kehlanians, but she placed something in the Isle’s ground and then peeled away, moving to stand on the powdery sand until the third person joined her, then the fourth. This continued until everyone in the inner row had completed their duty.

			The second row was called forth. Name after name was spoken. Item after item was placed. Person after person moved away.

			It was repeated with a third, fourth, fifth, and sixth row, the sorrow building into an anguished crescendo with each respect paid.

			Until the final row was all that remained.

			When the row was half-empty, I saw what they’d been holding. What they’d stabbed into the sand. My chin quivered, my shoulders sinking under the weight of it.

			The weight of war.

			Of feathers, split and affixed to wooden shafts.

			Of death.

			It was a heaviness so substantial, so profound, it could sink the very sea.

			Closing my eyes, I still saw them there. The sheer number. Not just an errant few. Every single person in Kehlani had partaken in this ceremony to mourn the loss of someone they loved.

			Someone who was taken from them.

			Someone who was pierced by the Empyrean arrows sticking out of the sand.

			The arrows were fletched with feathers of every shade, but none more dominant than blue gray.

			The final row emptied, Talay’s people stood back to regard the horrible mass of arrows, some broken and splintered, but repaired enough that they could stand for Talay and among those still intact–for the ones left behind to remember their fallen loved ones.

			They’d collected them, plucked them from flesh and bone, and saved them for this moment. And I couldn’t help but think that though this was a custom, a ceremony they’d likely repeated many years, I was meant to see it now. I was meant to see the death I’d inflicted. To taste their pain and the salt in my tears as they cut over and into my lips.

			My chest was supposed to feel like it was caving in.

			And just when I thought the cage of bones holding my heart might splinter, Breaker motioned to Crest.

			The Shark joined his brother, each of the boys wrapping a hand around a single arrow… whose fletching was pale gray. It was Talon’s feather, but it might as well have been mine. I was the one who would’ve given him the order to fire his arrow, and we never fired unless we meant to kill.

			My hands covered my mouth and somehow held back the keening wail clawing to escape my throat.

			Together, the brothers plunged the arrow into the sand.

			A familiar scent found me; one of honey and sage smoke and wisdom I would never possess. Magma stood at my side, her tearful but worried eyes glistening as she reminded me of my vow. “Don’t run, Elira. I can see the flight in your eyes.”

			“If only my wings worked,” I replied in a harried whisper.

			She reached both hands out and I raised mine so she could take hold of my trembling ones. “Your wings will work again, my dear girl. And then maybe you can fix this, the way you’re meant to.”

			“Who?” I asked, looking back to Breaker and Crest. “Who was taken from them?”

			“Their mother,” she answered.

			“Your daughter?” I tried to pull away, but she held tighter and began to cry in earnest.

			“No, I had no girls. Only a son. He died when the boys were young.”

			No doubt by another arrow fired from the sky.

			I didn’t understand how she could have considered fixing my broken body or how they could even stand to look me in the eye knowing…

			Crest and Magma had bound my wings. Wings that held the feathers in the same unique shade of the ones that had pierced so many.

			I felt a pull, a need to look toward the sea, but it wasn’t the vast ocean stretching beyond us that stared back, it was the heated look in Crest’s eyes. Tears slipped over his cheeks, the knot in his throat bobbing.

			I thought of his tattoo. Of the feathers on his chest. Feathers that didn’t represent a step forward, a new path, or any resolution between our peoples, but served as a reminder in honor of his fallen parents. A mother he’d never visit and allow to worry over him; a father from whom he would never be able to seek advice.

			Because I had slain them.

			My eyes fell to the arrows again, catching on each blue gray barb that held every moment of my past, big and small.

			“I’ll fix it,” I told Magma. I couldn’t meet her eyes and was unable to look at the sand from which the arrows protruded, or The Shark, or any of the others I’d hurt, so I looked toward Empyrean. “I’ll fix it or die trying.”

			“I hope you can,” she replied softly. “Promise me one thing?”

			I nodded. “Anything.”

			“Promise not to leave unless you tell me or Crest first.”

			“I promise,” I told her, unable to stop crying. “And I’m so… so sorry. I know it’s not enough, but it’s the truth and it’s all I have to offer right now.”

			Her silver brows kissed. “I know you are–now. And I wish I could tell you that I forgive you, but I can’t yet.”

			I drew in a shuddering breath.

			“Your side and ribs are healing quickly. You heal far faster than we do, Elira. It won’t be long now if you truly want to make a difference. Just a matter of weeks until you’re strong enough to fly.”

			I would fly straight to Empyrean and make this right. I just had to figure out how. Because experience told me the Elders wouldn’t listen to reason and they certainly wouldn’t approve of the end of this war unless Breaker and Crest conceded many things. Would they be willing to negotiate, or did they consider the lives of those lost to us payment enough?

			“I know one of your people,” Magma revealed. “I’ve learned an awful lot from them. It’s how I knew your nature and why I championed you to my grandson.”

			Clouds rolled in varying dark grays over the evening sky as twilight descended. I turned my face to the sky and took a moment to choose my words. Instead of asking her who she knew, I asked a more important question, one that had been burning in my mind since I crashed into the ocean. “Did you tell Crest to save me?”

			“No, I talked to Breaker and Crest after.”

			“I still don’t know why he did it,” I croaked.

			“The why isn’t important,” she told me. “He did, and now you’re here on the sand seeing the damage you’ve caused. I imagine that if your people held a similar ceremony, we’d see as many arrows stuck into the clouds above, and plenty of tridents, too.”

			She said it didn’t matter, but it was impossible for me to fathom why he showed up in the sea. Why he breathed for me instead of letting me drown. Why he commanded his circle to carry me to the shore. Why I was alive and not dead like the other Empyrean warriors who fell that day.

			They saved no one else. Why on earth would they save me, given the number of blue gray feather-fletched arrows present on the shore today? Why would Crest save the one he knew killed his mother?

			Unless he lied to me earlier and he was the one who killed Aderyn that night. Could guilt overpower hatred? Could the need to atone conquer the thirst for revenge?

			Magma stood beside me as Talay’s people passed by on their way to the temple. She didn’t have to. She shouldn’t have. But she did.

			No one uttered a single word to me, though it would’ve been deserved. Everyone was emotionally wrung-out; their tears were dry now.

			My eyes and nose still stung, but not nearly as badly as my heart.

			If we collected the weapons from those who’d fallen on both sides of this war from the day it began until now, would there be room in the sky or sea? Would one be able to see a single grain of sand, or the tip of the tallest of the Green Mountains? Or would we bury it all with the remnants of our hatred?

			When all the people were gone, The Salt helped Breaker, Katalini, and Crest retrieve all the Empyrean arrows.

			With her arms loaded, Katalini passed by with her chin held high, carrying the arrows inside the temple gate. The Salt walked up to us, her arms also full. “Magma, Elira–the feast is beginning.” She nodded toward the temple gate just ahead in the distance.

			We trailed after her. I wasn’t sure if I should offer to bear her load, but when I opened my mouth to speak, Magma nudged me and shook her head.

			The Salt added her pile of arrows to Katalini’s, which had been left just inside the gate on the left side of the lawn. Magma went ahead inside. The temple doors were propped open and warm light spilled out onto the landing at the top of the steps. Just outside the fence, I heard Breaker’s and Crest’s footsteps.

			Then I heard them stop.

			“I can’t do this,” Crest said. “Not tonight.”

			“The Salt invited her, as well as you and your circle to sit with her. It’s a great honor,” Breaker soothed. “I know how hard it is.” Breaker told Crest to take a walk with him, and the two departed.

			This was their day, their time with Talay and their people who needed them.

			I turned and begged The Salt, “Let me go back to Crest’s tent for the evening. Please.”

			“It’s better to cauterize some wounds rather than stitch them,” she replied.

			I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

			“Talay wants you here, despite your wishes or Crest’s,” she told me in a gentle voice. “I want you here, too.”

			“Why?”

			She ran her hands over her cowries as if in their hollows Talay’s voice was trapped. “We are all bleeding, Elira. The only way to staunch the flow and heal the cut is to stop pretending it’s not there and we’re all fine. We must sit with one another. To listen. To seek an understanding, even if we don’t agree on all matters. Some days will hurt more than others and this is one of those days, but the pain is important. The pain is our truth. The effort to end this war is our honor. We must stop spilling one another’s blood.” She offered a sad smile. “Do you know the three tenants we in Kehlani live by?”

			I shook my head.

			“Bravery. Breath. And Brine. We must have bravery in our hearts, breath in our lungs, and brine flowing over our gills and scales. The three give Talay’s people a common purpose. We are stronger as one people, one mind, and one heart.”

			She took a steadying breath and gazed into my eyes until I felt that she could see my guilty soul lurking deep down inside. “I need you to be brave tonight and walk inside the temple with me. There’s a sizable feast inside. We’ll gather food on our plates and sit down and have a quiet meal together. If you’re ready to leave after dinner, then I’ll talk to Breaker about letting you go and Crest stay–for tonight.”

			Despite my heart crashing against my chest, I told her I would do as she asked. I didn’t tell her I would eat quickly so he didn’t have to see me, or that I’d eat at a different table so all of them could relax and enjoy the presence of their neighbors on a night that knit them together with a blue-gray thread of grief and tears.

			The Salt pushed her heavy braids, threaded with cowries, off her shoulders so that they cascaded down her back and waved for me to come with her. So, I did as I promised, though not bravely. No part of me wanted to cross the threshold, but I stepped over it with The Salt.

			Talay’s temple was a beautiful homage to the sea. I hadn’t seen all its grandeur this morning when I accompanied Crest for his tattoo because it was still dark, and I was sure I couldn’t see it all now as the light of the setting sun waned behind the thick shroud of clouds. But the same carvings adorning the gate adorned the walls of the hall we traversed.

			“This hallway cradles the holy room,” she explained.

			“Our sanctum is much the same,” I rasped. “We only get to enter the most holy space on Intention Day.”

			“We can enter Talay’s any time, but not for feasting. The meal will be held in a hall in the back.”

			We passed the small room where Vasa had marked Crest earlier that morning, and a few others whose doors were closed before the din of conversation and clattering plates met the ear.

			My stomach soured at the thought of the last feast I’d attended. My breath sawed in and out of my chest. All I could see was the image of warriors bringing the woman forward. All I heard were Elder Tanu’s grating words. All I saw was her. How she told them she was innocent, then how she stood tall until they pushed her from Empyrean.

			I knew how she felt as she fell. I hadn’t fallen from nearly as high, though. She had much more time to think about her impending death than I had.

			Executions were cruel because the Elders wished them to be. To send a message. For use as a powerful deterrent.

			Cross us, and you’ll meet her fate.

			My palms turned clammy and cold.

			“Elira?” The Salt asked as she stopped just before the dining room doors, tilting her head as if she could see how off-kilter I was.

			My wings flexed on my back, testing the limits of the bandages binding them. I wanted to fly away, but where? I didn’t know or care. “I just need a minute,” I breathed.

			The Salt watched as, with great difficulty, I pushed the memories away. The cool sheen of sweat that broke out on my forehead slowly evaporated and my breathing evened.

			I had survived that feast. I would survive this one, I decided.

			I intended to keep my promise to Magma, and the only way to do it was to push forward. To learn and listen. To heal and form a plan.

			“Are you ready to go in?” The Salt asked.

			I nodded and waved a hand toward the door. She entered the room and waited for me just inside it. People greeted her warmly, but the conversation did not die away. In Empyrean, all conversation would have come to a halt if the Oracle entered a space. All ears and eyes would have been hers.

			One step at a time, I entered and we made our way to a table whose every chair had been left empty. Koa and Frey, their plates piled high, approached and claimed their seats, leaving one between them. For Crest, I assumed.

			Koa’s appraisal was sharp and uneasy. His usually flippant air was gone. The Salt asked for me to join her and I numbly walked a step behind her as we made our way around the tables spilling with cooked crabs, lobster, fish, and fruit.

			She stopped in front of a table covered in small wooden jugs, corked at their thin necks and ballooning at their bottoms. “Water and wine, depending on the cask.”

			After choosing one marked with blue paint indicating it was filled with water, we carved a path toward her reserved table. The Salt picked her seat first. I followed, sitting at her right hand where she indicated. I had to maneuver my wings to drape over the seat back.

			“I didn’t think about accommodating –”

			“I need no special accommodations,” I whispered.

			Koa’s stare shifted behind me and I felt the moment when Crest entered the room. A second later, Breaker and his brother skirted our table and went to fill their plates.

			Frey glanced warily around the table.

			Koa pointed his fork to my jug. “I hope that’s wine. You’ll need to start there.”

			The Salt clucked her tongue at him. “Stop.”

			Koa only shrugged, his brows raised as if to say he was right and she knew it.

			Breaker passed through the crowd to find Katalini motioning from a nearby table. She scowled in our direction and scooted close when he took his seat as if to block my view of him.

			Crest approached and took the chair between Koa and Frey. Frey’s lovely burgundy hair glistened in the firelight of the candles burning on the table. Their height varied, but all cast the same warm hue.

			The Shark uncorked his bottle and drank, the stone in his throat working with each gulp. Koa nudged another jug his way. He’d procured extra, anticipating the needs of his friend to lose himself tonight. They didn’t push their friend to engage in inane conversation, but sat quietly and ate with him. Just as The Salt did with me.

			I ate what I could, cracking the hard shells of crab’s legs and claws against the tabletop and removing the soft, steaming meat. Splitting the skin of the fruit and savoring each bite, hoping it had the power to heal me faster.

			The Salt leaned in so only I could hear her words at my ear. “Are you well? I sense a change in you. A resoluteness.”

			I tilted my head. “Yes, you do.”

