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      The sun dipped behind the towering garden wall, backlighting the white stone, and Lena Tal’atta rubbed her arms at the sudden chill. The sky above was still bright, but shadows owned the Dautu gardens at the onset of evening. And as the sun fell, the city woke.

      All the better that she was hidden away in the gardens. Her cousin Mara was sure to be looking for her, but Lena was determined not to be found. 

      She’d finished her studies yesterday. 

      Her stomach churned.

      It had been her final excuse to avoid her unavoidable future. 

      A bird atop the wall warbled a few long notes, energized by the dropping temperature. It flitted to an arbor where Dautu’s gardeners had worked their magic. These plants never should have survived in the midst of the desert. But their will made it happen. The city was wealthy beyond measure. They could have whatever they desired, including gardens filled with exotic tropical fruits. 

      At least it added to someone’s happiness, Lena thought as she watched the bird hopping along the lofty branches. 

      What was she going to do? She may have completed her training according to her aunt and the long line of ancestors behind them, but she wasn’t ready for the next step. 

      They called it a gift. Two years ago, it had become a curse. And Lena couldn’t tell anyone. Who would believe what she saw in the visions? In all her study, she’d never heard of anything like what she saw. Aunt Aubi might not see it, but Lena wasn’t fit for the role she was meant to inherit. Her visions were madness. They were filled with the impossible. She dreaded them, dreaded discovering she was losing her mind, the visions affecting her sanity. It had happened before. Their line wasn’t immune to mental maladies, and their gift of sight could make it so hard to decide what was real and what was vision.

      She would have to face her aunt eventually. She should have confessed her weakness long ago. Aunt Aubi had asked what was wrong and Lena had claimed not to be sleeping well. That was the truth, but far from the entire truth.

      The rich, spicy aromas of the evening meal drifted from the kitchens a stone’s throw away. Her mouth watered, taunting her with the sure knowledge that she couldn’t hide in the gardens all night. 

      Lena turned toward the door, bracing herself to face what came next. A familiar birdsong stopped her feet and she looked for the small gray bird with the orange stripes on its cheeks and wings – it was one of her favorites. Ah! There it was among the broad leaves of a fig tree. 

      Lena smiled. “Hello, little one,” she whispered.

      And then it hit, and she stumbled, gasping. She found herself on her knees and gripped her head as the scream threatened to tear from her lungs. Oh no, please, not now.

      She shouldn’t fight the visions. It only made them hurt worse.

      She sagged and looked skyward, unseeing even as she saw.

      A white stone room to rival any in Dautu in grandeur. Bright sunlight spilled through wide windows. Three people, one of them seated near the windows, shrouded in light. The other pair, a man and a woman dressed in white, held hands and moved toward the light.

      “I have heard your news already and you are lucky I love you well. I should reclaim your lands at the very least for the transgression you’ve allowed.” The low voice belonged to a female. An angry female.

      The man spoke, his head bowed. “Your Highness, were it in our power we would find the insurgent. We would deal with him for you.” 

      “But such is not in your power, is it?” The figure rose and walked toward the couple, who still clung to one another. Her silver gown flowed like a waterfall as she moved. “So why do you suggest it? Do you believe I’ll send my guard to do your bidding?” 

      “No, of course you will do as you will—” 

      “Yes. Of course.” The tall woman sighed and broke eye contact with the man. She turned back toward the window and a shadow at her shoulders followed her as she returned to her seat. A shadow in the shape of gleaming wings, folded tightly to her back. “And yet it is lost. After your oversight, I must do something.”

      The man kept his head bowed, the woman alongside him looking as though she’d like to disappear. 

      “You may leave for now, but I am not finished with the two of you yet. I must think of a punishment that befits your stupidity. My steward will give you the letter of my law in due time.”

      Chastened, the couple retreated, wisps of sheer white flowering at their backs as they turned – translucent wings that seemed to wilt under the glower of the queen as they hurried away.

      The tall woman with the dark wings stared after them, her anger unsatisfied, broiling under a barely calm facade. Her eyes widened just slightly, and she lifted her eyes to meet Lena’s gaze, though that wasn’t possible. 

