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        There is no chance, no destiny, no fate that can hinder or control the firm resolve of a determined soul.

        Ella Wheeler Wilcox
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      A sunrise is proof of new days and second chances. And if I ever needed a reminder of that, it’s today.

      I stand on the edge of the crumbling sidewalk outside the Black Vault safe house, taking in the gradual shift of the sky’s colors—from pale yellow on the cloud’s underbellies to soft blue as the sun climbs incrementally higher. Then just a little higher, as if it knows where it’s going, but also knows it doesn’t need to get there all at once.

      I could hardly sleep after we returned from retrieving the tears from Gwynn’s room at the Triad Palace. Part of me can hardly believe that really happened only one night before.

      My gaze drifts beyond the lonely road to where Mt. Rhine is visible. Gwynn was taken by the sirens, and I know what awaits her at their mountain:

      A life of frozen solitude, an eternity of stone.

      I’m sad that she’s so far gone. That she brought such a calamity upon herself.

      Rubbing the chill away from my arms, I exhale through my nose. So many cares clamber for my attention in the morning’s stillness—but there’s nothing I can do for her now. I tried. I gave it everything I had. But she’s gone.

      It’s time to shift my focus. Perhaps that’s why, out here in the fresh, brisk morning, the reality of my destiny weighs twice as much as the tears in my pocket.

      I am Ithillian.

      Solomus explained it to me the night before. It’s why my magic never Torrented until recently on my eighteenth birthday less than a month ago. It’s why I am able to wield siren Song without becoming a siren; why I caught on to Talon’s fighting instructions so quickly; why I’m able to brandish fire the way a wizard can.

      I am the Ithillian race reborn. One born of many.

      The door bangs shut behind me, jarring me from the pressure of my thoughts. Talon makes his quiet way toward me.

      He’s wearing black today—black shirt that hugs his broad shoulders in a way I like all too much, black pants that emphasize his long legs.

      Only he can move with such soundless strides, and the mere thought of his approach cinches my stomach into a tight wad—especially considering the promise I made to myself.

      That I’m going to fight for him.

      I don’t know exactly how I’m going to do that, yet. I need more information about the parameters of his bond to Shasa before I can figure out how to break it. But the nearer he draws, the way he makes my entire body come to life just knowing that he’s close, only cements that resolve.

      He’s mine.

      “Here you are,” he says as if he was looking for me. “You okay?”

      His damp hair falls into his eyes, and the scent of soap wafts from him. One other trait is noticeable—the dark circles below his eyes.

      Something is troubling him, yet he’s asking if I’m okay? High marks.

      “Yeah,” I say, hugging my torso and staring at Mt. Rhine’s peak in the distance. “It’s just hard to believe Gwynn’s gone. You all tried to convince me of that—and I didn’t want to believe it.”

      “You cared a lot about her.”

      “I did.”

      I bring my gaze to his, losing myself in the jade color of his irises and the flecks of blue and gold around his pupils.

      “Is that all that’s bothering you?” he says, taking a step closer.

      Heat radiates from his body. Unanswered tension fluctuates the air between us, and call me crazy, but I can sense his desire to put his arms around me. Maybe because the unspoken desire answers the call of my own longing.

      I hug myself tighter, fighting the urge.

      “I have a few things I need to figure out.”

      There’s nothing else to say, really. Not when he doesn’t yet know what I am. I’m not even sure of what I am.

      I want to tell him of Solomus’s revelation. But I need to find the words—and with the tension clenching in his jaw and the agitation rippling from him, now isn’t the time.

      “What about you?” I ask. “You look tired.”

      He inhales and turns away from me, looking in the opposite direction of the siren’s mountain. Looking toward Valadir.

      “My family is out there,” he says as the hardened mask he wore when we first met slips into place over his expression. “They’re on their way to Valadir.”

      “And?” I prod.

      He can’t really feel as calm as he’s acting.

      Sure enough, a trace of conflict mars his expression. “And we can’t stay here much longer. I have to face them. It’s why I came out to find you.”

      My heart lurches. I’ve known we’ll have to say goodbye sooner or later. He’s not saying it now, is he?

      I want to tell him it will be okay. I want to encourage him, to let him know he can handle whatever they throw his way. I want to promise him I’ll find a way for us to be together.

      But I can’t imagine how hard this must be for him.

      “I’ll be there with you,” I say, wanting to let him know that I care. To let him know I’m not ready to let him go just yet. “I’ll help you in any way I can.”

      His lips press into the smallest and saddest of smiles. “Thank you. The others are inside, waiting to discuss next steps. Are you coming?”

      Nodding, I turn away to bid Gwynn a quiet, final farewell, calling to her from this distance, from the clouds, the waking sunlight, the tips of the mountains, and the edge of the ocean.

      And then I follow Talon back inside the safe house.

      The whole crew is gathered in the front room, immersed in heavy conversation. Ren, Shasa, and Jomeini sit on the couch in front of the window. Solomus hovers near the stair railing, looming like an old owl with careworn eyes.

      Zeke and Ayso have dragged chairs in from the kitchen and sit near the fireplace, and Warwick Cunningham stands like an outsider across from them by the door.

      I haven’t spoken to Warwick much since we rescued him from Gwynn’s clutches. The truth is, once we made it back to the safe house, he was just as exhausted as I was. I fell asleep pretty quickly.

      A real, restful sleep—not the dream-walking version.

      “The Feihrian army will be at Valadir’s borders by nightfall,” Shasa says, brushing her raven-black curls from her shoulders. This morning, she wears a gray tunic that hangs over a pair of black, skintight pants.

      “We have to do something.” Talon props himself against the wall a few feet away from Warwick.

      Talon’s blond hair and tall, broad build contrast Warwick’s darker hair and stocky, stout height. He’s several inches shorter than Talon and though he’s nowhere near as good-looking, he still has handsome features and a soft beard hugging his jawline.

      “Tyrus lured them out of Feihria using me as bait,” Talon continues. “He has machines that can steal people’s magic and shrink them into jewel-sized captives. He’s after our homeland. I have a hard time believing he’s standing by, waiting for the army to arrive.”

      “But we broke those machines,” Ren argues from his spot on the couch.

      “I’m sure Tyrus already has them up and running again. All we did was create a minor setback,” Warwick argues.

      He would know. He helped build them.

      A rock wedges in the center of my chest. After everything we did, it hasn’t slowed Tyrus at all.

      “You think it’s a diversion?” Shasa sits forward and rests her fists on her knees.

      Talon crosses his arms over his chest and stares at a spot on the floor.

      “I’ve been up all night thinking about it. It’s the only thing that makes sense,” he says. “Tyrus doesn’t really want to fight the Feihrian army—and he sure as salt doesn’t care about avenging his father. He’s luring them out so that attacking the homeland will be easier. Divide and conquer.