			She pulled away, but only a little. “Elira, you can’t –”

			“I can. And I will,” I corrected. “When I’m able.” I had to. For them. No matter what it meant for me. “May I go now?” I whispered. “I’ll go wherever you like; I just can’t stay here.”

			Candlelight caressed the dark, silken skin of her cheek and danced over the cowries adorning her chest and wrists. She pursed her lips together before parting them. “Very well, Elira.”

			I thanked her and looked up to see the entire table watching us.

			The Salt nodded toward the door.

			I stood and made to move toward it. Crest muttered a curse and began to rise. “Sit, Crest,” The Salt commanded.

			“But…”

			“Sit,” she repeated.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-five

			I slipped out the door and took the corridor surrounding the temple’s holy room, then made my way across the lawn and out the gates. The dead wind had been revived. The fronds overhead rattled together like bones in a clattering spine as I moved toward Crest’s tent.

			When a shadow beneath a tree moved, I stopped and waited. North stepped out to where I could see him in the thin clouds that tracked in front of the pale moonlight.

			“I never should have approached you at the lake,” he said conversationally. “Emotion got the best of me.” He glanced over my blue clothes, his upper lip curled in distaste. “I should’ve waited for this day to remind everyone who you are and what you’ve done. Even Crest can’t stand to be in your presence today. Even he won’t guard you as he mourns his mother. She was killed early in the year, but I bet he feels the loss of her as acutely today as he did on the day she fell. Maybe he would thank me if I ended you now. Or maybe I shouldn’t risk my standing and let someone else take their revenge. You saw the blue among the feathers piercing the sand. There are many who would like to see you die.” Leaving those venomous words in his wake, North offered a satisfied smile and sauntered back in the direction of the temple.

			I wondered if he spoke true and wouldn’t bother me again, or if he would collect a few of his like-minded friends and show up later at Crest’s home while he knew I’d be there alone.

			When I was sure North was gone and hadn’t followed me, I veered toward the shore. Where on the path my feet had struck hard, packed earth, dusted with sand, they sank into the fine powder at the dunes.

			I sat near the swaying sea oats and unknotted, then unwound, the bandages covering the soles of my feet. They were healed. Not a scar remained from the gashes that had been cut into them by the mountain rocks.

			When I finished unbinding my feet, I dug them into the deep, glittering sand and felt its coolness dim the heat in my flesh. I lifted the strips of cloth tied around my side. The wound had sealed, thanks to Magma.

			Why we healed more quickly than Talay’s people, I wasn’t sure, but I was glad for it.

			I managed to twist my arms around to untie the bottom of my top and then unwound the bandages around my waist and ribs and breasts, tying the top strings back as well as I could.

			My ribs still smarted, but not like they once had. It felt good to take a breath without something holding it back. It feels good to smell the brine, I thought for the first time.

			It was magical to watch the waves build and crash again and again. Determined, yet patient. Powerful, yet gentle.

			This… this was what Aderyn fell in love with. The beautiful aquamarine sea that sparkled day or night. The salt in the air. The calming warmth on her skin.

			I only wished she could feel how soft the sand was underfoot and smell the red flowers that even now tightened against the darkness to rest until morning.

			I was glad she didn’t know all the good we’d destroyed. The families and hearts we broke. At least she died without the guilt pressing down upon every inch of her.

			Not far away, something large slowly scuffed across the cool sand toward the water. I tensed, waiting to see what sort of creature could make such a noise, when it emerged from a disturbed patch of sand.

			It was enormous, but slow. The skin on its face and paddle-like legs seemed leathery and cracked, or perhaps patterned to look that way. The creature wore a smooth shell, greenish in color, on its back.

			It never acknowledged my presence, just pushed from dry to wet sand and drifted into the first small waves lapping the shore, then into the water where it quickly swam beneath. If it surfaced again, I didn’t see it.

			Someone sat down beside me.

			I knew it was him and tensed at his presence.

			“It’s a sea turtle.”

			Emotion crashed over me like the waves that swept over the turtle’s shell before it dove deeper. Instead of thanking him for supplying a name to the creature, I noted, “The Salt gave you leave of your duty for the night.”

			“I know.”

			I couldn’t look at him, so I stared at the sea, fixing on the spot where I’d last seen the turtle.

			“It wasn’t your arrow,” he offered quietly, picking at a strand of sea grass.

			“No, it wasn’t. It was the arrow of my second. It was the arrow belonging to a man I directly ordered, who would have fired upon my command. It might as well have been mine. Every arrow stuck into the sand might as well have been mine,” I replied mournfully, bitterly.

			He was quiet for a long, brutal moment. “And if it had been yours, it wouldn’t change anything. Nothing can bring her, or the others, back.”

			I sighed. “You said you didn’t want to look at me tonight. I tried to give you that, at least. Yet here you are.”

			“Here I am,” he echoed, sounding as exhausted as I felt.

			“Why?”

			He didn’t answer.

			“Breaker sent you,” I assumed.

			“He didn’t. And before you ask, The Salt didn’t either.”

			Finally, I turned to face The Shark. “I want to know why you saved me, Crest.”

			Why are you here now? Why? Why? Why?

			He propped his forearms on his knees and relaxed his posture. His eyes were still red. I smelled the berry wine on his breath. Maybe he was here because he was drunk and wanted to confront me where no one else would witness it.

			“I dove to find you because I wanted to watch you die,” he finally admitted. “To be sure you were gone so I could tell Breaker that the infamous Scourge of the Sky was overcome by the sea. I wanted to bury you with my mother. In Talay’s deepest trench. In his fathomless blue heart. I thought that when I saw you, I’d see a beast, a monster that was more eagle than girl, more evil than she could ever be good.”

			A tear slid from my eye, because that must have been exactly what he saw. It was what I’d thought of him. Before…

			He tried to smile. “Then, I saw you. Just a girl. Eyes wide and terrified. Panicked and clawing at the water, trying desperately to hold in her last breaths because she was too afraid to let loose of them and inhale the brine. You were afraid to die and I didn’t expect that. I didn’t expect you to be anything like me, and yet you were.”

			He was quiet for a long moment; the only sounds to break the stillness were the thud of waves coupled with the sea oats scraping together in the wind.

			“Then I remembered the night you found your friend’s wings and saw me there. I remembered the pain in your eyes. You thought I was a monster, too. We were both wrong about each other,” he quietly admitted, shaking his head. “I guess I couldn’t let you drown knowing that.”

			I crossed my legs and leaned forward to stretch my wings as much as was possible with them bound. “Your friends are loyal, but I can’t believe they helped you carry me from the water.”

			“They thought it was a strategy, which Breaker quickly devised. He saw two opportunities. The first was to see if you’d be willing to hear us out and attempt to broker peace.”

			“The second?” I questioned.

			“To use you to negotiate with your people. Your release in exchange for the war’s end.”

			“It would work. They would set terms, of course, to have access to someplace to fish, some fruit to take home periodically. But they would want me back, I think. My blood, and my soul, is precious to them.”

			He looked to the sky, stars finally dominating the clouds. Only wispy trails remained, like the tails of lumbering sky beasts in the tales we were read as hatchlings. While the creatures in the sea still thrived, generations ago, we’d hunted the sky beasts to extinction, claiming our dominion.

			It was yet another example of our greed and thirst for power leading to destruction through violence.

			“Can your people sense that your soul still lives? You said that Neera made your soul first, correct?” It didn’t seem as if he understood.

			“The first souls that Neera created were made of pure Empyrea, and the only thing tainting the goddess’s blood was the flesh she made to encase it. Through generations, the blood and power in it thinned, but we believe that when one of our people dies, Neera can send the soul back to this world in the body of a hatchling. The first souls built our city in the sky. While others can add small structures, like our nests, it would take the power of a first soul to alter it in any meaningful way.”

			He shifted toward me. “So they need you.”

			I nodded.

			“Is it difficult to make Empyrea?”

			I shook my head. “For me, it’s as easy as breathing. As easy as swimming is for you, I’d imagine.” I wasn’t sure I could make it so far from home, but I was willing to show him. “Do you want to see?”

			“Yes,” he choked, straightening his back, the dark tattoo swallowing the shades of the night.

			“I need something sharp.”

			He quickly removed a small dagger from his hip and held it out for me without hesitation, the tip pinched between his thumb and forefinger.

			I took hold of the handle and pushed the blade into the pad of my smallest finger, then stuck the blade into the sand. A tiny drop of liquid white light pooled at the site of the wound.

			“Do you have lightning in your blood?” he marveled.

			“That is the power of Neera. It flows through us all,” I told him before refocusing on my task. I shaped a cloud, then thickened and stretched it. “Hold your wrist out for me.”

			He did as I said and waited, his eyes full of questions. “It won’t hurt me?”

			“I don’t believe so.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked, looking worried as I moved to encircle his wrist with the cloud.

			“Are you scared?” I smiled, coaxing both ends of the cloud together. My thumb brushed the back of his hand and I pulled away, apologizing.

			“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he gently said, twisting his wrist back and forth to watch the circling forks and the cloud roll around his joint. “This is… I have no words. ‘Incredible’ doesn’t seem like a large enough word, and I can’t think of anything fitting. I just…” He shook his head.

			“‘Incredible’ suffices,” I teased.

			The Great Wind blew over the sea, suddenly dragging vapor off the cresting waves. Riding upon it was a name.

			Elira.

			My back went rigid, but so did Crest’s. He jumped to his feet and held out his hand. “We need to seek shelter.”

			“You heard it!” I asked before looking back at the sea. “What was it? Who was it?” Talay?

			“Have you heard of sirens?” he quickly asked.

			“Sirens aren’t real,” I asserted, wondering if I might be wrong.

			“You heard your name, Elira. We need to seek shelter before the wretch finds you.”

			“You’re a terrible liar,” I told him.

			The Shark seemed afraid, and while he told me he felt fear the same as I did, it was strange seeing the emotion flicker across his features as bright and sure as the Empyrea I conjured still roiling around his wrist.

			“Please,” he said, not pushing his hand closer, but leaving it open for me.

			I tentatively slid my hand into his palm. His long fingers curled around the back of my hand and we hurried into the dunes, then pushed into the trees beyond them.

			My name came again, louder this time, and from someplace closer. I slowed my feet and turned to see if the creature was right behind us, but there was nothing on the sand. I looked to the sky instead and gasped when I saw the glint of moonlight on freshly shined leather and blade, a pair of familiar gray wings flapping behind him.

			Talon.

			“Don’t,” Crest begged, squeezing my hand a fraction tighter. “Not today. Not if you want him to live. Guardians are posted in towers all along the shore. He’s just out of range of their arrows, but by now they will have heard and seen him. They’ll fire if he comes close, and that young man will die.”

			I jerked my hand from his and quickly erased the Empyrea bracelet from around his wrist. If Talon saw its tell-tale white glow, he would descend whether I willed it or not.

			I watched my friend from the safety of the shadows provided by the broad-leafed trees. He stayed just out of range, occasionally calling out my name, as if he knew–knew–I was alive and on Kehlani.

			Like he expected me to answer.

			To call out to him for help.

			He flew along the shore, then north toward the Green Mountains. When he was out of sight, I turned to Crest. “He’s come for me before. Hasn’t he?”

			“He has.”

			“Have any others?” I demanded.

			A shake of his head.

			“He thinks I’m alive,” I breathed, pushing against the wound on my chest. “He knows it.”

			“The question is how,” The Shark said suspiciously.

			“I don’t know how. Unless…”

			“Unless what?”

			“Were you going to tell me?” I asked, cocking my head to the side.

			“It was better that I didn’t. I told you what would happen if he came close. The towers are always manned. The Isle is always guarded.”

			The Green Mountains weren’t. If Talon landed at the peak of one, no one would know or see his arrival.

			“You said you didn’t want to go back there,” he said softly.

			“I know what I said, but Breaker was right. In one way or another, you’ll have to use me to end this war. I personally think that trading me is the best option. You give me back, and my people stop firing upon yours. The war ends.”

			“And what about the life you’ll be subjected to?” he asked.

			“That won’t be your concern anymore.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t want that for you. I wouldn’t want it for anyone.”

			Tears filled my eyes and hope emptied from my chest. “Don’t you see? My wants, yours, they don’t matter. Neera made me for this. She put this soul in my body for this. She won’t be denied. And if I submit, the war will end.”

			He raked his teeth over his bottom lip. “Will you at least speak to The Salt before doing anything rash?”

			“Of course. And I’ll talk to Breaker, too.”

			“It’s because of the ceremony, isn’t it?” he asked. “Your change of heart?”

			It was and he knew it. I didn’t need to confirm it. And yet it was that and more. It was the younglings who were terrified to see me. It was the rage Talay’s people justifiably harbored against me. It was the kindness of Magma’s healing hands and The Salt’s shell she instinctively knew was mine. It was the hope in Breaker’s eyes and the heaviness in the Shark’s. It was him in the dark water, coming to breathe life into me again.

			“You’ll live to regret the decision, Elira.” He sounded as if he was intimately familiar with the feeling.

			“There are things I’d regret far worse if I didn’t go back, Crest. This war between us must be ended. I know that now.”

			He held my stare and as I looked at him, I realized I wanted the rest of the Shark’s days to be filled with joy and love and all the things he wanted but was too afraid to reach for out of fear of losing them. I wanted him to find his lacuna, to smile, to raise his children, and for his only battle to be that of the leviathan sent by Talay.

			I owed him such a life. I owed his people such a future.

			I eased past him and found the path that led to his tent, stopping when my feet met it. Gesturing back toward the feast, I told Crest, “You should go back to the temple. I’m going to rest, but I give you my word that I’ll be here when you return. I promise I won’t call out to any Empyrean.”

			He hesitated.

			“Go, Crest.” I ticked my chin toward the temple, toward his friends and family.

			He inclined his head and took a few steps toward them. I walked into the tent and listened but didn’t look back as he took his path.