      “You again. I don’t believe I invited you into my throne room.” She clapped sharply and said, “Be gone.”

      Lena came to on her back, staring up at the darkening sky. Her muscles felt stiff, like she’d been gripping too tightly as the vision took over her senses. 

      Winged people.

      Again.

      And the dark-winged queen had seemed to see her. Had spoken directly to her and banished her.

      Again.

      This time Lena had sensed more amusement, whereas last time – the first time – the queen of the white palace had been alarmed, pure and simple. Lena could tell from her reaction that this wasn’t a usual occurrence, having spies listen in to her conversations through visions.

      Lena didn’t want to be a spy. She wasn’t trying to listen in.

      She lay on her back and tried not to think of the questions that had begun to haunt her a few weeks ago. Where was that palace of light and its dark queen? Did the winged people really exist?

      No one would believe these visions were true. Not even her esteemed aunt. Yet the queen spoke directly to her and banished her, abruptly severing the vision in a way that shouldn’t be possible either. For the second time. She, at least, was on all evidence real. 

      If Lena was to trust her own mind, she had to trust that the throne room she’d just been ejected from was a real place. And if it was real, then every other impossible thing she’d seen deserved a reevaluation. 

      She quickly rejected that thought, because of course some things she’d seen just couldn’t be. They were hopeful fantasies, girlish dreams.

      But the question nagged… How could she, alone with all the strangeness she saw, tell the difference between possible and impossible? 

      This was exactly why she couldn’t do what everyone expected of her. These questions about her visions must be answered before she’d ever be confident enough to serve. She could not be Dautu’s Seer now. It wasn’t possible.

      But how in the world would she ever convince her aunt that it was the wrong course for all of them?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The first floor of the inn smelled like home, or as close as Bryce Valios had ever really come to one. Bryce nodded at the innkeeper, Thomas, and made his way across the room, past the fire roaring in the huge hearth at its center. He could feel the energy pouring off the blaze; it renewed his flagging reserves and put a bounce in his step. 

      He spotted Rush in their usual booth, her face in shadow as she lifted her mug of ale to drink. It sloshed a bit, full to the brim, so she couldn’t have been seated for long.

      She leaned into the flickering firelight. “Hello friend. Fancy meeting you here.”

      “I’m only two minutes late. Lay off.” He sat and stretched his long legs under the table. He’d put the Beta team through a fierce set of drills this afternoon. His back and legs were aching, the familiar weariness suffusing his muscles reminding him all was right in his world.

      Thomas arrived with a large mug of ale and a fresh one for Rush, who grinned her appreciation and took another long pull from the first.

      Bryce eyed her, from the light in her eye to the tapping fingers of her left hand. “You’re edgy. What’s up?”

      “I’ve been thinking.” She straightened, shadow falling over her face again. “I’ve been here a while, yeah?”

      He nodded, honestly a bit more focused on the crisp tang of the first splash of ale hitting his tongue than he was on her words.

      She kicked him under the table. 

      Bryce winced. “What the hell was that for?”

      “I’ve been here a while, yeah?”

      He grimaced, trying to figure out what answer would keep him from getting kicked again. “Sure. Half a year or so.”

      “So, when do I get initiated to all the secrets bound up in this place – inside those walls?” She gave a vague gesture to the outdoors. Any direction would have worked. The walls surrounded the entire castle and the village. 

      “This again?” Bryce sighed heavily. Now his leg ached, and it hadn’t even been for anything interesting. “Look, kid. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      “Like you have all the answers. What I want you to tell me is, who does have the answers?”

      “The answers to what?” Next time they would have to meet over breakfast, not at the end of a long, physically intense day. Bryce was ready to let his mind drift, to enjoy the sensation of the fire-heated air against his skin. To enjoy his goddamn ale. “I’m beginning to regret this little meeting.”

      She grinned at him. “No, you don’t. And don’t try to change the subject. I need to know how to get through the charm on the walls.”