      “If we don’t do something, they’re all going to end up as part of the Arcaian army’s national jewelry collection. We have to warn them.”

      “Call him,” Shasa says.

      Like it’s that simple.

      It’s anything but simple. I can see how nervous this makes him. No wonder he looks like he’s been up all night—he probably has been agonizing about this.

      Talon inhales. His mouth tightens. He doesn’t respond to her.

      From what he told me, Shasa claimed that his father hates him for helping the Arcs, for giving them Feihrian secrets. It can’t be easy to think of calling him, as if none of that exists between them. But he pulls his aud from his pocket, and his hands flares with lustrous magic.

      “Unless you want me to,” Shasa says, reaching for her aud.

      “I got it.” Talon’s tone brooks no argument.

      He holds the aud to his ear. His brow creases.

      Seconds pass, and then he looks at the device as though he’s never seen one before.

      Shasa leans forward, and Zeke pulls his aud from a cargo pocket of his pants to check it as well. Ren copies, flaring magic along his hands to power his own device before staring at it like an enigma.

      “It’s not working?” I ask.

      “Neither is mine,” says Ren after a few moments, the magic in his hands fading out. “How is that possible?”

      Warwick clears his throat. His mahogany hair tufts over his ears, but the beard around his jaw and mouth is shapely and trimmed.

      “Magitech is a blend of technology powered by signals directed through towers,” he says. “It is then fueled by the magic in a person’s bonestream. If the towers are down, it won’t matter how much magic you feed the device. It won’t work.”

      I cross the room and perch on the armrest beside Ren. The sensation of rope slipping from my fingers, of freefalling, comes all too rapidly.

      “Why would the towers be down? Is that something Tyrus has control of?” I ask.

      “Yes,” says Ren. “He has access to it, anyway.”

      The side of Talon’s jaw clenches. He taps the aud against his leg. “He’s leading them into a trap, I know it. If communications are down, we need to intercept my father and warn him.”

      He takes a step toward the couch. “Jomeini, can you Transey us there?”

      Sitting in the middle between Ren and Shasa, Jomeini lifts her head. Thick, black curls spiral down to her shoulders. “I—I can get you there.”

      “And then get me to Feihria, as quickly as possible,” Talon adds. “Tyrus must be heading there now. If he’s cut communication, he doesn’t want word spreading once the Feihrians figure that out.”

      “You mean go with you?” Jomeini asks, fear in her voice. “In the middle of a battle?”

      She peers one way and then the other as if hoping either Ren or Shasa will interfere in her behalf.

      “We could use your help,” I say, hoping to encourage her.

      Because I hope it goes without saying—but where Talon goes, I go. If he’s going to warn his people, then I’ll be right there with him.

      Jomeini sinks farther back into the couch. “I want to go home.”

      I glance at Solomus. He smiles in approval. Apparently, he thinks Valadir is the right place for Jomeini, too.

      Her dark eyes glaze over, as though she’s seeing things that aren’t there. Shasa puts an arm around Jomeini’s shoulder, directing a glare at the rest of us as though we’re all going to attack the Maiden Wizard any second.

      Ren clears his throat. “I think you’re asking too much of Jomeini. She’s only fifteen—she’s been through a lot.”

      The gratitude on Shasa’s face is so sincere, I’m taken aback. Aside from the apology she gave me last night, I’ve never seen the fiery girl with her guard down like that.

      Ren ducks his head, but I catch the pleasure in his slight smile.

      I fight my disappointment. Jomeini is next in line to rule Itharia; she could vouch for Talon to his people. And her bleakfire could definitely do some damage. But Ren’s right—even if he was just trying to impress Shasa.

      Jomeini’s too young and inexperienced for us to drag her into battle.

      Talon’s green eyes flick between Shasa and Ren for a moment. I wonder if he knows how they feel about each other. Neither has said anything specific to me, but even a blind person couldn’t mistake the growing closeness between them.

      “All right,” he says, holding up a placating hand. “You don’t have to go, Jo. But if Tyrus is secretly on his way to Feihria, someone still needs to warn the people at Angel’s Basin while I go to my father.”

      An uncomfortable silence congeals as we wait for the only other logical person to volunteer.

      Shasa rolls her eyes, and the look of irritation on her face fits her far better than the docile sweetness she displayed moments before.

      That’s the Shasa we know.

      “Fine. I’ll go.” But she doesn’t take her arm from around Jomeini.

      Is she still worried about her?

      Talon turns to Jomeini with such an intense expression I’m sure he’s about to bark orders like he used to from his time in the army.

      I clear my throat, and he pulls back, letting me take the lead.

      “Jomeini, can you do that?” I ask as gently as I can.

      The girl is more fragile than Talon can understand. She nibbles her bottom lip but inclines her head in agreement.

      I smile my thanks.

      Talon rubs the back of his neck. “And as for communications, we’ll need them opened again, and soon.”

      “We’ll handle that,” Warwick says, gesturing to Ayso and Zeke, the two members of Black Vault still with us. “I’m going home to Jienke, and I believe I know of a tower along the way.”

      Ayso swipes her silver hair away from her face, sitting straighter in her chair. Zeke draws his switchblade.

      “Works for me,” he says, fingering the knife.

      “Can you get the towers going again?” I ask.

      We could use them, especially if we’re all going to be separated.

      “I think so,” says Warwick. “It’s the least I can do.”

      He hangs his head as if ashamed of his actions.

      I can understand his remorse. Gwynn stole his magic. She coerced him to create the gemma machine that not only steals a person’s magic but also shrinks and contains them in an easily carried gemstone for their owner’s convenience.

      “No one blames you,” I tell him.

      Others around the room nod in agreement.

      But Warwick just shakes his head.

      “All right, let’s get going,” Talon says, bending for his pack slumped against the wall nearby.

      Just like that, the others rise to their feet. I follow suit, standing near the couch, watching the next few minutes unfold.

      It feels like the ground is crumbling. Everything is happening so fast. We’re all splitting up, going different directions.

      As if he grasps the same thing, Ren smiles at me, gripping me by the elbow and squeezing gently. I pat his hand, meeting his blue eyes.

      When will we see each other again? And what will the world be like when we do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ambry

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A sense of finality hovers in the air like early morning mist. It’s thick and chilling, and it blankets the surroundings from view, leaving me feeling like every step I take, I take blindly.

      My future is up in the air, and that leaves me with unsettling thoughts.

      But I know one thing—I can’t leave without the few belongings I’ve managed to scrounge together since leaving Valadir. I dash downstairs and gather the clothes Ayso gave me and the cards from Jomeini.