			I didn’t light a candle and didn’t add a log to embolden the embers in the firepit. The faint glow was somehow comforting enough. I climbed into his bed, lay down, and listened for Talon’s voice.

			He never called out for me again.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-six

			Soraya seethed. “I earned the spot of third. I’ve fought with you and Aderyn since we were younglings. I’ve been dedicated to this quad, and to you!” Emotion filled her voice.

			“Your dedication is unquestionable, Soraya, but it doesn’t matter. Just as it doesn’t matter how long we’ve fought together. Talon demonstrated that he is stronger than you. I have to think of what’s best for the quad.”

			“You mean what’s best for your reputation!” she snapped.

			I cut a glare at her, my lip curling. “Mind the way you speak to me. I could easily remove you from the quad altogether.”

			She muttered a bitter apology.

			“It’s a demotion, not a casting away.”

			She shook her head, refusing to meet my eye as she told me, “It feels exactly like that.”

			I had nothing left to say, but Soraya was not finished…

			She stared directly in my eyes when she spoke next.

			“I have one question,” she said. “When Talon bests Aderyn, will you elevate him above her as well?”

			***

			Sometime later, I awoke to the familiar purr of a female voice just outside the tent parrying with Crest’s deeper tone. It seemed Nori had come home with him.

			Frey had said Nori accused her of sleeping with Crest. To the Kehlanians, sleeping meant one of two things: getting rest or mating. The two outside did not seem tired.

			I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Crest’s breath had smelled like wine earlier. If he’d overindulged, he’d probably forgotten I was even there.

			I wouldn’t stay to witness their intimacy.

			The homes on the Isle were flawed, offering only one entrance that also served as its only exit.

			Standing, I padded to the door, ready to slip out if they stumbled in. Crest firmly told Nori goodnight and stepped into the tent before I could leave.

			He saw me near the door, barely lit by the pulsing embers in the fire pit just feet away.

			The Shark prowled closer. “Why are you hiding in the shadows?”

			I straightened my spine. “I heard you and Nori and thought I might need to slip out.”

			“Why would that be necessary?” he asked, stepping closer.

			His mood, his very essence had changed since he came to me on the shore. The powerful warrior in me took note of the formidable opponent in him. I raised my chin to make myself appear taller. To show him I wasn’t afraid or intimidated by this mercurial shift in him.

			“To afford you privacy, of course.”

			He offered a devastating smile, a move I didn’t anticipate and wasn’t sure if I should welcome or deflect. His voice slid over my heated skin like cool silk. “Why would she and I need privacy?”

			“I wouldn’t feel comfortable staying in here if the two of you… mated.” My voice turned breathy and my skin felt too tight. Too warm. He was so close. Too close. Close enough that I could feel the heat wafting from his body even though he didn’t touch me.

			His breath no longer smelled of wine, and his scent had returned to its usual mixture of salt, fire smoke, a barely-there hint of coconut, and something ridiculously masculine.

			Taking my eyes off his, I realized I was trapped against the counter; he’d braced it with his hands on either side of me.

			His gaze slowly drifted down my neck, my chest, down my stomach, settling lower…

			With each inch they travelled my skin heated, the blood beneath it beginning to simmer. I could feel every flicker of Empyrea that lay trapped beneath the surface. I heard every whisper of his breath. Heard his grip tighten on the counter, grounding him once more. Did his pulse pound like mine did?

			He dipped his head lower until his lips hovered just over mine.

			As if he might… as if he might kiss me.

			“What are you doing?” I cautiously whispered.

			I waited for his answer, unable to calm my galloping heart. An Empyrean male would never have come so close without being absolutely certain I’d appreciate his attention. If he did and a female was unwilling, he risked serious injury. But Crest isn’t Empyrean, I told myself. He knew we didn’t touch, and so he did not touch me.

			Maybe he didn’t think this closeness mattered. To us, it did. Proximity was an unmistakable sign of possession. It marked the person as a target of attention at the least, affection at most.

			“The male who’s been shouting your name. Is he your mate?”

			My brows furrowed, anger slicing through my chest. “No!” I announced adamantly.

			“Does he want to be?”

			“I… I don’t know. Someone once told me he watched me, but with Talon it was more likely that he was waiting for the right time to strike. He lavishes in esteem and power.”

			“You know him well?”

			I cleared my throat, crossing my arms and quickly uncrossing them when my forearms brushed against his silken chest. I folded them in front of me instead. “He is my second.”

			He froze. “Second?”

			I nodded, swallowing thickly before confirming what he now knew. “The one who killed your mother.”

			A growl rumbled in his chest.

			One day, The Shark would end Talon and he would take his time doing it. I knew the spark of bloodlust in someone’s eyes and this wasn’t it, not entirely. There was a hint of cruelty, but more than that, of justice, shining in their blue depths.

			Retribution didn’t consist of simple murder, the straightforward severing of a life. It involved taking back what had been stolen away in the harshest way possible.

			It wasn’t a precise, clean wound, but one that was jagged and torn, full of blind rage.

			“Talon,” he darkly mused. “How fitting for a bird of prey.”

			“If your goal is to make me uncomfortable, you’ve accomplished it. Now, please move away from me.”

			“His eyes aren’t like yours, are they?” he asked, tilting his head and leaning in another inch.

			“No.” I craned backward and blinked rapidly, trying to will my brain to work properly. Never had I been so flustered. Not even when he appeared in the depths. That Shark, that predator, I had expected. This was a predator I did not know. “His… Talon’s eyes are gray. There aren’t many who have eyes like mine.”

			“But there are some?” he asked.

			“There’s one…” I shook my head. “What’s gotten into you?” I demanded. “Are you drunk?”

			He chuckled and my skin pebbled at the sound. “I’m tortured,” he answered darkly.

			“If you no longer want to share your home with me, I’ll leave.”

			“I don’t want you to leave,” he breathed, his lips scant inches from mine. He finally, achingly slowly stepped back, taking his caging arms away from my sides. “Were you sleeping when you heard us outside?”

			“I’d just drifted off.”

			In the dark I felt him gesture and heard the smile in his voice when he replied, “Sorry to have disturbed you.”

			Keeping him in sight, I eased back across the room and sat on the edge of the bed until he finally laid down. It took what felt like hours to calm down enough to close my eyes, and even longer to fall asleep. The strange encounter kept replaying in my mind. His tone, his smile, his near touch.
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			I woke long before Crest the next morning, so I watched him sleep. He lay on his back with a bunched piece of fabric cradling his head. His chest kept an easy, peaceful rhythm. But what made me continue to stare was the way his face looked when it was completely relaxed.

			It was like he said when he described seeing me in the water. He was just a person, the same as I, with hopes and fears, scarred by battles and raised by wars.

			He opened his eyes and craned his neck, finding my eyes.

			“Hey,” he greeted, his voice husky from sleep.

			I looked away from him to the door. “I need to see Breaker and The Salt.” Standing, I crossed the floor. “Catch up.”

			I didn’t make it far until he did just that.

			His steps pounded over the sand before he fell into step beside me. “Why the urgency?”

			I didn’t want to explain any more than I wanted him to bring up what happened last night. I felt… too much… about his brazenness and had come no closer to an explanation. “Why procrastinate?”
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			The Salt wasn’t inside her tent, but fresh footprints led to the shore where we found her sitting cross-legged with her bowl of cowries in her lap. “Breaker is on his way,” she said.

			“Are we interrupting?” I asked, glancing warily at Crest.

			“I called him for you,” the Seer answered. Her voice was shredded and her eyes were bloodshot as if she hadn’t slept in days. She wore a tattered, yellow knit dress and no cowries on her neck. No cowries on her person whatsoever. Not even in her braids.

			I’d never seen her like this, and while Crest had known her for most, if not all his life, I assumed he hadn’t seen her this way either, judging by the worry marring his features.

			The Salt asked us to sit with her, so we did. Crest motioned for me to sit at The Salt’s left hand and he sat at mine. We left a spot open for Breaker to complete the circle of four. The significance of the number four, a quad, was not lost on me.

			Of this group, I wasn’t sure if Breaker, The Salt, The Shark, or I was the true commander. We were all leaders in our own rights. All powerful in different respects.

			The moment his foot hit the sand, a reverberation shivered over the land. The very waves seemed to quake. Grains of sand shifted and spilled down the peaks of taller ripples into the valleys.

			Was Talay walking amongst us? Or was The Salt responsible for the strangeness in the air?

			The atmosphere was electric, so charged, I searched the sky for bolts to be sure Neera wasn’t nearby and ready to strike. But the sky was perfectly clear and painted in soft hues as the sun lazily emerged from the sea.

			Breaker sat with us and focused on his Seer. “What’s the matter?” he softly asked, brushing her hand with the back of his thumb when he took hold of it.

			Her distress was palpable, and she aimed it all at me. “I know,” she choked, then collected herself. “I know what you will say on this sand, on this day, Elira. But I cannot see through all the clouds.”

			All of us looked to the clear sky.

			“There are no clouds,” Breaker assured her.

			She shook her head, tears seeping from her eyes. “You don’t see them, but they are there. They are thick, and they are many. They stop my sight.”

			Breaker’s hand tightened on hers. “You’ve never been able to see into Empyrean.”

			“I need to know,” she said, gesturing to me. “I need to see what will happen to her.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked The Salt. When she was unable to speak, he turned to me.

			I answered, “My people are looking for me. They know I’m not dead and won’t stop looking until I am found. The longer I stay here, the greater the risk to your people. The Empyreans will attack the land and everyone on it. I’m surprised they’ve had the patience to seek me out quietly instead of using their full force.” I took a deep breath and exhaled before adding, “If they come again, you should offer me to them and use me to broker peace. They will have to descend and will be vulnerable. If you allow them to peacefully collect me, you’ll have the chance to speak your peace and hopefully open a door to the future you envision and hope for.”

			Breaker was quiet for a moment.

			“You know I’m right. You know this is for the best–for your people.”

			Breaker glanced toward The Salt. “What do the shells say on the matter?”

			The Salt cast the cowries upon the sand centered between us. Each shell crashed onto the ground and made a sandy crater, sending out a thrum of power that I felt on my skin the instant before it shuddered through my bones.

			The Salt wailed as she looked at the cowries spread over the land. A chill spread across my skin, pebbling it. She leapt to her feet, pressing a hand to her stomach. “I need to surround myself with Talay.” She rushed to the shallows and splashed deeper, trudging to her thighs, waist, and chest, then disappeared.

			Crest stared at the cowries, whose backs were all upright, and took one in his hand. The telltale blue wings grew duller, then faded until only an outline of bone remained and no blue at all.

			My heart thundered. The Salt thought it meant I would die, but that wasn’t true. The shell merely showed that my feathers would be taken in the end, which I’d already expected. The Salt didn’t understand my intention and all the goddess had demanded.

			I looked at Crest. “You have to go get her. She doesn’t understand what she saw.”

			“What did she see?” Breaker demanded.

			“When I go back, I’ll lose my feathers,” I explained. “My intention will be unaccomplished and Neera will demand them. The Seer likely thinks it signifies my death, but it only means the death of my wings and my ability to fly.”

			Crest shook his head, still staring at my cowrie–which was now blank. “I’m not sure she’s wrong, though. She knows the difference between death and change,” he croaked.

			“It… it still doesn’t mean I will die. I simply won’t be among you anymore. Talay will no longer need a shell to represent me, and The Salt won’t be able to see me among the clouds.” I was no Oracle, but hoped my interpretation was right.

			Breaker looked at Crest, both pensive, both upset. “Go find The Salt and explain what Elira said.”

			“She can’t have gotten far.” The Shark’s copper scales glinted in the early sunlight as he stood and ran into the sea, flowing with the waves as though they were extensions of his limbs.

			When he was gone, Breaker shifted to face the sea. I did the same, watching for Crest and The Salt to reemerge. The scent of the sea rode the breeze just like the gulls gliding lazily overhead.

			“I want to do this. It’s the least I can do for you sparing my life,” I finally said.

			He took a handful of sand and let it slowly spill back to the earth. “And what will that life be like when you return to Empyrean?” he asked softly. “The Salt senses something, even if she cannot see it.”

			“It will be as it was destined,” I told him. “Even Talay confirmed that this is supposed to happen. It was written on the cowrie.”

			Another fist full of sand, another moment letting it empty. As the last grains fell, Crest’s head, then The Salt’s rose from the softly rolling waves. I took a relieved breath.

			The Salt walked from the sea, the coarse yellow fabric of her dress plastered to her form. I rose and waited, somehow knowing she would come to me.

			“Crest explained everything to me. While I don’t pretend to understand the ways of your people, if you wish to leave ours, Talay does not want us to stand in your way. This is your life and you have the ultimate say in how you live it.”

			I tried to smile, wishing her words were true and knowing they weren’t.

			“The kindness of your people and your god is something I’ll never forget,” I told her before looking to Breaker. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Crest just yet. “When they come for me again, offer me to them in exchange for an audience. Use your charm and save both our peoples,” I instructed The Shark’s brother.

			“Not yet,” Crest sternly objected.

			My brows kissed.

			“What do you mean, not yet?” Breaker asked.

			“You shouldn’t leave until you’re healed,” he told me, holding my stare. “If you go back with broken wings, you’d have no chance to escape.”

			I brushed him off. “I’ll be fine.”

			His dark brows slanted. “You tell yourself that, but even I can see you don’t believe it.” Crest turned to his brother. “She’s healing fast. Grandmother is amazed. She only needs a few more weeks. They won’t stop looking so quickly. She’s too valuable for them to give up on her so soon.”

			Then, he told Breaker about my soul, my blood, and my future. The leader of the people of the sea looked appalled by the customs of the people of the sky, but they weren’t his worry. Nor was I.

			“It’s the wisest way,” The Salt agreed. “If you could fly, you would have a chance.”