      Bryce pushed his drink aside as he scanned the main room of the inn, taking stock of who was here and who might have heard her say such a fool thing. Then he gave her a long, cold look. “What answer do you keep getting about this, Rush?” 

      “That you can’t pass the walls and there’s no use trying.” Her tone said she’d been trying anyway and dripped with disappointment that she hadn’t managed the feat he’d told her a dozen times was impossible.

      “You can pass the walls. For all of a couple steps before you’re back facing the stones again.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t make any sense. Look, Bryce, I have to do this. I have to get out there—”

      He shook his head with some violence. “There’s nothing you need out there. Unless Sam is right about you and you came to Aeon with some sort of secret you’re still hiding from us.”

      She fidgeted with her mug. The thing was, Bryce knew she had secrets. He didn’t care. He just didn’t want to talk about the goddamn walls tonight. It was a useless damn topic and he didn’t understand her fascination.

      “I just saw Sam earlier. He needed stitches. Again.”

      Bryce glanced at her hands, still fidgeting, and wished he could see her face, but it was still in shadow. Was her voice so tight because he’d forced an end to that other conversation, or at the mention of Samuel Saxum? He gave her a knowing grin and shifted just in time to avoid her next kick.

      “You did the stitching? He must have loved that.”

      “He took it like a Bedrock man; just set his jaw and went all stoic.” The words might have been praise, but she spoke them sourly. For Bryce’s part, he would still wager these two would eventually hook up. He was dense as a fence post about these things and even he could feel the tension between them. Sam seemed to think it was a great thing they were both from Bedrock. Rush seemed to feel the opposite.

      “What did he need stitched?” Bryce murmured, deftly dodging another of Rush’s kicks.

      “Just his forearm. Won’t even scar, I don’t think. But he’ll have to keep it clean and I don’t put it past the brute to return with an infection just to see me.”

      “He might actually do that.” Bryce grinned. 

      Rush leaned into the light, her lips twisted in a sour expression that matched her tone. She seriously had a thing for Sam, and she didn’t even know it. Or she was too foolish to give in to what she obviously wanted, which was a huge mistake. It’s not like the right partner came up all the time. Sometimes they never came at all.

      But he was going to keep his mouth shut about all that right now. What did he know about love anyway?

      “I ever tell you I used to stitch up wounds, too?” He wasn’t even sure why he said it. Just the first thing to occur to him was all.

      She pinned him with a long stare. Then she took another slow pull from her drink, eyes drifting around the inn. When she’d completed her circuit of the room and her eyes were back on him, they’d lost none of their intensity. “When was this?”

      Bryce leaned back, shifting his legs, and crossed his arms behind his head. “Back home. A long time ago.”

      She smirked. “Yeah. I doubt you’d have the knack anymore if it’s been that long.”

      The little twerp. “Hey. I could easily pick it up again. And nobody asked for your opinion, Rush.”

      “Oh, they all ask for my opinion, Bryce.”

      Good god did he need another ale. 

      Thomas seemed to read his mind and appeared at his left elbow, setting the tankard down in front of him. He scooped the two empties off the table and disappeared without a single word. 

      Right now, Bryce would prefer that sort of company.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure we won’t be seen?” Bryce glared at Rush. She was too happy about this fool’s errand. The night was sure to end in disaster.

      Rush waved a hand like she could erase his concerns and reached for the infirmary door. “Don’t worry about it. We’re here after hours and there’s no one sleeping here tonight. I had last shift; I should know.”

      Sure enough, the infirmary stood empty, a low light from under the far counter the only source of illumination.

      Right about now Bryce was regretting the conversation they’d continued over that second ale. Rush had been distracted from the wall and all of Aeon’s mysteries, and that had suited him fine at the time. But Rush had a way of getting around to the things she wanted to know, and instead of letting it drop, she’d turned that razor-sharp focus on him. And he found himself telling her about Vale, about what he’d been learning when it was all interrupted by the fear of his gift.

      “You said you want to learn. What’s stopping us?” She darted a glance his direction, then crossed the room to turn on more lights. “I don’t know why you feel so secretive about it. No one would care.”