      The pink stone Talon gave me lies in my pocket next to the tears, as close to me as I can manage.

      Having the items bundled in my arms, I search the dark room, past Zeke’s sleeping bag on the floor and the trunks and clothes strewn across them, for something I might use to carry them in.

      I bet Ayso will know if there’s an empty pack lying around. I make my way up the stairs in a daze.

      There’s a gradual shift in the colors of my mind, from the murky obsidian of doubt to hope’s pale buttercream and back to obscurity. The reality of my destiny weighs five times as much as the tears in my pocket.

      What’s the right place for me in all of this?

      The tears have kept bizarrely silent all morning. Usually, they chirp or whine in either approval or warning about my thoughts, but so far, I haven’t gotten much of a sign either way.

      What do they think of me going with Talon to face his people?

      At the top of the second set of stairs, I approach the room Solomus and Jomeini have been sharing. The sound of low voices captured in argument catches my ear, slowing my steps.

      The door is open. If they didn’t want people overhearing, they should have closed it.

      “I don’t want to go to Valadir. When I said home, I meant Xavienke.”

      “The keep? My girl, you can’t possibly think of going back there by yourself.”

      The wizard keep is a hidden city, reputably something any onlooker would walk straight through before they realized what they were doing and never know it was there.

      Now that she says it, it makes perfect sense. Jomeini wouldn’t want to go to Valadir where she was kidnapped.

      She’d want to go somewhere she felt safe.

      I should move on. Search for a bag elsewhere and let them have their conversation in private. But my curiosity wins out. Still holding my clothes and cards to my chest, I linger outside the door, lowering my head and listening.

      Jomeini’s voice trembles as she answers. “I thought—I thought you would go with me.”

      “I will go with you—if you go to Valadir. We’re not meant to hide away, protected from the world. We need to pick up where we left off, getting you ready to rule.”

      “But Baba⁠—”

      I shouldn’t interfere, but I’ve seen the way Solomus corners Jomeini before. It’s hard for her to stick up for herself with her grandfather. She needs an ally.

      I step into the room.

      Solomus calculates my entrance with the reflexes of a stalked bird. He practically bows his head, showing me reverence that fists in my gut with discomfort.

      Ever since he told me I’m Ithillian, his demeanor towards me has been different—awkward.

      It’s like he thinks I’m some kind of deity.

      I clear my throat, hug the items, and look at Jomeini. “Hi. Everything all right in here?”

      She traps her bottom lip in her teeth. I can’t tell if she’s grateful or annoyed at my entrance.

      Solomus, on the other hand, lifts his head and gestures to Jomeini. “Please tell my granddaughter to have a little gumption. She wants to go to Xavienke and hide like a scared rabbit.”

      Jomeini’s brow furrows. The smallest traces of pain fold her expression, and pity instantly swells in me. He’s being so unfair to her. How can he have forgotten the last three years she’s spent in captivity?

      Maybe he’s trying to ignore it.

      “I think it’s good for her to go home,” I begin, but Jomeini cuts me off.

      “It’s not for my sake I’m going,” she says. “There are books in the keep. Books I think might help you.”

      The sudden certainty in her voice, the way she lifts her head, the fierce gleam in her dark eyes—they all catch me off guard. Solomus doesn’t think she has gumption?

      “On ancient Ithillia?” I say, deciding to ignore the older wizard.

      I think of my cards, cards attached to the vision she had of me. The tears chirp from their place in my pocket, voicing their opinion for the first time this morning. This bolsters me, filling me with a flicker of hope.

      Jomeini smiles. “I believe so.”

      The colors of my mind cease blurring. They wash into momentary clarity.

      Maybe this is the direction I’ve been searching for.

      It’s also what I don’t want.

      The plan was to accompany Talon. I intended to stand by his side, to help him in whatever way I could as he faced his people again and glean all I could about his bond to Shasa.

      But I can’t ignore how right this feels.

      I should go with her. The opportunity to study more on my ancient and newfound heritage plucks its own rhythm in my chest, whistling through me with anticipation.

      If I can find out more—find out who I am and why I have these abilities when they were distributed among the races so long ago—I can figure out what I need to do.

      I need answers before I confront Tyrus or try to break Solomus’s spell.

      “What if—what if I go with you?” I say carefully.

      I’m not quite ready to commit yet. The tears, Nattie’s warning, everything points to me going to Valadir and eventually to Feihria with Talon. He is my ultimate goal.

      He is my ultimate everything.

      But it’s not only because I want to be there with him—the waters contained there have something to do with breaking Solomus’s spell and freeing my people. Nattie hinted as much, but more than that, I can just sense it.

      Having more knowledge about my heritage before I go can only help my cause.

      Jomeini’s smile deepens in its realness this time. It reaches her eyes, adding a spark there.

      “We could study together!” she says. “I could help you understand your destiny as an Ithillian reborn.”

      “In that case, I’ll go, too,” Solomus declares, attempting to straighten.

      His back is crooked by nature, so the motion doesn’t last long. He hunches over once more and ambles closer to where Jomeini and I stand near the bed.

      The elation I felt moments before fades. Both Jomeini and I stare at him. Her eyes narrow, displaying the confusion I feel.

      “But—but you said you wanted to go to Valadir,” she says. “Weren’t you just telling me it’s where I belong?”

      “I want to go where I’m needed. Where I can make a difference.”

      There’s something pompous in the way he runs a hand over his hair, in the squaring of his shoulders. I don’t like it.

      The hurt in Jomeini’s face is so clear. How can he not notice?

      He’s made it obvious he’s only choosing to accompany her because I’m going, too.

      I clamp my teeth together and hold tightly to my bundle of belongings. While I meant to help, I think I’ve only made things worse here.

      “I need to go talk to Talon,” I say, shooting Jomeini an apologetic look.

      She and her grandfather have a lot they need to work out. Maybe the wizard’s keep will be a good place to do that.

      Without me there.
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      I find Talon up the hall, in the bedroom we used for dream-walking. His stuffed pack rests beside him on the cot.

      At the sight of me, he stands and lifts an empty brown satchel in my direction.

      “Thought you might need this.”

      He glances down at the clothes in my arms and the cards I haven’t told him about. He saw me holding them last night, but I was too tired to explain much about them.

      My mouth goes slack, and I still in rapid disbelief. My heart first seems to freeze and then pound.

      “You—how did you know I needed one?”

      He smiles and lifts a single shoulder. “It was just a hunch. Ayso said there were a few extras in the closet down the hall.”

      Using both hands, he holds the satchel open toward me.

      I’m slightly disoriented by his thoughtfulness. Skin tingling, I lower the bundle in my arms within, placing the clothes into the small pack. Then more carefully, I place the cards on top.