			I didn’t tell them that the Elders wouldn’t care if my wings were healed or whether I had feathers. The instant I returned, they would clip them and render my wings as useless as the wreath of teeth above her tent were to the creature to which they once belonged.

			I stifled a hysterical laugh when I realized I had some power over the Elders, and even over the indomitable goddess of the sky. They would want to end me, to make an example of me as a warning for others, but my blood was too precious for them to squander so I would live on. And I vowed to smile at them every day I drew breath, knowing they wanted me dead but couldn’t take my life.

			That was where I would find joy in my existence. My joy would be their torment; their torture at knowing they would lose if I lost.

			I’m tortured…

			The Shark’s words from last night drifted through my mind. But his features hadn’t contorted in pain. Instead, the ocean in his eyes burned brighter, hotter.

			They burned now, but in a different way when he moved closer and leaned in. The Salt and Breaker both took note of the movement and his proximity to me. “Don’t do this,” he said so only I could hear. “Warriors are not born to be martyrs.”

			I moved away, scooting away in the sand as I put distance between us. “This is what I want.”

			“Liar,” The Shark hissed through his teeth.

			Breaker intervened. “What’s going on between you two?”

			“Nothing!” The Shark and I snapped in unison.

			The Seer went quiet. And then… The Salt began to cry, staring out at the sea as if begging Talay to intervene and guide her.

			“Why do you weep?” I rasped.

			“Because I know what it is like to have a gift you did not ask for. I may not be able to see past the clouds, but I know what awaits you in the sky city.”

			“I’ve survived my people my whole life,” I reminded her, my heart wrenching with every tear I watched slip over her dark cheeks.

			“Do you say it in an attempt to ease my mind or yours?”

			“Why can’t my words accomplish both?” I asked, trying to smile.

			“A life should not have to be survived,” The Shark bit. “It should be lived and enjoyed. It should be celebrated. Life is a gift, Elira. Not a contest.”

			If only everyone was so fortunate, I thought bitterly. “I’ve told you–far more than I likely should have–about the difficulties of living in the sky.”

			“And I thank you for trusting me with the knowledge,” The Shark conceded. “I vow to do everything I can to ease your people’s burden, but that will not remove their feelings about your blood or place within the kingdom.”

			No, it wouldn’t. Even if we had plenty to eat, I would still be expected to submit and take my place among the Clipped.

			Crest raked a hand through his dark, wet hair. “Wait, Elira. Just… wait until you’re healed and can fly.” Was he more tortured now than he was last night? He was certainly frustrated with me.

			“The Empyreans are not a patient people. Nor are they forgiving,” The Salt admonished. “They only know violence and war. Their ink is blood, and they tear the feathers out of their own people’s wings for quills.”

			The Salt was right.

			I wondered if Oracles were ever wrong, or if the sight they were born with was truly a curse. What would it be like to see it all–the good and bad, the right and wrong, the just and unjust? What would it be like to know the absolute truth about everything and everyone?

			The Elders said the truth would allow us to conquer, but I wondered if they knew that it, too, teetered upon the scale and just as easily might tip toward our demise.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-seven

			Breaker said he needed time to consider whether to wave down the next Empyrean who scoured the land, shouting my name from above, or if he would prefer I stay hidden until my wings healed, but I reminded him we were running out of time. Like the grains he’d collected and let sift through his palm while waiting for his brother to return with The Salt, at some point, the palm emptied and the last grain fell.

			I told him what would happen if I was found and taken back forcefully instead of being offered… The one who found me would be lauded and the people on the sand, slaughtered.

			“That’s not what happened the night you fell,” the leader of Talay’s people argued.

			“The night I fell wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t command it. I hadn’t organized the Warriors and quads. They won’t repeat that mistake again. When they come to fight the next time, it will be swift, coordinated, and deadly.”

			Crest and I sat by the sea as Breaker and The Salt left to attend their duties. The Shark was quiet. Angry, he seemed.

			“Talon didn’t stab you,” he said from out of nowhere, as if asking for something as simple as the time. My lips parted, wondering how long he’d been thinking about this.

			“You sound sure.”

			He shrugged a shoulder. “You weren’t angry at him when you heard his voice. You weren’t afraid, either. I wondered if you’d cry out to him.”

			“I won’t lie and say I didn’t consider it.”

			“What stopped you?”

			“A feeling in the pit of my stomach,” I answered. Crest had been watching me carefully. “No, Talon didn’t betray me, but if he had, it wouldn’t have surprised me.” Maybe for that fact alone, I should’ve been angry or frightened when I heard him calling out for me. “It was my third, Soraya. She was raised in the same hatchling brood as me and Aderyn and always seemed happy being near the top. I guess almost wasn’t good enough anymore.”

			He drew lazy circles in the sand with his tan fingers. “Will she attack Talon next?”

			I nodded. “Not too soon, though. She’s smart enough to know better than to arouse suspicion so soon after my fall. And if she thinks there’s a chance I’m alive, she’ll come to find me and finish what she began before I reveal her dishonor before our people.”

			“What will happen to her when you do?”

			I smiled, the thrill of anticipation tearing through me, quickening my pulse, tightening my fists. “I’ll kill her.”

			“They’ll allow you to?”

			“They’ll expect us to fight. The victor will take the loser’s life.”

			“Is she as strong as you?” he asked, his fingers stilling in the sand.

			“She nearly is, but nearly isn’t good enough,” I declared grimly.

			“Even now, with your wings not fully healed?”

			I smiled. “I don’t need them to win a fight.”

			He stared at the sea and I watched the sunlight glint on every facet through his blue eyes. Even when Aderyn had dragged me down to it at every opportunity, I’d never really seen the ocean. Not like this.

			And not the way he did.

			I wondered if he could feel every salty drop even when he wasn’t in the water the same way I felt the charge in the sky before it stormed.

			My gaze darted over the clear sky, snagging on every bird and watching for perches made of Empyrea and malice. Watching for Soraya.

			He turned to face me. “Will you do something for me?”

			I stiffened. “It depends.”

			He raked his hand over his head. “While you’re here, I want you to see more than just the sorrow you saw last night. There will be a party in a grotto tonight.”

			“No one wants me there, Crest. If you want to go and be with your friends and Nori, don’t let me hold you back.”

			His head ticked back. “Nori?”

			I lifted my chin and raised my brow. “She came to your tent.”

			He shook his head. “She followed me home. I didn’t invite her. Nor did I invite her inside,” he slowly said, still smiling. His features were playful, searching and knowing all at once.

			“Would you have if I wasn’t there?”

			He shook his head again and sighed. “The last thing I want to do is encourage her. I don’t want a life with Nori.”

			I wondered who he might want a life with instead, what his days might be filled with if he could pour his heart into it.

			“But Nori will be there tonight?”

			He gave a nod.

			Wonderful. “Frey mentioned that Nori was jealous of her because she’s close to you.” My cheeks burned at the implication, but I didn’t look away. “Nori thought you were sleeping with Frey.”

			Crest laughed then. He clutched his stomach. “I remember Frey telling me that.”

			“I don’t want Nori’s jealous thoughts or actions aimed at me,” I told him. I didn’t want to be forced to defend myself against her or anyone else again. It just furthered the chasm already stretching between me and Talay’s kind.

			“And you don’t want her to think we’ve mated.” The suggestive way he said mated made my toes curl, leaving tiny, smooth corridors in the sand. To my embarrassment, he noticed and his smile slowly fell away, his head tilting to the side in question.

			I stood abruptly and stomped the evidence from the sand when the sound of footsteps came from behind. We both turned to see Koa slip through the dunes. His gold scales caught the sun, sending shimmers over the sand beside us as he marched up to Crest and hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

			“Just talked to Breaker. He wants her to stay put for now until he makes contact with him. He thinks it’ll be safest for everyone if he’s the one who returns her.”

			Every feather on my wings, though bound, shivered. “Who is he?” I asked.

			Koa chuckled. “Can’t tell you.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him.

			“Breaker’s orders.” He grinned, holding both hands up, clearly enjoying my aggravation. Koa focused on Crest. “You coming tonight?”

			“We’ll be there,” Crest easily answered.

			Koa’s brows rose. “We?”

			“Elira and I.”

			Koa choked on a laugh and his eyes sparkled. “’Kay. This’ll make for an interesting night.”

			“Is Frey going?” I asked the young man.

			“Of course,” Koa answered. “She wouldn’t miss it.” He said goodbye to Crest and me, wiggling his fingers at me when he said he’d see me later.

			“What does he mean by that look he gives when he leaves? And by the wiggling of his fingers?”

			“Koa is… you just have to know him. He craves even the slightest morsel of drama, though he doesn’t often instigate it.” He looked down the shoreline. “Do you feel up to a long walk?”

			I bristled. “Of course. I’m perfectly capable.”

			Crest looked up the shoreline. “I need to go to the grove to pick some fruit.”

			“The grove–finally a part of Kehlani I’m familiar with,” I teased. My mouth watered at the memory of the sweet scent that swirled on the air above it. My fingers twitched as though they were ready to pull my bowstring tight and defend the Gatherers.

			I couldn’t walk fast enough.
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			Past the small lagoon nearest Crest’s home and the carved walls of Talay’s temple, past an even larger lagoon that Crest called East, lay the edge of the grove. A mass of trees whose leaves swayed together as though they were all interconnected rose from the fertile soil. Water gushed off the nearby foothills of the Green Mountains and enriched the earth all the way to the waves, where only a thin strip of pale sand outlined the island.

			From high above, it looked like a blur of green. As we flew closer to the trees, the fruits became visible, showing as small pops of color among the leaves. But from the ground, the sight was wholly different.

			Broad branches swept low over the ground and rose high into the air. We climbed them to get to the fruit, laughing as we raced to the top. I was far slower than Crest was. I wholeheartedly wished my wings would work. I missed the easy way they used to support me.

			They flexed on my back and for the first time, the roots didn’t hurt. They felt sore and tired, but there was no pain. I laughed, drawing in my shoulder blades to feel them retract as much as they could.

			Looking at the next tree over, I found that Crest had stopped, crouched on a branch, to watch me. “No pain?”

			I shook my head. “The roots don’t hurt now, and neither do many of the small bones. The larger ones are still very fragile, though.”

			He gave a half-smile. “Good.”

			Relief washed over me. I’d wondered what a mender of the sea people might know about setting bones in wings, but Magma had done a fine job.

			He climbed higher and tore two pomegranates from their branches, then twisted off a few more. “We’ll take some back home with us and carry a few to my grandmother.”

			Home.

			The word cut through me, stopping my feet and stilling my hands before filling my heart with an ache I thought I’d finally chased away in the days since Aderyn died. We’ll take some home with us. I knew he only said it because he’d been ordered to share his home with me, but I couldn’t help my visceral reaction. I grabbed the trunk of the tree I’d been climbing to steady myself.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“Yes. Just… I’m figuring out my next step,” I told him truthfully.

			The Shark pointed to a branch and I pretended I hadn’t seen it; that I’d truly gotten stuck instead of being shocked by his words.

			“What will happen at this party tonight?” I asked. “It won’t be like the ceremony, will it?”

			“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s casual. Just some friends getting together to enjoy one another’s company.” He was several trees over now. “And now, there will be fruit,” he said. I nearly rolled my eyes. This must be his contribution. “Usually someone brings instruments and there’s music and dancing. Games.”

			“Games,” I muttered derisively under my breath. Dancing and games? This would be a miserable event for me, but I wanted Crest to go, and he wouldn’t unless I went with him. I was his assigned chore until I could fly or was flown away. If there was something Crest wouldn’t do, it was let his brother down.

			Below me, I saw a flash of tanned skin and dark, swirling shapes. The Shark climbed up to the branch I stood upon, not the slightest bit winded.

			“How are you as proficient on the land as you are in the sea?” I grumped.

			He grabbed the branch above us and leaned out, stretching his chest and back. The V cut into his waist deepened and I looked up just as his eyes met mine. He’d likely caught me looking, but made no accusation. “I’m not. I’m far more adept in the ocean.”

			Unbidden, the image of his lips pressing against mine and of his breath filling my lungs resurfaced.

			“We have enough fruit,” he said, gesturing to a pile at the base of the tree.

			I started to climb down. Halfway to the soil, The Shark noted, “The party is another longer walk, just into the mountains.”

			“I’m fine,” I told him. “I’m regaining my strength. You don’t have to worry whether I can keep up.”

			“Believe me, I know,” he answered.

			[image: sb]

			When Crest left to take his grandmother some of the fruit we’d collected, I took the opportunity to dress in Nori’s clothes, noting how the bright fuchsia hue accentuated my lips and now slightly-tanned skin. I’d always been pale, my tone matching my cloud-white shock of hair, but I much preferred the new shade.

			I looked healthy. I felt healthier being here. No wonder I was healing quickly.

			As I tied the sarong at my hip, I noticed that my hipbones no longer protruded. Nor did the knobs of my spine. My ribs weren’t cut as harshly as they were when I first crashed into the sea. Even though I’d slept for days when I first dwelt among their people, The Shark woke me at regular intervals to eat. Now that I was regaining my strength and tone, I was starting to look like some of the women here. Strong and equipped for life upon the land.

			I tied my top, easily maneuvering around my wings without the pinch of pain. I could tell I’d been hurt, but my body refused to stay broken.

			Crest came in as I was running a hand over my abdomen. His gaze caught on my fingers just beneath my breasts and dragged down to my lower stomach.

			Hmmm. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who looked.

			He cleared his throat and met my stare. “Are you… Do you need help?”

			“With what?” I demanded, the spell broken by his constant worry. He still seemed to think I was infirm, or maybe he thought I was inferior. Either way, he was wrong.