      He grunted in response. She had no idea what Alpha Corps warriors would say about his desire to learn the Healers’ trade. They would call him soft. And he probably had gone soft in the head, admitting this long-held fascination to Rush over drinks at the inn.

      She dove in headfirst, of course. There was a reason she carried that nickname so proudly. It struck him as vaguely ridiculous that her true name was Patience.

      His gaze traveled the brightened space, sharpened by curiosity. He’d been here a hundred times, either as a patient or checking up on a friend. His job was to put his body and his magic between any of the thirteen worlds and the portals in the Crossings, below Aeon Castle. He and his friends got hurt a lot.

      He’d never taken the time to look around the infirmary. He’d purposely avoided all thought of developing his healing skills, until a recent mission to Bastion when Ruby had almost died. Now he was starting to wonder if he had any right not to learn more. If she’d been really hurt and June hadn’t been there, it would have been down to him. When he was a child, he’d been training with a healer in his home world of Vale. That had been before the fire, before the exile. 

      Before his power took over his life.

      He shrugged off the dreary thought. 

      “So...you have some experience with the trade.” 

      “Yeah. I can stitch a wound and treat a fever, and I have a vast array of bandaging experience. That’s about it.”

      “It’s a good start. Let’s go over supplies. If ever you need them, you know you can access basic supplies here by just asking Master Alberta or June.” 

      “We have stocks in the Alcove, too.” Get a couple dozen Alpha Corps warriors sparring, and things often got out of hand. That was the trouble with keeping a fighting force enclosed in a castle and seeing too little action for their taste. They had energy to spare, and men to spare, too.

      “Of course,” Rush said with a nod. “The first step of our apprenticeship is learning to stock all the basic ointments, salves, and tinctures. Learning to trim bandages, helping with the cleaning and washing, that’s all up to us.”

      The clock ticked steadily toward midnight as Rush did her best to rekindle his love of the healing craft. She might have been more successful after he got some sleep than after that ale. He had to get downstairs first thing tomorrow to supervise the Beta Corps guards at the Crossings. He shouldn’t be here at all; this was all Rush’s idea.

      “You should sign on for a shift here if you really want to learn,” Rush said. “Master Alberta is...well, she’s a master, isn’t she? She can diagnose just about any condition, including a whole lot about magic going awry. Her patients are always raving about her.”

      “There’s no way I’m putting myself at Master Alberta’s beck and call.” Bryce smiled ruefully. “But she is a renowned Healer and we’re all lucky she’s here.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first to cross between roles, you know. June has been helping Alpha Corps and she’s a Healer. Henry’s a Scholar, but he uses his skills in the field with you all, too.”

      Bryce shook his head. “You’re missing the subtext. Those two are pressing boundaries. What they’re doing isn’t commonly accepted in Aeon Society.”

      “But they’re doing it anyway. And when I got here, they were happy to continue the training I’d started at home. Why wouldn’t they do the same for you?”

      “I didn’t plan to get into this tonight. You share the smallest secret...” Bryce didn’t mean for the growl to creep into his voice, but rather than taking offense, Rush looked intrigued. “Look, if I’m going to subject myself to ridicule for wanting to fix people up instead of break them down, I’d better be damned sure of it.”

      She looked thoughtful as she turned out the light and opened the door. A rustling in the hall drew both their notice. A figure in a dark cloak had just ducked into the stairwell. They seemed to be moving quickly. Almost as if they wanted to avoid them.

      “What’s that about?” Rush whispered.

      “About to find out,” Bryce answered, moving on near-silent feet toward the stairwell. He could hear the steps moving upward. He’d wager they passed the third-floor landing, which meant they were either headed to the fourth floor, quarters of many of the Alpha Corps warriors, or the ramparts. 

      “Who was that?”

      Bryce peered over his shoulder at her. “Are you still here? You should get to bed, Rush.”

      “Hell no. You follow him and I follow you. That’s the plan.”