      Our fingers brush as I take the pack from him, and the touch stalls my breath all over again.

      “Thanks,” I say, gesturing to the pack behind him. “Figures, that you’re already packed.”

      “Ever ready,” he says, his voice low in his throat.

      I sense him standing beside me—the way temperature intensifies the closer a person gets to a heat source. I don’t have to look to know what he’s looking at.

      The cot I slept on last night remains in its place across from Ren’s. Talon’s cot.

      The scene we shared in my mind—when he entered my dreams—replays so strongly that my pulse pounds, racing through my veins.

      My hands gripping the hard muscles of his arms, his shoulders, trailing along to the planes of his bare back as his lips explored mine. The room spinning, turning from dark to light to delirium.

      There was only Talon. He was obligated to no one but me. Talon, treading kisses along my jaw, my throat, and back to my lips. The words he pledged.

      His love.

      “That dream,” he says.

      I speak without facing him. “You remember that?”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes,” I say, and the word is a whisper.

      He leans in, lowering his voice so his breath brushes my ear. “You should know before we go that I meant every word. If I could have you forever, I would. I’d keep you and hide you away in my pocket like those vrecking tears.”

      His voice has a strange effect on my skin, making my whole body tingle with awareness.

      I hug the pack to my chest in place of the bundle it now holds. A gloomy foreboding accompanies his words.

      I want to tell him everything in my heart. How I planned to go with him to Valadir and Feihria. How as long as he’s breathing and not married yet, I will be hoping, fighting for him.

      I’m not bound to anyone but him. My heart reminds me of it every instant of every day. And I’m going to do everything I can to make him mine.

      But the words, like these feelings, are forbidden.

      Gradually, I face him. The color of his eyes, their secret expression, is devastating.

      “Jomeini is going to Xavienke to do research for me. I think I need to go with her.”

      He rubs his thumb along the scruff on his jaw. “Research—what does that mean?”

      Talon and I had a conversation on the way out of the dungeon where I found out he was basically a Feihrian prince. I asked why he never told me—and now I’m beginning to understand why he never said anything.

      How do I tell him I’m one of the lost Ithillian race? How can I explain it when I don’t understand it myself?

      “So much has happened since that dream, since finding Gwynn. I haven’t had the chance to tell you. Solomus discovered something. About me.”

      “What is it?”

      I can’t close up on him. He deserves to know.

      I place my pack next to his on the cot and clasp my hands in front of me.

      “Solomus told me there’s a reason I can wield fire. There’s a reason I was able to get siren Song, to help Jomeini heal Shasa. There’s a reason I didn’t Torrent until recently.”

      His gaze clouds for only a moment. “You’re a wizard?” he asks.

      “Not just a wizard.”

      Talon glances off to the trees through the window below, muttering something to himself. “One born of many,” he recites. “You’re Ithillian.”

      His pronouncement sweeps a chill down my arms.

      “How did you know?”

      “Do you remember the first time I healed you?”

      A reluctant smile splashes my lips. “You mean when you nearly killed me? Stabbing me behind that couch at Black Vault?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah. You wouldn’t have died.”

      “I might have.”

      “I would never have let that happen.” His tone is insistent.

      When I meet his glance, his gaze softens.

      “While I was healing you, I noticed you had several different threads of vitality inside of you.”

      “Really?” I have yet to learn how to heal, so I only attempt to grasp what he’s referring to. People have threads of vitality inside of them? “How come you never said anything?”

      “It never came up,” he says.

      “Incredible,” I say, marveling.

      What if he had mentioned it before? Would it have made a difference?

      “That doesn’t explain how you know that whole ‘one born of many’ thing.”

      Expelling a breath, Talon sinks back onto the cot. “Tyrus has an extensive library, too, in Arcaia. I studied quite a bit with him. Some of the writings mentioned the race wouldn’t be extinguished for good, that it would be born again. You have fire, healing, Song, and battle. You have all the traits, don’t you?”

      I swallow, my throat suddenly swollen. It was one thing finding out from Solomus. It’s quite another discussing it with Talon.

      Yet, I feel far more at ease during this discussion than I did with the wizard.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I say. “I’m sure it’s true—everything I’ve gone through, it’s all evidence of the truth of what I am.”

      “It makes sense. But—if you know that, why do you need to go to the wizard’s keep?”

      He doesn’t say it, but I read the pleading in his eyes. Why do I need to leave him?

      “I need to find out how I came to be this way,” I tell him, hoping he understands. “I need to know what it means about what I’m supposed to do. Nattie told me I’m supposed to break the spell and stop the Arcaians. She didn’t tell me how. Maybe there’s something in Xavienke that can help me.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Talon’s mouth quirks up in a wry smile. “I have to admit, I was hoping you’d come with me.”

      His words trigger the traitorous part of my heart, making it pulse against my ribs.

      I want to tell him I feel the same, to show him how badly I want to be with him, too. But any hope I have for us is stifled by the truth.

      “Once you get to Feihria, your duty will be to Shasa,” is all I manage.

      His jaw ticks. He crosses his arms over his chest, his muscles pushing the limits of his shirt.

      “If I could change things, I would. But I’m not sure I can.”

      “Why not? You’ve never told me everything.”

      Talon lowers his head, his blond hair falling into his eyes. He brushes his hair aside, delves into his pocket, and withdraws a thick leather bracelet, placing it in my palm. Its sides are inscribed with symbols I don’t understand.

      It’s the same bracelet he held in the vehicle after Jomeini and I saved Shasa’s life.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      “When Shasa and I were four years old we stood in a circle in my village. Her father drew blood directly from my heart.”

      Talon opens the front of his shirt, displaying his impressive chest. I force my thoughts to stay where they should be as he points to a crescent-shaped scar near his sternum. I never noticed that particular scar before—not when he has several others branding his skin.

      “My father did the same to Shasa. Then they deposited our lifeblood into this. I hold her lifeblood in this bracelet, Ambry.”

      “And she has yours.” I trace over the intricate band and the symbols etched into the thick leather.

      How gruesome that must have been—and how it must have hurt. To do this to four-year-olds? It’s madness.

      “It looks small,” I say, cupping it with my fingers and looking through it like a telescope. “Are you supposed to wear it?”

      “If I were to put it on, it would conform to my size.”

      “When was the last time you wore it?”

      Talon crosses his feet at the ankles. His movement makes my pack slump on its side.

      “Tyrus told me I owed nothing to my people, but I couldn’t bring myself to take that bracelet off. I held on to some lingering hope that my family loved me, that they missed me. That…”

      He pauses and scrapes the side of his jaw again.