			“Nevermind.” After leaving enough for us to eat over the next couple of days, he picked up a large canvas bag and filled it with the rest of the fruit we’d plucked. When he finished, he turned to me and again, his eyes raked over me.

			“Is something wrong with my clothing?”

			His brows slanted. “Not at all.”

			“Then why do you keep looking at me like that?”

			“I’m not looking at you any sort of way,” he defended.

			I quirked a brow. Liar. “Do you fear Nori’s reaction to seeing me in her clothing?”

			His chest puffed slightly. “Of course not.”

			“Do you fear North, then?”

			“Not even a little,” he bristled and gave me an incredulous look, his lips parted.

			I smiled smugly. He didn’t like it when someone questioned his abilities, either.

			“I see what you’re doing,” he said, straightening. “It won’t work.”

			We would see about that. I swayed past him and left the tent, and he scurried to catch up with me again.

			“Grandmother just told me you could take some of the bandages off your wings when you feel it’s time,” he said as he caught me.

			My feet stopped immediately; my heart quickened. “How will I know when it’s time?”

			He shrugged. “I think when you’re comfortable, any time is okay.”

			I wasn’t so sure. “They haven’t been healing long.”

			“Yet you can flex and bend them. They might not carry you yet, but they might benefit from some small movement and stretching.”

			“Magma said that?” I asked to be sure.

			“Word for word.”

			I beamed a smile at him, then moved my hair over a shoulder, turning to present my wings and back to The Shark. “Will you remove some of them?”

			He chuckled. “Now?”

			Glancing at him over my back, I asked again, “Please?”

			He slowly began to unknot and unwrap. “Tell me if anything hurts. I can always tie it back.”

			My wings ached, but not painfully. It was the same feeling that came when you’d worn your hair up for a long day and finally unraveled it in the evening. There were a few larger bones that were still too tender to unbind. He braced them once more and relieved the ache that lingered. But in the end, half of my feathers were uncovered and for the first time since I fell, the wind slid between them and brushed over the barbs. I closed my eyes and just… felt.

			The Great Wind was gentle. As tentative and careful as Crest’s fingers brushing over the tops of my wings. A shiver slid down my back at his touch. “They’re so soft,” he noted.

			I turned to face him. “I’ve wondered the same about your scales.”

			The knot in his throat rose and fell.

			Sometimes, when we were younger, Aderyn and I would lock arms and freefall, spinning together out of control, laughing hysterically until we needed to release our hold and spread our wings to catch ourselves. I felt that same spinning in my stomach now. Like this might be dangerous, but I didn’t care.

			“I’ve wondered if your scar is raised or smooth…” he admitted.

			Lifting my chin, I bared my neck to show him. His eyes slid from my jaw, down the column of my throat, to my chest, catching on the edge of the place where the lightning struck me. “It isn’t. It’s buried within.”

			The deep resonance of his hmm made my toes curl again. He reached out to brush my wing. The spell broken, I blinked and stepped away before he could reach my feathers.

			“In Empyrean, it’s a grave offense to touch the wings of another without their permission.”

			“Only the wings?” he asked.

			“No, not only the wings.”

			His hand fell to his side. “Do you not hug, clasp hands to greet one another, or hold one another when you’re upset?”

			I looked away. “No, we don’t. Affection, for the most part, is saved for mating.”

			“But you don’t necessarily love the one you mate with, right?”

			“Some seem to,” I told him, remembering the brazen touches of the couple who’d declared their intention to mate and conceive should the goddess bless their coupling. I smiled at him, an ache blooming in my chest. “But for the most part, we don’t love as your people love, Crest. Perhaps we aren’t capable.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t think that’s true at all. You just choose not to. The norm of your people dictates your actions there. It doesn’t have to remain that way here.” He held out his hand. “You’ve touched my hand before. You’ve touched The Salt’s.”

			He’d noticed that?

			“Because it was necessary. Besides, I’ve only been here a few weeks. That’s hardly long enough to adapt to your customs.”

			His hand fell to his side and he turned his back to me, gathering the bandages and placing them beneath a nearby tree. “Grandmother said you should wait to fly. Your wings won’t be strong enough to support you entirely yet and you could cause something that’s nearly healed to break again.”

			“I can feel their fragility.”

			I could feel mine, too.

			Sometimes I could swear a stormy cloud of Empyrea built between the two of us, fed by anger. Grief. Frustration. And by something far worse. Something that seemed like curiosity, but wasn’t nearly as innocent.
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CHAPTER

			thirty-eight

			In the Green Mountains, a towering waterfall trickled down the slope. I remembered what it looked like when I used to soar high above it, but never imagined what it looked like from the soil, where the water’s cold mist clouded the air and coated everything within its reach with a fine spray, including my hair, clothes, and wings.

			The grotto lay behind the roaring water, where an immense cave was hidden. Torches lined the walls, flickering warmly against the cool shades the water cast and the darkness that lay within the cloaked hollow.

			The rock was slippery beneath my bare feet. Crest shouted a warning for me to keep an eye out for snakes, which he described as “iguanas without legs.” I shuddered at the thought of such beasts.

			I looked up to the stone ceiling to see if I could see any of the furry, membranous-winged bats hanging upside-down to sleep, but saw nothing out of place. Perhaps they folded themselves well enough to be thoroughly camouflaged. “Is this the cave where the bats live?”

			“No, they don’t like the water. There’s a dry cave on the side of one of the rockier mountains.”

			Thank goodness. I wouldn’t have to constantly smooth my hair to make sure they didn’t fly into it and get tangled.

			We made our way around the wall into a vast room where many Kehlanians were already gathered. All young. All Guardians, from the looks of them. All surprisingly jovial.

			I soon knew why.

			Koa gave a shout and came up to Crest, hooking his arm around the back of The Shark’s neck. “I told everyone the good news,” he loudly announced.

			“What news?” Crest asked warily.

			“That the Scourge is heading home soon, and that Breaker will use her to negotiate an end to this incessant war.” Everyone cheered at Koa’s words and raised their coconut shells in a sort of toast. He smiled back at me over his shoulder as they walked, then winked. Satisfied. Whether the war ended or not, he’d be glad to have me gone.

			Frey found us. The warrior now wore jewelry and painted red lips as she twisted her hips to the sound of the drum beat from farther into the cavern. It echoed eerily over the walls, the falling water unable to drown it completely. No wonder they could relax here. No one from outside would know of the grotto and their secret meetings wouldn’t be revealed. She glanced over my wings. “They’re really beautiful.” The Guardian said the words as if it was a shame that she liked them or could compliment them at all. And yet, she had.

			“Thank you,” I replied, following her around as she wound through the groupings of Guardians. They were happy with the news Koa had given, but their wary gazes tracked my every movement. I expected nothing less of warriors.

			My quad would’ve torn an enemy apart if he dared to tread among us.

			I pictured Crest in the piazza before the sanctum, the General’s dark wings flaring before him. The cowardly Elders would chirp their orders and the General would do as he was told. He always had.

			It was how he grasped his power and rose to the top, because he was willing to be a puppet and bow to the pale winged who had never slain an enemy. Each would soil themselves if they had to defend their lives against a foe strong enough to take it.

			Thankfully, Frey led us to a back corner opposite the musicians who still tapped a mesmerizing rhythm on their drums. Koa steered Crest away and they went to talk with a gentleman who was using a machete to chop the tops off coconuts. Frey and I sat. She brushed her damp, burgundy hair from her shoulder. I noticed she’d tucked a fragrant white flower behind her ear.

			I motioned to the bloom. “That’s pretty.”

			She reached up to touch the pale petals, smiled, and thanked me, though I could barely hear her words. Crest returned with Koa in tow, each carrying two coconuts. Koa extended his to me, his eyes glittering. “Here, Scourge.”

			I stared at the fruit. I didn’t want anything from him. He might be Crest’s friend, but he certainly wasn’t mine.

			Frey muttered a curse and grabbed the orb from his hand, sloshing the sweet water out over her fingers and across the wet, stone floor. She cursed Koa soundly and shook the sweet liquid from her fingers.

			Crest handed me one of the ones he carried. I thanked him for the fruit.

			Frey leaned in. “You trust him.”

			I nodded once, then sipped water from the coconut, coughing after it went down. I held a hand up to my mouth and sputtered, “That is not coconut water.”

			“It is,” she assured me. “Grove coconuts are different from the ones on the beaches.”

			Koa stifled his laughter with a cough.

			“You don’t have to drink it if you don’t want to,” Crest said, crouching down beside me and placing his back to the wall like mine was. As Frey’s was. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who was untrusting.

			From the corner, you could see the whole space and everyone in it. We sat upon some raised rocks that had fallen from the ceiling. Their height gave an even better perspective.

			“Noka adds spirits to all the drinks,” Crest finally admitted.

			My brow quirked. “Spirits?”

			“Like wine, but stronger,” Frey elaborated.

			Water dripped from the ceiling and spilled down Crest’s chest. I watched the droplets carve a path down his bronze skin. He scooted closer to avoid more of the drops and flashed me a full, easy smile. “The mountain water is cold.”

			His smile took my breath away. It shouldn’t have, but it did and I had no say in the matter. I looked down to find that my traitorous toes had curled.

			I took another sip.
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			My original guard, Wade sauntered up to our group at some point. If he hummed as he walked, the water drowned the sound and for that, I was grateful. He didn’t stay long and didn’t acknowledge my presence as he greeted Crest and Koa before asking Frey to dance.

			No one was doing so yet.

			“We might as well lead the way,” she said, standing and taking his hand. He led her closer to the musicians and she laughed when he toyed with the flower in her hair before settling his hands on her hips and pulling her close. They moved like water, like waves. Two currents flowing against one another.

			When he moved closer, so did she. When she slid her arm around his neck, he trailed every inch of her skin from wrist to rib with his fingers. The look she gave him was pure lust.

			I looked away as Frey pressed her chest to Wade’s and their bodies met in every intimate way possible with clothes impeding them. The drum beats determined how quickly they moved, or how slowly, as they danced to song after song.

			“I’m going to find someone,” Koa announced, striding across the floor toward a group of females. Nori stood amongst them. She stared longingly at Crest before glaring at me. Koa emerged with a tall girl who wore a red tropical flower in her hair. She beamed a smile at him and his swagger somehow became more pronounced.

			“Do the flowers mean something? Do they indicate that you’re willing to dance?” I asked.

			“They don’t mean anything. They’re just pretty, so many of the girls like to tuck them behind their ears.” Crest scooted closer and bent down so I could hear him. “Does watching the dancing make you uncomfortable?”

			“No,” I answered. Not entirely, though it was strange to see people so brazenly touching one another. Many were probably just friends, but they looked like far more.

			Another drip of water splashed upon Crest’s forehead. He scooted even closer. Perched on the edge of the fallen rock, I had nowhere to move.

			Nori crossed the room and paused in front of Crest, placing herself between his legs. She propped her arms on his thighs and leaned close to his stomach. “Dance with me?”

			“Not tonight.” Crest looked away as if bored and pushed her hands away.

			“Because of her?” she sneered.

			He sighed. “Because I’m not interested in dancing with you, Nori. I’ve told you I don’t have feelings for you. You should respect that.”

			“Well you should respect that I have them for you!” she retorted, her voice thickening with unshed tears. “I told you last night that–”

			“And I told you that we’re never going to happen,” he interrupted. “It has nothing to do with anyone else and everything to do with me. You’re my friend, Nori, but we won’t remain friends if you keep pushing. At some point, you have to accept that my choice isn’t you.”

			Nori raked her eyes over the clothes she’d given me, her lip curling in disgust. “You look ridiculous in my things, Scourge. There’s no way you could ever belong here,” she said cruelly, her eyes flitting to my wings with undisguised hatred. She turned on her dainty heel and stomped back to her gaggle of friends who immediately folded her within their ranks and made tutting noises as they consoled her.

			“She’s wrong, you know,” Crest said, looking out over the people he led. Over his friends.

			“No, she isn’t.” I did look ridiculous. The clothes fit, but I didn’t wear them the same way. My body wasn’t sumptuous or strong like these women’s, built for power within the sea and to climb land and trees on the Isle.

			It was lithe and small, nimble and built for a life in the air. My skin wasn’t beautiful like theirs, dark or kissed by the sun. Even with the slight tan I’d developed, my skin was as pallid as the Elders’ wings and eyes.

			“Elira,” The Shark said sharply.

			I looked to him to see what he wanted, shocked when I saw the turbulent, burning ocean in his eyes. I held my breath, feeling as if I was trapped beneath the waves, waiting for him to breathe life into me again.

			“You are different than us, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t beautiful. Nori is jealous of you, just as she was jealous of Frey.”

			I waved my hand dismissively, pretending the woman’s words didn’t sting. “I don’t care.” It wouldn’t matter soon, so I wouldn’t let it matter now.

			Saving me from further conversation, Frey and Wade stumbled over with Koa and his female friend. Out of breath, they began gulping the coconut water. They told stories and jokes and before long, their voices rose with the flush on their cheeks.

			Their smiles were wide and genuine as they roasted The Shark, regaling me with stories of his childhood, of the trouble they all got into sneaking off into the mountains at night just as I had. How he’d gotten badly stung when he decided to clobber a nest of hornets, thinking they were bees. He’d intended to bring his grandmother some honey for her workshop and got an entirely different result.

			They told stories of how he swam like none of them could, though they were close enough in age. He was often on his own against the sea and everything that lay within it. They thought he would die once, when the oldest of the kraken–Colossus–had attacked them from beneath. All of them escaped that suckered menace, but only barely.

			The memory was enough to sober their laughter.

			“Did you know that Crest and I were born just a day apart?” Koa revealed, sloshing his drink. “I’ve fought beside him my whole life. I’ve seen him face things in the sea that no one should be able to live through, things he ordered me away from to keep me safe because he knew I wouldn’t survive them. But I never imagined I’d see that on his chest.” He gestured to the dark circle holding the flesh-toned feathers.