      He shook his head, but he wasn’t going to waste any more time arguing. He put a finger to his lips as they started up the stairs. There wasn’t time to tell her that was an Adept they’d seen. The magical core of the Aeon Society, the Adepts kept to themselves. They hoarded arcane knowledge like treasure. Funny enough, if Rush wanted to know how to get through the walls, these were the fellows to ask. But he wasn’t going to volunteer that bit of information. What concerned him now was that scurrying around corners was not the Adepts’ way.  

      If he’d been smart, he’d be in bed right now, getting some well-deserved sleep. He wasn’t smart, so here he was, skulking around the castle to check up on an Adept who likely outranked him by far in their way of measuring things.

      But that dodge into the stairwell had raised an internal alarm he was trained not to ignore. 

      They reached the third-floor landing. He strained to hear what was happening above them. There was only the whistle of wind, but that was enough. Someone had opened the door onto the ramparts.

      He didn’t bother to communicate with Rush; he knew she was following closely.

      At the top of the stairs, they entered a short hall. He couldn’t see beyond the door at its end. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Flame threatened to crackle to life in his palms and he took a deep breath, focused on the magic dissipating into the air around him. There was something off here, a charge to the air he wasn’t accustomed to.

      He nudged the door open with his elbow and toe, as quietly as possible. Rush stood directly behind him. Voices lifted, turned thready by the wind. He couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but there were definitely two of them. If he opened the door any further, they’d surely be noticed.

      “Good time for a spyglass,” Rush whispered.

      “Yeah, but that’s not something I carry in the castle.”

      Rush poked a hard object into his side. “You’re so lucky to have me.”

      He grinned and grabbed it from her, threading the glass through the small opening and turning it to find the figures he knew stood on the ramparts.

      His breath caught and he fumbled the glass, snatching it as it fell and grinding his teeth as he strained to hear whether he’d just blown it.

      Because he didn’t want to be noticed now. He didn’t want anything to do with what he’d seen out there.

      “Selestian,” he said, his voice hollow in his ears. Adrenaline pumped through his system and his heartbeat thudded, drowning out the voices outside.

      “No way!” Rush shoved him aside and scooped the spyglass from his hand. She operated the thing like she’d been doing it all her life – which maybe she had since where she came from, they all lived in underground warrens with tunnels and subterranean rivers and fire-breathing lizards. 

      Rush sucked in a breath and turned stunned eyes his direction. “What the hell, Bryce? What did we stumble on here?” She turned back to the glass and then slapped his wrist blindly. “Shit. They’re coming this way.”

      He looked around but there was nowhere to hide. Trained warrior that he was, his impulse now was to run, and he wasn’t proud of it.

      “Wait, they stopped.”

      The voices were closer now. “...keep an eye out. She’ll be arriving soon. You’ll be interested in her. She has the pedigree. Her family is very powerful.”

      “And she’s coming to Aeon? You’re arranging that?”

      “Queen Zuriel has sent her guard. But they’ll arrive in the normal fashion. You’ll have to watch. She might not come to Aeon under her own power.”

      Bryce leaned closer to get a view of what was happening. His stomach lurched again at the sight of the Selestian. He could be no other sort. Selestians were the only people with wings he’d ever heard of. Wings, raven-dark and shining, folded tight to his back. Perfectly capable of flight. Their span was greater than Bryce was tall. 

      “She doesn’t want to be here?” the Adept asked.

      “The girl doesn’t know what she wants. Queen Zuriel needs to know the sanctity of her private communications is intact. That’s your job. Make sure the girl can’t disturb us again.”

      “How will we—”

      The man’s inky black wings lifted threateningly behind him. “That is none of our concern. You know we must do everything in our power to ensure…” His voice faded as he turned from the doorway and the two men paced away from the doorway where they crouched.

      At the other end of the walkway they paused again. The Selestian made a jabbing motion and shook his finger at the Adept. And then he took a single step and launched himself skyward, wings beating the air into a furious wind. He flew straight up, where clouds had gathered, and a sudden brilliant flash of lightning seemed to absorb him, for when it faded, he was gone.

      The Adept turned their direction. He walked toward them, seeming deep in thought.

      Rush yanked the spyglass back through the opening. “Let’s go.”