      “That Shasa might still want me should I manage to get away from Tyrus. But she came to me when I returned to Itharia. She told me what my family thought of me. She told me how disgusted she was that I was training Arcaian soldiers.”

      “Never caring to know how you actually felt about it,” I add. “Or that you were being forced to do it.”

      I could picture her now. Shasa didn’t know the meaning of tact. She’s the kind of person who speaks her thoughts, no matter how painful they are to those within earshot.

      He inhales. “She was so bitter, right from the minute I met her. At that moment, I knew I didn’t want her. I didn’t want whatever life I’d left behind. Training, working for Tyrus, was the only life I knew, really.

      “And I enjoyed it, Ambry. In spite of everything, I enjoyed training with those men, having their praise, having them look up to me. You’re the first person I’ve admitted that to, but that’s⁠—”

      “Who you are. You don’t have to lie to me, Talon. I love who you are.”

      His eyes lock with mine. His lip quirks just enough to bring out another hidden layer of him—a dimple that rarely surfaces. I love this boyish trait about him, that beneath his hard edges and rough exterior is a hidden softness.

      And I realize what I said: I love who he is. I love him.

      While I asked him to admit as much to me in our dreamworld—and he did so in a way that will torment me for the rest of my life—I never returned the sentiment to him.

      I’ve never told him how I feel. Not like this.

      His small smile fades all too soon. “I wanted to destroy that ridiculous bracelet—especially after I met you. But I can’t.”

      “What will happen if you do?” I ask.

      My blood races. I don’t know if I want to know the answer. If there’s a way to destroy their bond, maybe the bracelet is the key.

      “What will happen if you don’t marry her?”

      His expression hardens. “The magic that sealed our blood will drain from our bodies.”

      A sudden coldness hits me to the core.

      “You’ll lose your magic?”

      Talk about a harsh punishment.

      His magic is who he is.

      Why would his people do that? Why not take his feelings into account and let him decide who he wants to marry when he’s had more experience in life? To place such a hefty toll on something this serious is beyond unfair.

      Talon takes my hand, luring me closer to where he sits. I allow myself to meet those green eyes and go where he leads me until my feet weave between his, until we’re close enough his nearness awakens an entire horde of butterflies in my stomach.

      He lifts a hand and trails it along my cheek. Every inch of me fights it. I know once I feel his touch, once I smell the forest in his skin or become encircled in those arms, I won’t stand a chance.

      But I give in. I bask in the feel of his fingers and the leather on his palm as he places his hand against my cheek.

      “It wouldn’t be fair to Shasa. But if you asked me,” he says, his tone striking, direct. “I would do it. I would give it up for you.”

      I capture a breath, holding it prisoner.

      What is he saying?

      Talon’s dilemma is as stark as broken glass: To marry a woman he doesn’t love—a woman who also loves someone else—wouldn’t only be miserable for him and Shasa. It would be punishing Ren and me in the process.

      But if he doesn’t marry her, he loses everything that makes him himself.

      He couldn’t rule his people. He couldn’t fight.

      He wouldn’t be Talon.

      For a single moment, I bask in the thought of it. To allow impulse to take over and kiss him long and hard without any regrets. To have him near always, to pledge my own oath to him and to no one else.

      But every coin has a flipside.

      “You have no idea what it is to live without magic,” I tell him, choking on the words. “To be unable to help others or even just perform simple, daily tasks. It would be even worse for you because of how capable you are, because of all the good you can do.”

      The very thought of Talon without magic is painful. He would be as much a captive as people who are in Tyrus’s possession. The idea that I would be the one to restrain him in that way kinks in my stomach.

      “I won’t let you give that up for me. And despite of the discord between us, I couldn’t do that to Shasa, either. It wouldn’t be fair, not when she just got her magic back.”

      There must be another way.

      He stands. Heat roils off him in sheets.

      “This is pure torture,” he says, his forehead bent to mine. He doesn’t touch me anywhere else. “To have you near and be unable to do anything about it.”

      Energy ripples between us, made tenser by desire. It melts the space between us, pulling us together so we have to fight that much harder not to give in.

      “Talon.” My words dangle, waiting to be spoken. “I know you would do it. But the offer—it means a lot. I know your heart, and that’s all that matters now, no matter what happens.”

      “No matter what,” he mutters.

      As we stand together, my ambitions—my hopes—plunge headfirst off of a cliff. Yet, a new resolve latches on, clinging to the mountainside, refusing to drop.

      Talon can’t lose his magic. And I still can’t accept his marriage to Shasa.

      If there is a way to break the blood magic connecting them, I’m even more determined to find it.
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      A knock interrupts us. Talon’s eyes capture mine a final time before he turns toward Jomeini in the doorway.

      I pull away and take a few steps as well, trying to salvage my heartbeat and get the blood flowing in the right direction once more. Back to my brain, where it’s needed the most.

      The tears pulse from my pocket, buzzing against my leg. I place my hand over them, not sure what’s causing their sudden outburst.

      Is it because Jomeini is in here?

      Not with her, they seem to say.

      Jomeini gives the two of us a shaky smile. “Sorry to interrupt. But I have something I need to give you before you meet your people, Talon. Angels only know when we’ll meet again.”

      She has something she needs to give Talon?

      As if he’s just as surprised by this statement as I am, his head jerks back.

      “Me?” he says, looking at me.

      I can only shrug.

      Jomeini ambles to the cot Ren slept on last night. She unearths a bundle of fabric that’s tucked in her arms. Holding the bundle carefully on her lap, she unwraps the folds like an envelope.

      My eyes widen. A pair of cards exactly like mine, but with different images, lay in the fabric.

      Talon’s brow furrows. “What’s this?”

      “I Saw for you, too. The first time I ever met you—well, before I officially met you. You were arguing with Shasa beneath the tree in Craven’s yard, and the Sight overtook me.”

      I sometimes forget just how long he and Jomeini have known one another. She was a captive along with Shasa, which means when Talon visited his intended, Jomeini also got to know him during those visits.

      “Y-you—” Talon stammers for the first time in remembrance. His eyes flick to me in surprise and then back to Jomeini. “Are you sure it was for me?”

      Her lips quirk up. “I’m sure. You’re hard to mistake as anyone else.”

      I chuckle at this, and Jomeini smirks at me.

      Not with her, the tears chirp again.

      What in the world does that mean?

      I brush aside their message and keep my attention on Jomeini as she lifts the cards from her lap and offers them to Talon.

      “Here. Read them. Look at them. When the time is right, they will tell you what you need to do. They will make sense. Let them guide you—your heart knows what’s best for you.”

      Talon doesn’t immediately take her offering. He rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “How come you never said anything before?”

      She smiles as though this question is humorous. “I didn’t need to before.”