			“His tattoo?” I asked, wondering if he meant the whole thing or just the piece that lay over his heart. “I know what some of the patterns mean. The shields and teeth. But what do the feathers mean? I haven’t seen anyone else with feathers on their skin at all.” And I’d spent the night looking at all the others just to see if it truly was unique. The Guardians used bows and arrows fletched with feathers, so why was his marking so unique? Or was it?

			Wade’s icy eyes cut to his friend and he elbowed Koa with a sharp jab. “You’re drunk. You should go home and sleep it off.”

			“You giving me orders now, Wade?” Koa angrily drawled, handing his coconut to Frey who muttered a curse and a “Here we go.” Koa pushed Wade’s chest–hard, but Wade kept his footing. The humming boy flung his coconut somewhere behind him and returned Koa’s push.

			Crest jumped down from the rock beside me and slid between them, diffusing the tension immediately. “Are we fighting?” he asked loudly, clapping his hands.

			We, he’d said. Because I knew that if either threw a punch, they were about to get the beating of a lifetime. Perhaps both would. Crest was in the fight now and he would finish it, the way I had when Nori backhanded me.

			The drums slowed, then stopped. Every eye swiveled to their leader and every Guardian waited to see what would happen next.

			“You know what?” Wade flung his hands up in supplication. “I think I’ve had enough fun for one night.” He pushed his way through the crowd and walked toward the falls.

			I almost laughed because for once, I wasn’t the cause of the argument or fight. I had no idea what just happened between Koa and Wade, but the tension wasn’t new.

			Koa relaxed as soon as Wade was gone. He looked to Frey, who rolled her eyes and gave his coconut concoction back. The husk slapped against Koa’s chest, a bit of the liquid inside splashing onto his skin. Not that he noticed. “Let’s get a drum beat!” he yelled. The next instant, the drummers began tapping a new rhythm.

			Crest’s back was still tense. The muscles of his stomach, too.

			Frey climbed up to sit beside me. “What was that all about?” I asked her.

			“Who knows?” she said. “With Wade, it’s always something.”

			“Crest said that Koa liked drama.”

			She nodded. “He’s right. Koa does like drama. But Wade rubs people the wrong way even when he’s not trying to. He’s not a bad guy. He means well, but comes across as annoying.”

			“Do you like him?” I asked, curious about why she’d danced so intimately with him.

			Her eyes slid to me and she lifted a shoulder. “As a friend.”

			“He’s not your lacuna?”

			She sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. If he is, Talay hasn’t revealed it.”

			“Talay indicates your lacuna?” I asked, curious. “How?”

			She patted my hand. “You should ask Crest. I need to find another dance partner.” She hopped down from the boulder and sauntered into the crowd. It took her less than a minute to find another willing partner.

			I noticed a crowd in the opposite corner that formed a large circle. Crest walked over to me. “What are they doing?” I asked.

			“Playing a game.”

			My head cocked to the side. “What sort?”

			“Do Empyreans play games?” he teased.

			“No, that’s why I’m curious.”

			He looked a little surprised by my admission. Perhaps he still didn’t expect candor from me. He hooked a thumb toward the small group gathered in the corner. “Do you want to go and watch? You don’t have to play.”

			I shrugged, interested. “Sure.”

			His hands rose as if he might clasp onto my waist and help me down, but he thought better of it and gave a sheepish grin. “I keep forgetting.”

			“We’re both still learning.”

			Careful of my still-healing wings, I walked down the boulder and jumped down where it wasn’t so steep. The last thing Magma needed was Crest dragging me into her workshop at night to reset a bone I broke–again.

			Just then, Breaker walked into the grotto hand-in-hand with Katalini. Her lovely hair was unbound and wavy. Her skin glistened like her smile.

			Crest seemed pleased that his brother was here. The brothers now shared another similar trait–dark patterns of ink within their skin. Different patterns swirled over their shoulders and chests, but the effect was the same. The designs added to their beauty and the air of power they exuded.

			We moved through the crowd, which parted to avoid me and made our way to the game. Breaker and Katalini met us there. The brothers briefly embraced and Crest nodded to Katalini.

			“I wasn’t sure you were going to come,” Crest told his brother.

			“I wasn’t sure we would make it. Interestingly enough, we met a very sour Wade on the path,” Breaker noted suspiciously. “What happened with him?”

			“He and Koa got into it,” The Shark offered succinctly.

			Breaker nodded as if such an occurrence was normal, maybe even expected.

			Katalini gestured toward the game. “Are you two intending to play?”

			“We were just going to watch,” Crest answered.

			Katalini focused on me, keeping a playful smile on her face even as her eyes sharpened. “Where’s the fun in that?” She pursed her pouty lips. “Are you afraid of the contact, Elira?”

			I bristled. “Why would I fear it?”

			She clapped. “That’s so good to hear. Let’s all join in.”

			I hadn’t had a chance to see what the game was about or how it was played. I had no idea what kind of contact she was referring to, but it couldn’t be that bad. Or so I thought.

			A young man in the back of the circle shouted to those seated in the circle. “Four more are joining us! Make room. Scoot over.”

			Upon seeing me, several left the circle instead of extending its boundary.

			Crest leaned in. “You don’t have to play just because she challenged your pride.” I lifted my chin and his brows rose to meet it. “Do you want to kiss a stranger?” he asked.

			My brows met. “What do you mean?”

			“A shell is cast and the two people closest to either end of it have to kiss,” he explained. “I don’t think you –”

			“When will you learn, Shark, that the things I fear are of consequence. They’re significant. Not meaningless like a simple peck on the lips. I may not be used to such casual contact, but I refuse to be bullied. Not by Nori or North, and certainly not by Katalini. So, I’ll play your game, and I will win.”

			“There are no winners, Elira. It’s only a kissing game.”

			I smiled sinisterly. “There’s always a winner.”
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CHAPTER

			thirty-nine

			Katalini dragged me to the empty seats nearest the wall while Breaker and Crest sat across from us with their backs to the crowd. I wasn’t sure I could stand taking such a vulnerable position.

			Crest’s muscles were tighter than a bowstring. He’d been tense since breaking up Koa and Wade’s argument. If something like that had happened in Empyrean, a fight would’ve been encouraged, not prevented. Still, the tension in his shoulders set me on edge. Did he not want to be dragged into the game? Did he want to leave?

			My stomach filled with dread at the thought of kissing someone. Though worrying might have been a waste of time. Who would want to kiss the infamous Scourge? I just hoped the shell didn’t point toward Breaker and me. His lacuna should be the only one kissing his lips, and he should be the only one kissing hers.

			The game’s leader was named Hemi, whose smile lit the room more efficiently than the torches flickering warmly over the damp rock walls. He held up a long, spiraled shell. “This beauty will determine your lips’ fate this evening. Whomever the ends point to must kiss. If you refuse, you must leave the game and will bear the shame of your cowardice for the remainder of your days.”

			As light-hearted as his tone was, this game seemed far more serious than anyone let on. Branded a coward by their peers for the rest of their lives, all for dodging a kiss. I supposed to them, a kiss was nothing. If one couldn’t bring themselves to complete such a menial task, how could they be trusted with far more dangerous things?

			Breaker nudged Crest and laughed at something as the two whispered amongst themselves. But Crest didn’t laugh. He stared at me, though I couldn’t discern the look they held in their depths.

			Hemi placed the shell in the center of the circle and gave it a hearty spin. It landed between him and a girl I didn’t know. They leaned in, briefly pressed their lips together, and sat back down. The circle applauded and Hemi moved on, spinning the shell again and again.

			At one point, the shell landed between Breaker and Crest and me and Katalini. She crooked a finger at her lacuna and he rose to meet her in the middle, the two eagerly seizing the opportunity the game and shell provided. When they kissed, it was no simple peck of the lips. The two crashed. A vigorous wave upon an impatient shore.

			It was too intimate to watch. I darted my eyes away and caught Crest’s. Heat poured into my face and skin when I wondered what he would’ve done if the shell had spun just an inch to the left and clearly chosen him and me.

			A few strides away, over his shoulder, Nori watched the game hungrily. Her eyes were red as though she’d been crying. I was so focused on her, I didn’t notice Hemi take up the shell and spin it again. It chose another pair I didn’t know, two women, who did their best to upstage Breaker and Katalini’s fervor.

			Another of Hemi’s expert spins and the shell slowly slid to a stop. One end jutted toward Crest. The other chose me.

			The group made a collective, “Oh,” sound. Throaty laughter came from every direction. Hemi winced half-heartedly.

			My heart raced. My first instinct was to refuse and leave the game, but I waited to see what he would do. Crest pushed up onto his knees, willing to put his lips on mine–not to save me from death, but from bearing shame.

			The Shark waited, allowing me the choice.

			I’m no coward, I told myself. It’s a silly kiss that will mean nothing to him. Nothing to me.

			We didn’t have to devour one another like Breaker and Katalini. We would just press our skin together, like he’d done the day he saved me. A simple press and it would be over with.

			Except that when I rose onto my knees, surprise lit his features.

			I couldn’t reach him. We were too far apart and I was too short to simply lean in, so I crawled toward him.

			When he saw me approaching instead of refusing him, fire lit in his gaze. It traveled down to my chest, my stomach, and back to my eyes where it held tight so I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to.

			The moment I finally stopped before him and lifted my face and lips as far as I could, and he leaned down to meet me, my toes curled again.

			He didn’t cup my face like Breaker had Katalini’s. He didn’t clasp onto my waist as one of the women had the other. He simply used a crooked finger to tip my chin up further. A feather-light touch, just enough to steady me.

			The instant his soft lips met mine, then pressed harder into them and leaned in even further, almost pushing me off balance, his tongue sweeping across mine as if to part them, something happened. Something inexplicable.

			The sound of the roaring sea filled my ears, so loud I would’ve sworn we were underwater again, floating in its middle.

			Another second and my eyes drifted closed. Still, all I could see was him, rising from the depths. All I could feel was his mouth on mine. He was the breath in my lungs.

			It struck me, as our lips danced, that I trusted him implicitly and no longer felt an ounce of fear with him. I trusted The Shark because he’d given me no reason not to. Because he was honorable and good and a thousand other things I’d never deserve to be called.

			When he finally pulled away, the roaring sound ebbed. My knees wobbled as I did the same and moved back to take my seat again. My heart spiraled, completely out of control and perfectly fine with the fall. I felt breathless, as if I had been underwater, out of breath and time.

			Had Crest been affected at all? He rubbed a thumb over his lips. When Breaker leaned in to whisper to him, he locked eyes with his brother and the two spoke without speaking a word.

			I looked around at those playing the game, thinking Hemi would’ve picked up his shell, but it lay pointing at us, unmoved. Hemi’s hands were clasped over his chest.

			There was no light-hearted cheering from those playing the game after we were finished, like there had been with the couples who were paired to kiss before us. There was only silence and uncomfortable stares.

			I looked to Katalini, who no longer wore a smug grin, but a look of concern. A look aimed at Breaker and Crest, the brothers still lost in silent conversation.

			Crest dug the heel of his palm into the circle on his chest and rubbed, as if the mark was painful, a wound instead of a symbol.

			I looked at Breaker’s mark, noticing the circle over his heart. In it was the rising and falling outline of the Green Mountains, visible from the shore; the steeper, rockier points scattered across the Isle situated behind the broader, lush peaks we’d barely started into to find the grotto. The cave cut shallowly into Kehlani’s green heart that we’d barely skimmed. I wondered what the rest of the Green Mountains looked like from the ground.

			Katalini noticed my gaze. She leaned in and quietly explained, “I was born in a modest hut in the mountains. Breaker and I met two years ago at the ceremony. We feasted together in Talay’s temple afterward because he wished to honor my father, who’d saved many lives when the soil quaked and rocks tumbled from the mountains, trapping some in their homes. I had no idea that Talay had revealed me in his skin that very morning. He’d taken the mountain tattoo, along with the other designs, and when he learned where I was from, he immediately knew I was his lacuna. It took him a few months to earn my kiss and prove it was true, but in the end, he was right. I couldn’t deny the pull I felt to him.”

			My lashes fluttered as I tried to understand. The mark over the heart was a sign of the recipient’s lacuna?

			That meant Talay had already revealed Crest’s lacuna…

			My jaw fell open.

			Pretending that the kiss was nothing, I stood and stretched my wings as far as they would allow. I glanced around at the silent partiers. “Thank you for letting me join your game, but it’s getting late.”

			Hemi nodded absently. “Um… Sure.”

			I walked away from the circle. Crest wasn’t far behind.

			I’d done something horrible. Talay had revealed that Crest’s lacuna was out there somewhere, and I just kissed him. He was meant for another, and my lips touched his before hers had. She was probably an archer, given the arrows that fletched across his skin.

			Lacunas meant something here.

			They were sacred.

			Inked in the flesh of those blessed enough to be given one.

			The match was one the god of the sea himself had arranged and revealed.

			Inwardly, I raged, my stomach turning agitated flips. Upset, I hurried from the cave.

			Near the falls, the water roared. That must have been what I heard when our lips met. Not the sea. The falls were so loud, and everyone had only gone quiet because the Scourge of the Sky–their mortal enemy–was kissing their beloved Shark.

			I paused beside the falls, truly afraid. Would Talay seek to punish me for kissing Crest? Worse than that, would Neera be waiting to strike me down?

			I paced, unable to calm my thoughts. Unable to keep still.

			“Elira.” When he said my name, I paused and turned to look at him. He loomed in the shadows, his form highlighted by the closest torch that wasn’t near enough to fully reveal him. Was this what he looked like when he hunted in the depths, like he was part of the sea and shadow and had never seen the sun?

			“Why didn’t you tell me you had a lacuna?”

			His brows kissed. “What…?”