      Bryce’s mind buzzed with what he’d just seen. “I’ve got to find Roz.”

      Short night of sleep or not, the commander had to hear about this.
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      Tearing another dress from the wardrobe, Lena carefully folded it into as small a bundle as she could manage. A raspy sob tore from her throat as she thrust the garment into her bag. She could fit maybe two more dresses if she wanted anything else to wear on the road. And she’d have to trade this finery for something more common soon or she’d make herself a target, traveling alone as she had to do.

      She’d never been outside of Dautu without an escort.

      But she had little choice now. Either sit tight, take the reins as Dautu’s seer and await the retribution of the winged beings, or flee. 

      Had the dark queen meant her harm?

      She couldn’t be sure. She might just be losing her mind.

      One couldn’t take the visions as a given. At times they showed true, but there was no way to ensure when those times were. If they showed a mere possibility, the path may rest on a choice, but which choice remained a mystery.

      The visions were maddening in their specificity. She knew how convincing they could be, even when what they showed was the mere glimmer of possibility. And yet they seduced her. She wanted to see...yet the thought of how her family and people would depend on her visions, on her interpretations, still terrified her after all these years of training.

      She frowned as she yanked another dress from its place in the wardrobe, this one a rich shade of blue that bordered on indigo. She held it for a moment, then carefully hung it up again. The road would ruin the beautiful cloth, and that seemed a shame. She pulled a tan-colored linen shift out and folded it quickly, placing it next to the other. She chose another mild shade and moved on to pack the other things she’d need.

      A knock sounded at the door and Lena looked up.

      She’d taken too long. 

      Quietly, she closed the bag and set it on the floor next to her bed, out of sight from the doorway.

      Steeling herself to meet the interloper, she opened the door, trying for a mild expression. She wouldn’t be swayed from her course, no matter who she had to distract in the meantime.

      “Ah, there you are Lena. You missed breakfast.” Aunt Aubi stared over Lena’s shoulder, her gaze sweeping across the room as Lena had known it would. She breathed a small, satisfied sigh. Foresight was good for something.

      “I was resting. I’m not feeling very well.” Lena tried to make herself small, though she knew her energy must speak volumes. She felt like she might buzz out of her skin with the need to act. She had to get out of this place before the winged people came. Somehow, she knew they would come. She’d seen it in the dark queen’s eyes.

      And she didn’t want to know what they’d do when they got here. If she was gone, maybe they would spare the rest of Dautu.

      Aunt Aubi peered into her eyes, her expression shrewd. “No more excuses, Lena.” She stepped into the room and walked to the small table, pulling a packet of food from the bag she carried and arranging it there. “Sit. Eat. We have a lot to talk about.”

      Lena clenched her jaw. But her stomach betrayed her with a loud rumble that even old Aunt Aubi could hear from across the room. The Seer smirked at her and Lena gave in. She had to eat sometime.

      At least Aunt Aubi knew her taste. Her elder took the seat beside her as Lena dug in, and she gave her peace while she ate her breakfast.

      But Lena knew it wouldn’t last.

      Sure enough, as soon as she’d consumed the last bite and folded the packet, her aunt launched in. “You know it is time. Dautu has waited long enough. We will announce you as my successor at the midsummer festival.”

      Lena shrank back and Aunt Aubi’s eyes grew fierce. “I can’t do it. I have tried to tell you...I can’t make heads or tails of my visions. I don’t even feel they’re of this world most of the time. Can’t you see—”

      Aunt Aubi jerked back, her eyes wide. Her mouth moved for a long moment before she ground out, “There is no other choice. You have prepared for this since you were eight years old. If you don’t replace me, who will?”

      The question hung between them, as it always had. And no matter how long she pondered it, this was a question Lena couldn’t answer. She was supposed to follow her aunt in this honored role. It was more than an empty expectation. Her blood carried the power, and as Aunt Aubi reminded her, there was no one else to take her place.

      Someday her descendants would follow as Seers in their own time. She must produce heirs if the blood, and the gift, was to remain in this world.

      So, she had that to carry, too. 