      Moments beat between us like the unspoken rhythm of a melody. Talon crouches at her side, resting one knee on the ground and meeting the Maiden Wizard at eye level.

      “What did you See?” he asks.

      She clears her throat and rubs her arms. “I suppose it would be all right to tell you. I’m still learning this, myself, you know.”

      My scalp prickles. When she told me about my cards, when I questioned her, it was too much. I pushed too far. Jomeini had a meltdown. She began talking nonsense and closed in on herself, shouting as though I was threatening her.

      She’s not going to do that again, is she? Is he pushing her too far like I did?

      Talon rests one hand on his bent knee and the other on the cot beside her.

      Jomeini closes her eyes and inhales through her nose. And she begins in soft, pensive tones.

      “You were approaching a tower, taller than any mankind has ever seen. So tall it touched the clouds. At the top of this tower was a window, one you were desperately trying to reach. Yet, no matter how hard you tried, you failed. Every time.”

      Talon clears his throat but he doesn’t interrupt her.

      She continues with her eyes closed. “You found rope, but it wasn’t long enough. You tried using ladders, but they did not reach high enough. You tried tearing apart the bricks, but they were impenetrable. Everything you tried gave you no success.”

      Talon leans slightly forward. “And?”

      Jomeini’s eyes open. Her expression is calm. Her fingers are loosely clasped in her lap.

      “And what?”

      “Do I succeed? What does it mean?”

      I remember all too well my own confusion—confusion I’m still immersed in. Jomeini said in her vision of me she Saw flickering colors; she Saw battle and blood, followed by a vast field of flowers—yet only one of my cards contains an image of flowers.

      How will all these pieces fit together?

      “That is for you to figure out. I don’t interpret. I only deliver. And you, Ambry? Are you coming with me?”

      Not with her, the tears say again.

      As always, they give no explanation. Just general directions that I know better than to ignore.

      The waters. Valadir.

      The tears pulse like a second heartbeat, urging me, loosening the tension in my limbs. The connection I make to their counsel is so different from what I was planning that it takes me several moments to comprehend.

      The tears want me to go to Valadir?

      “I’d like to. But⁠—”

      The tears—and my heart—throb harder, urging me in the right direction. Talon’s direction.

      What will he think of this decision after I just told him I would be going with her?

      “But I think I’ll go to Valadir,” I say.

      With the cards Jomeini gave him in one hand, Talon rises to his feet. The smile he rarely brandishes makes an appearance. His scowls are handsome, but this sheer happiness lighting his face is a mix of so many things.

      He looks happy. The relief and excitement beaming from him steals my breath.

      It’s not complete, though, and from the way that smile wilts, he seems to realize it as well. Though we’re both going to Valadir, we’re heading toward a separation neither of us can contest.

      The waters, the tears seem to say. It’s time.

      “The waters are in Feihria,” I explain. “And Tyrus is after them. If I want any chance of stopping him, of breaking the spell, that’s where I need to be.”

      Talon nods in approval. The tears purr in my pocket, chanting their agreement as well.

      With that, my heart takes on a new gallop. Shasa will be going to Angel’s Basin in Feihria ahead of us. Eventually, we’ll have to meet up with her.

      Which means I have a limited time to find what I need to know. To find whatever loopholes might exist in the blood magic tying them together.

      Jomeini pushes to her feet. She folds the fabric into a small square and tucks it into her pocket. Her head is bowed—I can’t tell if she’s upset or not.

      She was so excited about the prospect of having me accompany her.

      But when Solomus interjected, something tells me she doesn’t want me to come after all. I can’t blame her, not with the way her grandfather has been acting toward me lately.

      Almost as one, the three of us relax.

      “It’s okay. I understand,” Jomeini says, digging something else from her pocket. “I can help you, even if you’re not there with me.”

      “You can?” I say.

      How is that possible?

      She smiles. “I’ll see what I can find about your heritage. Once Warwick and the others get communications open, we can keep in touch. I don’t have an aud, but maybe Ren will come with me. I don’t think he has a plan yet.”

      “That would be amazing,” I say.

      I can see my brother being willing to go so Jomeini won’t have to deal with Solomus on her own.

      “He’s nice,” she says with a soft smile.

      “He is,” I say. “My brother has been a friend and confidant for me for a long time. I think that’s a great idea.”

      “You think he’ll be up for it?” Talon asks.

      “I don’t see why not,” I say. “In that case, I might need to get an aud of my own.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve had the thought. Talon and Zeke let me use theirs a few times. Maybe I’ll have to pick one up along the way.

      Talon inclines his head at me before reaching for his pack on the cot. He opens the flap and tucks the cards she handed him inside before closing it again.

      “Thanks for the cards, Jo. It’s time we headed out,” he says.

      “I figured as much. That’s also why I came to find you.” Jomeini displays a small piece of glass in her palm. “If you’re ready, I can get you where you need to go.”
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      I pace the length of the room, and though the movement is difficult, that’s all the more reason I need it. If I remain still for too long, my joints don’t just ache—they lock up.

      Jomeini was supposed to meet me back here. She slipped out before I even finished our discussion, cutting me off mid-sentence, insisting she needed to find the restroom.

      I pause near the window, staring out at the vacant street and the field across from it. Why is she being so stubborn? Why won’t she listen to what I have to say?

      My lower back throbs with the same dull pain. The worst ache, though, is the one inside. The one that leaves me without a direction.

      I had a direction for a while—but Jomeini has been found. She’s free.

      Now, I’m not sure what my purpose is. What’s the point of talking to her when she disregards me every time I try?

      I finger the pouch in my pocket, finding comfort in the feel of the soft powder inside. It’s such a silly thing for me to take, but at the time, I was curious about the concoction Ayso blended together to help Ambry and her brother enter the dreamworld. It’s become a habit during the past few days, to feel its soft texture. It soothes the anxiety gnawing at my joints.

      Logically, the next step is to take down the Arcaians and place Jomeini in her rightful place. Wizards are meant to rule Itharia. That’s how it’s always been.

      We should be making for Valadir.

      But every time I bring it up with her, she grows defiant.

      Perhaps once Ambry serves her purpose…

      Turning my back to the window, I traipse toward the closet—and more particularly to the book I keep tucked away within that closet. It’s thick and old. How old, I know not.

      I do know, however, that this book verified my suspicions.

      Ambry is the lost Ithillian, the one prophesied of. If I have any chance of rectifying the mess I made with the people’s tears by tying magic to emotion, she is the key to it.

      My hands fold around the book’s worn leather. I drag my finger across the tattered bottom corner and then pull, hearing the satisfying crack of the spine as the book opens.

      The pages are covered with tiny, intricate scrawl that switches from Ithillian to Valadian, depending on the authors of each particular section.