			I hated how breathless and upset I was but couldn’t escape the wave that washed over me. “Katalini said the mark on your heart represents your lacuna. Why would you kiss me if you knew that? Do you know who she is? Has Talay revealed her to you?”

			The rock in his throat rose and fell. “He has.”

			I sucked in a breath, in awe how this evening could possibly keep getting worse. “Does she know? Have you told her?”

			He shook his head. “I can’t tell her yet.”

			“Why?” I demanded. Was it Nori? How could he tell her he didn’t want her when the two of them were destined?

			“Because she hasn’t chosen me yet and she might never. I won’t tell her until I know she chooses me in return.”

			My breath sawed in and out of my chest. I didn’t understand him at all! I didn’t understand any of them.

			“Because you’re afraid she won’t choose you? Because you’re a coward, or is it because of some rule?”

			He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “That was just a game,” he said loud enough that the water didn’t drown his words. “It didn’t mean anything.”

			I turned to face the water, crossing my arms. Hugging myself. Of course it didn’t mean anything to him. A tear slipped down my cheek and splashed onto my chest.

			“Hey,” he said from right beside me. I startled at his closeness. His deep voice was so tender, I almost didn’t recognize it. “Are you telling me the kiss meant something to you?”

			“Of course it did…” I foolishly admitted, cursing my trembling chin. “Because I chose it. I chose to kiss you. When I go back, I’ll have no other choices. They will belong to the Elders, as will I.” I eased along the slippery rocks beside the falls and skirted the mist until I was free of it.

			Crest followed me into the balmy night. “That’s not what I meant,” he said, jogging to catch up with me.

			I ripped my arm away from his almost-grasp. “What did you mean?”

			He pursed his lips together, frustrated, as if he wanted to say more, to pour out his thoughts but couldn’t, or wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure which.

			“Did you feel anything when we kissed?” he asked, waiting for an answer. His eyes searched mine. His fingers flexed toward me, not as if they wanted to wrap around my throat, but like he wanted to touch me and it took every ounce of strength to stop himself from doing exactly that.

			“I felt…”

			He stepped closer. “You felt what?” he challenged.

			I pushed against his chest, moving his shoulder backward, surprising myself by touching him. “I felt everything!” my voice broke. “I felt alive. I don’t understand.”

			When he sank to his knees in front of me, I wasn’t sure what to do.

			His shoulders caved inward and his voice was raw when he asked, “Did you hear Talay?”

			“I heard the roar of the sea,” I confirmed with a nod. It was unmistakable, his voice. “I heard him.”

			“I heard him, too,” he admitted, finally craning his neck to look up at me. I wanted to take his face in my hands and draw him back up to his feet.

			My brows met and my heart thundered in my ears. “What does it mean?” I demanded.

			“I’m not a coward, Elira. So, regardless of whether you choose me back, I want you to know that you are my lacuna.”

			Light danced over the pool of water beneath the falls. Not from the moon, but from the Empyrea dancing across the lightning bolt scar on my skin.

			I shook my head. Sorrow slid down my cheeks.

			It wasn’t possible.

			Talay wouldn’t be so cruel. Would he?

			Sadness shimmered in his eyes, reflecting Neera’s power that flowed through me. The Oracle was described as her conduit, but wasn’t I one as well?

			My heart was being rent in two.

			It ached. For him. For me. For everything.

			Breaker and Katalini emerged from behind the falls. Breaker, whose face was contorted when he saw Crest kneeling before me. He knew his brother, and therefore knew the source of his pain, as well as mine.

			Crest and Breaker knew that the moment our lips met, Talay would reveal us to one another, yet neither of them stopped it. I wasn’t sure which was worse, knowing the truth or being blissfully ignorant of it.

			“Did The Salt tell you before?” I demanded of Breaker. “How long have you known?”

			Breaker shook his head. “I wondered–along with everyone else–when we saw the feathers. I didn’t know for sure until just now.”

			“And now everyone knows?” I asked, brows swelling.

			“Everyone in Kehlani heard Talay just now,” Breaker told us.

			Another crack formed in my heart. Everyone heard the god of the sea reveal us as lacunas?

			Sadness marred Katalini’s pretty face. She didn’t hang onto Breaker jealously because I was no longer a threat to their union. She knew Talay had chosen me for Crest. “He really did send a cowrie for you,” she said softly. “Everyone knows that truth now, too. There’s no question.”

			“My cowrie, like my future with your people, fades away,” I reminded her, reminding them all. I turned to Crest. “Why would he push us together? Us, of all people? We’re enemies!”

			Crest finally rose. “He doesn’t wish for us to be. Maybe Talay wants to give us something to fight alongside one another for.”

			I whirled around at the sound of weighty, flapping wings and sucked in a startled breath as the General landed directly behind me. His feet pounded onto the rock, one then the other. I should have fallen into the warrior’s stance instinctively, but I took up a fighting position, ready to defend Crest, Breaker, and his lacuna against my superior.

			I stood between him and them, just as I had on the beach the day Neera threatened them with a bolt of lightning.

			The General looked like a thundercloud. Dark hair tousled from his flight, black wings and leathers hiding him within the night. His pale-yellow eyes slid over me, over my wings and the bindings, and then… they slid to those standing behind me.

			Seconds stretched into minutes. He drew in a long breath, let it out, and drew in another. Then he rushed to me and croaked, “You are alive!”

			I was taken aback. His gaze didn’t assess. He wasn’t tactically or strategically planning. He sounded relieved and… grateful I was living.

			The only emotion I’d ever seen out of the General, leader of all the Empyrean warriors, was a cold, calculating anger. He was known for his war strategy, for raising younglings to be ruthless killers.

			“How did you fall?”

			“Soraya betrayed me,” I growled, remembering her smug smile when she knew I wouldn’t recover. When she watched as I fell and lingered to see me die.

			“She will be dealt with in time,” he assured me.

			“She’ll die by my hand,” I demanded. “Not yours.”

			The General acquiesced.

			“How are you here?” I asked him.

			“The Oracle has told the Elders that she’s seen your feet upon the sand,” he replied. “They’ve been sending scout teams to search for you and bring you back.”

			I shook my head. “I haven’t seen any teams, but I have seen Talon–alone.”

			The General bristled, his lip curling in disgust. “Keep yourself hidden from him. Talon and Soraya are hunting you. I’ve done my best to keep them busy, but they manage to slip away. They told the Elders they’d be the best-suited to find you since they know you best.”

			My wings went rigid. “Talon and Soraya?”

			He gave a nod to verify.

			My lip twitched from the fury sliding through my veins at this latest revelation of betrayal. “What about Jorun?”

			“He’s watching Soraya and Talon for me,” he said. “He’s playing along. He isn’t sure whether Talon knew of Soraya’s treachery before she cut you down, but both know now.”

			“Does Talon suspect he’s spying for you?”

			The General looked to the sky. “I’m not sure what he knows or suspects. He knows Jorun wouldn’t stand for what they planned to do to you.”

			Fury quaked my hands. “They killed Aderyn, didn’t they?”

			The General’s dark brows furrowed. “Aderyn?”

			“She doesn’t know,” Breaker interrupted, pushing forward to better face the General.

			The General’s countenance darkened. “Why not?”

			“If she’d gone back…” Breaker explained, stepping closer. Crest moved to stand at my right hand.

			“What did you keep from me?” I asked Breaker, then swiveled to Crest.

			The General’s wings flared. His hand found the handle of his sword. “Crest,” he calmly addressed him, staring at The Shark–or rather, at his tattoo. “What is the significance of the circle of feathers engraved over your heart?”

			The Shark didn’t fear the General. Nor was he ashamed when he spoke the words we’d all been circling but no one had actually landed upon. “Elira is my lacuna.”

			The General shook his head and gave a mirthless laugh. “No, she isn’t.”

			Crest remained steadfast. “I assure you she is.”

			The General’s eyes narrowed the way mine did the instant before challenging someone. “Then perhaps you’d see fit to finally tell her the truth.”

			I turned to The Shark, who had braced his hands on his hips.

			The deep timbre of his voice rose and fell like the sea itself. “Aderyn is alive. She lives on the other side of the Isle.”

			The truth hit me like an arrow, its sharp tip burying deep into my middle. I clutched my stomach as if wounded, because I was. Was this what Sannika had experienced in her last moments? Pure disbelief and unbridled pain? “What?” I managed to whisper.

			He nodded once to confirm it.

			“She doesn’t know I fell,” I said, pressing my hand to my head, suddenly consumed with the need to find her and see my best friend. “How could you keep her from me? All those times I mentioned her I… I thought you killed her! Why didn’t you just tell me? How could you hide her from me when you knew… you knew how much I mourned her? How much I grieved for her?”

			Crest straightened his back, his lips pursed as if bringing bad news. “Aderyn knows you’re here, but she didn’t want to see you. She asked us not to tell you.”

			My head ticked back in surprise. “What? Why?”

			Breaker interjected, “She said that if you escaped and returned to Empyrean, you would’ve told them about her.”

			I shook my head, looking into Crest’s eyes and knowing that wouldn’t have been enough to keep Aderyn away.

			“She said the Oracle could’ve read her fate in your feather,” Breaker continued, more desperately.

			“Why?” I asked Crest. It seemed that was all I could ask him since falling. Why? Why? Why?

			“Aderyn said we shouldn’t trust you,” Crest finally admitted.

			I looked back to my leader. The one who sent me into battle after battle. Who demanded a piece of my wing and soul with every arrow fired. “She, and you, are the ones who told them everything,” I surmised, feeling miserable and alone.

			“I want peace,” The General answered unapologetically. “But if peace cannot be forged, I want my hatchlings kept hidden, safe from the bastards who clipped them before they could even taste the Great Wind.”

			The vision the Oracle showed me resurfaced.

			“You have to take them away,” my mother sobbed. “The wretches clipped them! They clipped their wings before they even formed.” Her face was desperate. “They’re targeting all the hatchlings now. I know we can’t save them all, but… please?” she begged. “There must be something we can do to protect them.”

			“Were you the one who helped my mother? Did you take them away, or was it Aderyn?”

			The General lifted his chin. “Your mother came to me for help. How did you know?”

			“Are they hidden here on Kehlani?” The Oracle had suspected as much. Or had she known all along?

			“They’re far safer here than in the sky,” he replied stonily.

			A tear fell from my eye. “Aderyn… Is she with them?”

			He scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “She volunteered to smuggle them away. She wanted you to find her wings so you would believe she was dead and wouldn’t look for her. She knew you would if you thought there was a chance she had survived. You’d have brought the whole army down upon the Isle to find her.”

			I would have done just that, because I would’ve thought it was what was best for her. Because I loved her. She was my dearest friend. My only friend. The only person in the world I could trust. Until she left me.

			“But how did she know about them? How did she come to volunteer?”

			She didn’t do it for the hatchlings. It was for the sea. It was to escape Empyrean. And perhaps to escape me.

			“Because she found records indicating who had sired her and came to me. I am her father, but the Elders insisted I mate with others among the Clipped. You and Aderyn are half-sisters, just as the hatchlings are your half-siblings. Born to your mother, but sired by another man.”

			Aderyn is my half-sister. Aderyn is my sister…

			The thought slammed into my stomach as her fist would have if we were sparring. My memories hinted at the truth.

			We were built similarly, both petite but lithe. Both with sharp features. But our faces were dissimilar. Our hair, too. She had the darkest brown hair I’d ever seen, with hints of red that dragged strands of the color to a warmer hue.

			Aderyn had little Empyrea in her blood, but the hatchlings and I must have inherited the trait from our mother.

			“I want you to stay here on Kehlani–hidden and safe–too,” the General told me.

			“The Oracle knows I’m alive,” I croaked, unable to look at Breaker, at Katalini on his arm, or The Shark.

			“In time, she will forget you,” he argued.

			I laughed miserably. “Even you don’t believe that. My blood is too precious to anyone to forget.” Or to risk losing their grasp upon. If there was the slightest chance I breathed, they wouldn’t stop looking.

			“That’s why we called for you,” Breaker told him. “To barter her release for peace negotiations.”

			Crest moved to his brother and stabbed his finger in Breaker’s face. “No, Breaker. That plan is dead.”

			Breaker ignored Crest’s adamant pleas and told the General, “Elira wishes to serve as a tool to broker peace between our people.”

			The General’s cold stare swiveled to the ruler of the Isle. “I must have misunderstood you. My daughter’s life and future are non-negotiable.”

			Koa emerged from the falls, his glassy eyes wide. Both hands rose in supplication. “Whoa…family gathering?”

			So that’s what he meant when he asked Crest why he hadn’t told him, saying it complicated things… He’d met my father before. He knew his eyes, and mine.

			To Breaker and Crest, Katalini and Koa still hovering behind them, The General said, “Elira is to stay here on Kehlani until things calm, until I’m certain who was in on the plot to end her life, and until her wings heal. I’ll come back to check on her as soon as I can safely sneak away again. We’ll discuss her path forward at that time and not a moment before. Until then, she needs a weapon to defend herself. I’ll do what I can to hold off any offensive from our warriors, but I can only hold them off so long without rousing suspicion.”

			Surprisingly, Breaker nodded his agreement.

			The General then turned to me. “You need to keep your wings hidden and be aware of those who lurk in the sky to finish what they started. If you see anyone but me descend and come too close, pluck them from the sky. Even Jorun.”

			“You don’t trust him?”

			“I wouldn’t send him, so if you see him, he’s been swayed and is coming for you of his own volition. It’s safest for you to assume that I’m the only person from Empyrean with your best interests at heart.”

			I wasn’t so sure of that, either. The memory of my last Empyrean feast came to me. “Did you try to save her?” I asked my father. He knew I referred to my mother. How had he managed to stay seated as the Elders pushed her through the firmament as if casting away something worthless?