      “What if I’m going mad? What if I can only see mixed up tales that are the product of my own deluded mind?”

       Her aunt softened. “Where is this all coming from?” she asked, placing a hand on Lena’s shoulder. 

      Lena gulped back a sob. “I see such strange things…”

      Aunt Aubi nodded. “Of course. I also see random events I can’t account for.” She looked straight in Lena’s eyes. “I also see what I fear most.”

      Lena didn’t have to ask what that was. It was her greatest fear, too. It was what she tried to avoid. A crazy person shouldn’t take on this task.

      “Have you ever seen people with wings?” Lena gestured toward her back. “Wings that are translucent, almost like shadows. I saw them for the second time last night.”

      Her aunt’s shoulders stiffened and Lena knew she’d hit a nerve. “That’s one thing I haven’t seen,” she said evenly. 

      “Well,” Lena said with a savage smile, “that’s not even the strangest thing I’ve seen this month.” She thought of the man on fire. The man who haunted her visions, waking and dreaming. The man she felt she knew in ways that simply weren’t possible. The man she wanted to know with a ferocity that bordered on obsession.

      She stood, unable to contain herself in her seat any longer. Her chamber didn’t allow enough room for pacing, but this wasn’t a conversation they could take to the gardens. 

      She had to face her fears.

      As she turned toward Aunt Aubi, another knock came at her chamber door.

      Eyes wide, they looked at each other for a long, silent moment. It might have been comical if the air between them hadn’t been so strained. 

      Lena opened the door, tilting her head to see around it before this new visitor gained access to her personal space. 

      Levi, a palace guard she knew well, stood at attention. Lena noted the fear stark on his face.

      Behind him stood a tall, fierce-looking man with white wings.
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      “And then he just disappeared?” Roz looked like she hadn’t been to bed yet either. They’d come straight to her rooms and found her lamp still lit. Now she ground one fist into her open palm. “All traffic is supposed to flow through the Crossings. How long have the Adepts been meeting the Selestians covertly?”

      “I don’t like this.” Caleb shifted his stance, frowning like he’d slept late and missed all the bacon at breakfast. “If you spotted him going to the meeting and they were already talking when you arrived, it was prearranged. That suggests close communication. We have no way to know how new the arrangement is. But in this case, they seemed to be both warning the Adepts and asking for help. Nope, I don’t like this at all.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “You were born suspicious, Caleb.”

      “That’s not true,” he sulked. But the frown didn’t lift.

      Ruby turned to Roz. “And the Masters don’t know anything about this arrangement with the Selestians? The rampart access?”

      “I didn’t know anything about it.” She shook her head. “I have to say, some of my fellow Masters may have known. There are those I trust less than others.”

      “They didn’t seem like this was the first time they met,” Bryce said. “There were no niceties. They didn’t have time for all that before we got there.”

      “Who’s we?” Roz glared at him.

      “I was there,” Rush spoke up from the back of the room. “That’s why we were able to see what was happening.” She pulled the spyglass from her satchel.  

      Ruby lifted it from her hand and studied it. “Huh. Clever.”

      “Ah, great,” the commander said. “So now we have one clever apprentice Healer involved in Alpha Corps business.” 

      “Come on.” Samuel straightened, lifting his chin toward Ruby. “She and I will both vouch for Rush. She’s good.”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah, Rush is good, like Sam says. She’s friends with most of us.”

      “It wasn’t just the way the Selestian arrived. It’s what he was saying.” Bryce wasn’t waiting any longer to be invited to sit – he sank onto a bench in the middle of the room. “Something about a power they’d be interested in, a girl about to arrive in Aeon any day. They said it was arranged by Queen Zuriel and she might not arrive under her own power.”

      Ruby grimaced. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “But she will arrive through the Crossings – that they were clear about. They seemed to be concerned about getting close to her when she’ll be arriving in our realm.”

      Rush nodded. “It sounded like she might not have a choice in the matter. We have no way to know how she’ll take that.”

      “Okay, enough with the ‘we’, Rush,” Roz said. “My advice is for you to head to bed and catch up with us tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, that
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