      I haven’t yet made it through translating the Ithillian passages—but the eagerness to continue prowls around my heart like a rabid wolf. Fortunately, Ambry is accompanying Jomeini back to Xavienke when we leave. She is my destiny. She is my newfound purpose—to help her in her destiny to remedy the effects of my spell.

      The more of this book that I can translate, the better. Then that’s all the more I can share with her.

      Reaching the tattered bookmark marking the page I left off on, my blood surges with the excitement of a much younger man. Visions of the future fan through my mind of returning triumphant, restoring my good name.

      Thanks to the tragic history that I’ve played a part in—that of my spell tying magic to people’s emotions, and the robbery of the climactic way to display those emotions through tears—the people doubt the place of wizards as rulers.

      They doubt that we mean their good will.

      They doubt that we truly have the power to defend them against invading enemies.

      But once I finish with this translation, once I assist Ambry in repairing the damages I left behind, Jomeini will be accepted by the people. Because she’ll have Ambry on her side.

      Everything will work out. It has to.

      The sound of voices drifts through my room’s open door. I slam the book shut and clasp it under my arm. I turn too quickly and have to brace myself on the closet door for a moment until I make for my bag tucked beneath the bed. It takes only moments to tuck the book into place with my other belongings.

      Jomeini enters the room, freeing her black curls from within the hood of her jacket. She secures a pack onto her back and rubs something between her hands.

      “Ready to go, Baba?” she asks.

      From the smile on her face, she looks happier than usual. Probably the excitement of going home.

      I know how much she’s missed the wizard keep. Jomeini was raised in Xavienke. She roamed the palace halls, frolicking the way every child should. She dug her hands into the palace garden dirt as often as opportunity allowed.

      The keep is her haven. Of course, she’s happy to return.

      Guilt pricks my chest. It’s the same remorse I often feel when thinking about our home on the other side of the country—when I think of how I took her from it—but I cram the regret down. It will do us no good now.

      “Baba?” she says, lifting her brows. Her eyes shift from side to side. “We’re ready to leave as soon as you are.”

      We?

      I glance around the room. Jo is alone. Why isn’t Ambry with her?

      Jomeini shuffles toward the door, making a gesture as if I should follow. But I keep my current footing and sling my bag over my shoulders. The pain in my lower back amplifies, but I do my best to ignore it.

      “Aren’t we waiting for Miss Csille?” I ask.

      Jomeini gestures to the door. Toward the stairs. “I’ve already sent her off. She went with Talon to Valadir, and Shasa has gone to Feihria.”

      “You what?”

      The shock of her statement fuels me with urgency and unforeseen energy. I march toward her as quickly as my stiff legs allow.

      Jomeini’s eyes widen. She retreats toward the open door.

      “She was of the lost Ithillian race—one of all races, and the only one left of her kind. Do you realize what you’re jeopardizing?”

      I can hear my own anger, but I can’t help it.

      “Me?” Jomeini asks in astonishment.

      “Fool girl.”

      What am I to do now?

      The dreams of Xavienke fade, of the quiet halls and prolonged seclusion and time to finish the translation.

      We haven’t been back in over three years. I was hoping to go, to have this uninterrupted time with the Chosen One.

      But I don’t have a choice.

      If Ambry went to Valadir, then so must I.

      Jomeini’s large dark eyes plead with me, staring at me in confusion. With that look, a new worry slides in: How can I do this?

      I can’t leave my Jomeini again. The last time I did, I left her vulnerable and alone. She was kidnapped. Her magic stolen. Her sanity is barely hanging on by the fringes as it is.

      No, I can’t leave her again.

      Frustration stirs beneath my skin at a low boil. Brimstone and daggers, Ambry’s impulsivity is ruining everything.

      Why didn’t she tell me she changed her plans?

      Outside the door, the sound of footsteps hits the stairs. Moments later, Ambry’s brother, Ren, slips into the room. He’s wearing a worn leather jacket and a foolhardy grin as he joins Jomeini’s side.

      “Ready?” he asks her.

      What does he think he’s doing here? Do they really think Ren Csille is a suitable replacement? There are no prophecies, nothing special to set him apart at all.

      Agitation ropes around my chest. “Ambry has left us. Her brother is accompanying you instead? And you, my girl, you’re okay with this?”

      Jo knew what the plan was. Why didn’t she stop Ambry from leaving?

      The moment I question it, the answer descends like stirred dust. I know exactly why.

      Jomeini didn’t stop Ambry from leaving for the same reasons she won’t do my bidding and let me take her back to Valadir.

      My Jomeini has no desire to rule.

      This is baffling. Baffling! I’ve raised her with that knowledge, the knowledge of her duty.

      Before she was taken from me, I trained her. She knows what’s at stake. She knows the potential she has to restore the good name of her heritage, to restore people’s lost faith in her kind.

      As soon as Ambry breaks the spell, the Itharians can rise up against Arcaia, and they’ll need a wizard leader to do that. That leader should rightfully be Jomeini.

      This will be good for her. To learn how to give commands, to train others to follow her words. Yet, she’s running away. She keeps blowing her chances.

      “You know this wasn’t the plan,” I say, frustrated. “Why did you let her go?”

      Jomeini’s forehead furrows. “It is not my place to dictate what others do.”

      “Not even when your reinstatement as Maiden Wizard is at stake?” I can’t help it. I have to remind her.

      She can’t walk away from this duty. Not when she’s the only one who can fill that role.

      There once was a time when more wizards were available, but that time has passed. The Arcaians swept into Valadir and killed as many of us as they could. My daughter, Jomeini’s mother, fled, but even then it was too late. She died before making it to Xavienke. I was left to raise Jo.

      She doesn’t understand what it can be like. Once she’s in charge, the world will be amazing. Ambry will restore the balance between magic and emotions. People will be free to feel what they feel. They’ll be free to use their power how they choose—not at an Arcaian’s whim.

      Jomeini just needs the vision—something only I can give her, since I’ve seen those bygone days. They were glorious. Wizards were revered. We were admired. Wise. Sought out for our counsel.

      How can I make her see it?

      Jomeini places her hands on her hips and gives me a tired, pitying look. That look makes me feel as though she’s the older one in this conversation.

      “I don’t want to rule Itharia, Baba. I want to go home. Let’s go home. We can help Ambry find her answers. We don’t need to be in Valadir, but she does.”

      Ambry’s warning peals through my mind. She counseled me to stop trying to break the spell, but unlike the flighty girl, unlike Jomeini, I refuse to abandon my duty.

      My father’s voice resonates in my mind. He instilled in me this sense of responsibility. Every waking moment I had with him was spent repeating it over and over until it became a part of me.