			Regret roughened his voice. “I couldn’t dive after her. If I had, they would’ve known and I wouldn’t have been able to protect you.” He cleared his throat. “She didn’t want me to risk leaving you any more vulnerable than you already were.” A moment passed before he spoke again. “Her death was a test. The Elders wanted to see who would flinch.”

			The pit in my stomach grew larger. “That’s why Tanu watched me so closely.”

			And I had flinched, but not for the reason he likely suspected. I didn’t know her as my mother then, but I did feel a kinship with her. She was clipped. She was caged. She was the face of the future I didn’t want.

			“The Oracle was the one who managed to persuade the Elders that you weren’t involved in the hatchlings’ disappearance, and not all of them believe or trust her. She hasn’t been our Seer long enough to build rapport.”

			I hated the Elders, abhorred how they ruled and despised their depraved tests. I even loathed the votes they cast for and against as if their will was greater than Neera’s scale and the goddess was obsolete.

			That wasn’t true. Neera was involved in all of this somehow. It felt as if she’d dipped her hand down to drag it across the air, stirring it, lowering it further to brush the sea. And while sometimes she seemed too distant, there were times she was terrifyingly close.

			Tonight it seemed she was so near, the bolts she threw had barely left her hand.

			The General looked to the sky again, searching. Did he suspect he’d been followed? “Some of the Elders are leading a campaign of lies against the Oracle. They prey on her inexperience…”

			“They don’t fear Neera as they used to,” I told him.

			“That will be their undoing,” he quietly observed. “You and I both know she’s real and not one to be so casually trifled with.”

			“When will she make an example of their insolence?” I asked.

			His lips pinched. “I would imagine soon. Until then, remember what I said: trust no one and be wary of the sky.” With those final words, he nodded to Breaker, glared at Crest, and met my eyes just before he vaulted into the sky, streaking toward what used to be my home.
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CHAPTER

			forty

			Breaker dropped his eyes remorsefully to his feet, seeming ashamed. But why would any leader feel such contrition? He’d done what he thought was best, what anyone else would have, given the information he had. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you, Elira.”

			“Why would you inform me when you were warned I was a monster?” I hated it when my voice wavered. Hated that I’d ever trusted Aderyn. Or maybe I just hated that she was right and saw me for what I was when I hadn’t.

			She thought I was Scourge, too, because I’d always been exactly that. I’d fought for that title. To be the best by becoming the worst to my enemy.

			I turned to him. “I want my own tent. I can make it myself, and I’ll work to pay you back for the material. And I want my weapons back.” Breaker’s eyes flashed and he opened his mouth to protest. “They’re coming for me. I will pierce their hearts when they try.”

			As I stormed off into the night, I wasn’t careful of my steps. After all, it wouldn’t matter how sure each foothold was if I was struck from above. I hoped my father made it home safely and he wasn’t being watched. I wouldn’t put it past the Elders to spy on their General.

			Not only was there the obvious connection to me, but his other hatchlings had conveniently disappeared, too.

			Crest walked behind me. “Breaker will see that you have your own tent,” he told me as we neared his, stopping just outside under the cover of the treetops.

			“Good.”

			“Elira –”

			I held a hand up between us, unable to form words to convey how hurt I was. By him. By his brother. By Aderyn. Were her words any less damaging than Soraya’s stolen arrow tip? Was what she told them any less poisonous?

			“I know that what happened tonight was unexpected and unusual.” I tried to choose my words carefully. There was no point shedding my pain off onto him. “But we both know we aren’t lacunas in the traditional sense.”

			His brows kissed.

			“Breaker and Katalini love one another profoundly. We’ve known each other a handful of weeks and most of those days were drenched in the downpour of distrust and despair. There are things that can be overcome, but what I’ve done to your people isn’t one of them. I thought I knew it the day I woke here, but I didn’t. I didn’t truly know how deeply I’d scarred you all until the ceremony to honor your dead. There were so many arrows…” Most of them mine, I couldn’t say.

			I scrubbed a hand over my lips. My throat ached with unshed tears, but I knew I had to say it all tonight.

			“The Salt said that Talay made my shell fade, which means I was never meant to be here long. Whether I die soon or am reclaimed by Neera, I won’t be here with you. It’s best we prepare your people as much as we can before then, and it’s best we distance ourselves. What Talay made me feel tonight…” My voice trailed off and I struggled to meet his eyes again. “I can’t feel that way again, Crest.”

			“Why?” he demanded. “What was so wrong with it?”

			It wasn’t wrong at all. It was right. It was perfect. And it would all be snatched away whether I willed it or not.

			Crest claimed we would walk together toward a new future, one neither of us could quite imagine but one we might deserve. Couldn’t he see how many we would hurt if we took one more of those steps down the path together?

			I didn’t love him and he didn’t love me. But I respected him.

			I knew how much his people and family loved him.

			And I wanted him to have a lacuna and a love he deserved.

			I wanted him to survive the fight I could feel churning in my gut, the one I knew would descend upon him soon. One unlike any we’d fought before.

			Crest stood before me, his chest heaving, his heart pounding. And I knew that just because he heard Talay’s voice tonight, he would forsake Kehlani and even the sea that flowed through his heart and soul for me if I asked.

			I couldn’t ask that of him. I wouldn’t. So, I stepped inside his tent, picked up a split piece of wood, and hurled it into the coal pit. I moved to the bed and sat upon its edge, thrumming with too much energy and anger to even think about sleep.

			“I wish Katalini had never told you,” he said, crossing his arms as he stood before the fire. “It would’ve been easier for us both.”

			“And why should you bear such a heavy truth alone?” I snapped.

			He stared at me until I met his eyes. “I should bear it alone because it was my god that revealed you, who allowed you a shell and a place among us, and who carved you over my heart. It was my god who will take it all away. Why shouldn’t I bear his mark just like you bear Neera’s?” He looked as frustrated and angry as I felt.

			I’d never imagined I could truly carve out a life here, as if living a charmed life in a scene whittled into a stout piece of wood. But as the days passed and the distance between my former life and current situation spread, I forgot who and what ruled me: Time. Opportunity. The goddess and her distinguished scale.

			None of it stopped simply because I splashed into the ocean.

			Neera didn’t give me up just because Talay wanted me. If anything, his attention likely made her tighten her grip.

			“We can pretend tonight never happened,” he suggested. “You still need a guard until–”

			My laugh severed the thought spilling from his lips. “There’s no way in the sky or sea we could ignore the events of this night.”

			Crest stood and paced before the spreading fire in the pit, the warm light so brilliantly silken over his skin. “I need to speak to The Salt.” He took up a trident from the corner. At least he’d heeded The General’s warning. At least he knew war was coming. He paused near the door and stepped on a board that creaked. “Your things are hidden beneath this plank.”

			My lips parted. I hadn’t expected him to give them to me tonight.

			He didn’t insist I go with him. Striding across the room, he pushed the door open and stomped off into the night. I knew every inch of the path his feet would strike. Knew she wouldn’t turn him away no matter how tired she was. She would grab her bowl of shells and tell him what she could.

			Breaker might already be there with Katalini. The four of them could discuss what my father had told them.

			I moved across the inlaid wood floor to the creaking plank and pried it until the nails gave way and pulled from the frame below. In a small hollow was my bow with a loose string and my quiver. Thankfully, the string wasn’t damaged. I bent the wood and looped it onto its notch before pulling it tight to test the tension–which was perfect. I only needed arrows to fill my quiver.

			Crest returned alone, carrying a bundle of my people’s arrows beneath one of his arms, his trident gripped in his free hand. I half expected The Salt to appear with him.

			“This is my share of the sum. We’ll split it.”

			He didn’t look at me when he offered half. Didn’t look at me when I questioned him with my stare. But he knew the question perched on the tip of my tongue. Why?

			“We shouldn’t waste the arrows, or our time and energy making new ones when we have plenty. Besides, if a battle is imminent, I’d rather use on them what they’ve used on us.”

			Return the favor.

			I remembered the feeling of realizing that the arrows the people of the sea fired upon us the night I fell were fletched with Aderyn’s feathers. The only feathers they had access to were those from us or from birds. They couldn’t exactly use their scales as fletching.

			The tent flap opened and The Salt ducked inside, her neck laden with the shells of her forebears. Ash was smeared on her head and face and over the top of her hair. The moment she saw me, twin tears dragged through the soot, leaving trails of clean brown skin.

			I drew in a long, terrified breath, wondering why she looked like she’d walked through fire.

			“Your father, Elira,” her voice wobbled.

			My heart dropped. “He fell?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know.” More tears shed from her eyes. “I can’t see any farther than the closest cloud.”

			My wings flexed. Could they hold me?

			Crest was in front of me. “Please, Elira. Don’t try to fly yet. Your wings aren’t strong enough to withstand the wind.”

			If I was the first soul, could I not bend the Great Wind to my will? Could I not harness it with my power and insist that it drag me where I wished? I closed my eyes and begged it to gust and blow and rage. For the General, my father. And for me.

			But the wind remained as still as death.

			“You don’t know what they’ll do to him!” I cried, staring up at Crest, the indefatigable Shark of the Sea, wondering how either of us had survived one another and if there was any way we would now that everything was changing again.

			“He’s strong,” Crest said in reply, reaching up to cup my face but stopping short. I leaned in and let him brush my tears away.

			“He’s the strongest among us, and not nearly strong enough,” I whispered brokenly.

			“Elira,” The Salt softly said.

			I stepped away from Crest and turned to face her.

			She reached into her pocket and pulled out a cowrie.

			The faintest impression of blue wings remained, barely there, but the image had faded even further. She plucked another shell out. “This was your father’s. He wanted to make peace. Talay sent him a shell, too, so we would know his words were true and his intentions toward us were good.”

			My father’s cowrie looked much the same. A gray impression of outstretched wings, barely visible in the firelight. Suddenly, she cried out and dropped the shell.

			It clattered over the wooden floor and stopped beside Crest’s foot. He picked it up and held it out to me. The shell was now pale and smooth and the smoky wings that had just been there were completely gone.

			My eyes rose to The Salt’s red-rimmed ones. “Does that mean he’s dead?” I choked out.

			The Salt nodded once. “I’m sorry.”

			“Does Aderyn have a shell? Do my siblings?”

			She shook her head. “They do not.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“They live on the Isle, but among their own people, separate from Talay’s. They did not want a shell. Only a sliver of land to live upon.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

			She pressed her lips together, troubled, and worried her hands. “I asked you if you knew of the wingless and you said you didn’t, but we do. There is a small number who live on the far side of the Isle where the waters are more treacherous. We don’t swim there unless we must. They are quiet and keep to themselves. That is where Aderyn and the hatchlings have chosen to live.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “She knew of this settlement. Before she left Empyrean, she knew.”

			The Salt’s tears had finally stopped. “I suspect she did, but I don’t know for certain. She seemed familiar with one of the people there when we escorted her and the babes to the village.”

			How long had she been sneaking off to the sea without me knowing?

			“There is something else you should know,” The Salt ominously announced. “I saw a vision of you. You were on the Isle, jogging up a path that slithered up the side of the lushest of the Green Mountains. You were laughing and joyful…and Crest was running behind you.”

			That didn’t sound so bad.

			The Salt continued, “You had no wings. No blue gray feathers stretched from your back, but you were happy.” She turned to Crest. “I could see you both in my mind, clear as the dawning day.” Turning back to me, she added, “Elira, I plucked your shell from my bowl and your cowrie was sharp and detailed again.”

			“What does the vision mean?” Crest asked, hope once again flaring in his tone.

			“It’s a path, one of many that is available should you manage to find it. But you will have to fight to take it,” she stressed. “It will be difficult and dangerous, but it’ll be worth it.” The Salt pressed a hand to her chest. “I need to go. Talay is calling me to the shore.”

			“Not alone,” Crest insisted. “I’ll keep watch.” His trident at the ready, he lifted the door flap for her.

			“As will I,” I told her, gliding into the night with them.

			Crest ran ahead to make sure the shore was safe while I watched the sky, my bowstring tight and one of my arrows nocked.

			The Salt watched me from her periphery. “Are you going to ask me if I knew that Talay had revealed you in Crest’s skin?”

			“I assume you did.”

			She smiled. “Would you have wanted to know sooner?”

			I sighed. “I don’t know what to think or where this story ends.”

			The Salt nodded sagely, just as a wise Seer should. “If you skip to the ending, you miss all the best parts, the parts that make all the heartache and strife, all the pain and sorrow worth it. You have to traverse the darkest valleys to reach the highest peaks, Elira.”

			The dunes surrounded, then ushered us onto the shore where the water waxed dark, reflecting the sky and the hurt that stung my heart from within. The Salt knelt where the water lapped at her thighs and called out to Talay for his wisdom. For his guidance. For his help.

			She asked him to help Breaker and Crest, then asked him to help me.

			My heart felt like it might burst. I wasn’t worthy of the esteem in which she held me, but I wanted to be. I wanted to fight for the woman she thought I could one day be. For the future she envisioned. One of joy, not servitude.

			“I don’t love you,” Crest said as he came to stand beside me. His head swiveled my direction and he watched to see how I might react, listening for what I might say in reply.

			In the end, it was simple. “I don’t love you, either.”

			A smile tugged at his lips. “Good.”

			“Perfect.”

			“Now that that’s out of the way, we need to prepare,” he said.

			I nodded. “And fast.”

			“You feel it, too?”

			The smothering pressure of the sky bearing down on land and sea? “I certainly do.”

			In the distance, far out over the endless sea, the sky flashed with Empyrea–arcs of lightning and thunderous warning. I wondered if Neera from her lofty perch could see my scar flash with the same searing light, the same intensity. Because if she was prepared to fight for what she wanted, so was her first soul…

			I would fight the goddess and all she sent to claim me with her own fire. And they would lose.
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