      I don’t know much about Ambry’s upbringing, either, but perhaps she needs some help learning a sense of duty as well.

      There it is. More proof. It’s up to me. Ambry has no one else. I must help her.

      Readjusting the pack around my shoulders, I grip its strap. I cast that infernal spell, after all. My magic is weakened, but if it could be restored, I can make up to these people everything that they’ve lost.

      Jomeini glances at something between her palms. “Talon and Ambry needed to leave as quickly as possible. I saw no point in holding off.”

      Pinching the piece between her thumb and forefinger, she displays a piece of broken glass.

      When did she get that?

      My teeth grind. I grip the strap and turn away from her. How has so much gone wrong in such a short amount of time?

      I’m struggling to maintain control of the situation.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      I stare her down, glowering, hoping she reads my disappointment.

      “You knew the plan,” I say.

      She’s not listening to me. How did I raise such an unruly child?

      It’s strange to not feel needed. To find my words don’t matter.

      “Plans change,” Ren says.

      Jomeini nods in agreement. She’ll agree with him—and not with me? Who is he? He’s no one! We don’t have time to stand around any longer.

      “Apparently so. If Ambry has gone to Valadir, then so must I,” I say in answer to Jomeini’s awaiting look.

      Miss Csille is the lost Ithillian. If I have any chance of rectifying the mess I made—of seeing Jomeini take the throne—Ambry is the key to it.

      Jomeini will understand. One day.

      “What?” Jomeini’s beautiful brow knits in dismay.

      “I’m sorry, Jomeini. This is my destiny. I must be where she is.”

      Pain flashes across her gaze. It vanishes as quickly as it comes. She fixes me with a fierce glare, sets her jaw, and begins working her hands against the piece of glass.

      The glass is curved, something from a broken cup, perhaps, and it maintains that curve as it expands, widening upward and outward. Jomeini’s hands light with fire, and she holds them outward, giving the portal direction.

      In the middle of this bedroom, a segment of forest widens with each movement of her hands. The wooded area’s coiled trees and pink, sparkling haze in the sky strike me with a twinge of sudden, unexpected homesickness.

      I almost forgot how beautiful it was.

      For a moment, I consider walking away. Of course, I’d rather go home, back to Xavienke.

      But I must do what is best for my people. As a wizard, they are my responsibility, even if that responsibility is one Jomeini doesn’t want.

      Once the portal is wide enough for a vehicle to drive through, Jomeini takes a step. Her foot crunches the bramble, and then she turns back to Ren. Her gaze shifts between Ren and me, her brow lifting in impatient expectation.

      My heart pounds in my chest as though it’s twenty years younger. The time to go is now. To show Jomeini she matters, that she can rely on me the way she hasn’t been able to for the past three years.

      But I can’t do it. I can’t.

      Ren watches me for a few more minutes. “Your loss,” he says after I make no inclination to join them.

      He strides through the portal behind her.

      I watch them go while a worrisome lump settles into my stomach, telling me I just made the wrong choice.
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      We’re stepping into the unknown. Jomeini’s portal leads Talon and me to the top of a grassy overlook that I don’t recognize.

      I step toward the twining feiberry tree, grateful for its branches fingering out to provide us with not only shade, but covering. Talon stands beside me, one hand resting on a nearby branch, and takes in the scene a hundred feet away.

      In one direction, the city of Valadir pops up from the verdant expanse of land. It’s layered like a cake with its surrounding city wall, the line of shops and homes, and topped with the Triad Palace’s three pointed towers positioned at the edge of the ocean.

      In the opposite direction, an inky river of armor blackens the vividly green landscape, making for Valadir. At least ten thousand strong, the Feihrian army is sleek and fierce. Their steps are steady. Their pounding footfalls strike the ground, making it shudder and boom like a thousand drums.

      The sight steals my breath. I’ve never seen anything like it.

      Tyrus and his men were surrounding the Station when I went to find Ren, but they weren’t on the attack; they were more like spectators awaiting some kind of show. The faces of these soldiers are formidable and send a thrill of fear through me.

      “Come on,” Talon says. “We have to alert the Feihrians, before they get any closer.”

      I fall into step beside him as he treks his way down the hill. Back when we were in the Triad dungeon, Tyrus threatened to execute Talon unless the Feihrians confronted him here, supposedly to pay for Tyrus’s father’s death.

      But Talon didn’t believe that story for a second, and I feel the same. There’s more to this than revenge.

      And his father won’t know Talon isn’t even there. He doesn’t know that they’re heading straight into a trap.

      Three vehicles move slowly at the foot soldiers’ pace, rumbling across the uneven terrain, their thick, circling tracks flattening the landscape. Talon blocks my progress with an arm, guiding me back.

      “What are those things?”

      “Armored vehicles,” he says without looking at me.

      Silver magic snakes along the tracks as they move—not like wheels, but like a textured belt along the ground.

      “Armored? Meaning impenetrable?”

      “Meaning designed for front-line combat. See its tracks? See how it can maneuver on the battlefield? They’re equipped with heavy weaponry, and only a very strong counterattack can defeat it.”

      Armored vehicles. Machines that shrink and trap people. What will they think of next?

      “Does Arcaia have something like that?”

      Talon lowers his head as if in shame. “Yes.”

      So it wasn’t only battle tactics he taught them. He told them everything.

      I want to comfort him, to tell him it will be okay, but the rumbling of soldiers’ pounding footsteps on the ground, sunlight glinting off the metal of the swords and staffs at their sides, the crossbows strapped across their backs—it’s all too captivating to look away.

      Men’s hands ball at their fists. Women scowl at the rising sun, at the city growing closer and larger to their view.

      “They’ve been marching for days to get here,” I say. “Aren’t they tired?”

      “They’ve rested, I’m sure. The eve of battle is exhilarating. At this point, they’re more than energized and ready for the fray.”

      We wait for the vehicles to pass. The same energy tingles from Talon. He’s a taut cat in the brush, ready to spring.

      I squint at him. How many battles has he fought, side by side with his Arcaian kidnappers? It makes me ache all the more for him knowing his father is nearby.

      “Where is your father?” I ask. “In one of those vehicles?”

      Talon’s shoulders stiffen. “I’m not entirely sure.”

      Again, he doesn’t look at me, but tension rolls off him like a machine’s heated coils.

      The armored vehicle passes. I wait for him to press on again, but he doesn’t move. He’s lost in thought, staring at the Feihrian army.

      After several seconds of thunderous footfalls, I touch Talon’s elbow lightly enough to get his attention.

      He startles and inhales. “Sorry,” he says quickly. “What did you ask?”

      “You okay?”

      He rolls his shoulders and remains silent, speaking only when I begin to think he’s going to close up again.

      “I have
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