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    A true ruler sees a false one in the mirror; a false ruler sees only themselves.




    The Child of War is the mirror they gaze into: the Child is both the reflection and the opposite of evil.
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  A WRETCHED WIND HOWLED across the northern Dust Plains, stirring up brittle blades of dead grass. Barks and yips echoed through a gray stone compound:

  the sound of ten young jackals, enclosed in a wire cage just outside.




  The barking did not bother the man sitting inside the compound. He enjoyed the sounds of chaos.




  The Jackal, known only to his intimates and his long-dead mother as Lawrence, sat with his broad back to the window. In front of him stretched a wooden table the length of two lions standing

  nose-to-nose, littered with gears and scraps of metal. In the middle of the table, like a fresh kill, lay an enormous metal crow. Where its heart would have been was an intricate device with an

  exposed button. The Jackal pressed it and listened.




  The Child of War is here, at the school.…A woman’s voice echoed from the bird’s flayed mechanical innards. The tiger must be close by. Don’t worry. Tonight the

  child dies, and your throne is safe.…




  The Jackal’s snicker filled the room. So, lovely little Viviana Melore was investigating the prophecies—and like him, she would kill to keep her throne. Birds of a metal feather, he

  thought, tracing his finger along a discarded copper wing on the table. He’d heard about the demise of Ms. Sucrette, however—and not a whisper about a white beast or a dead student. She

  clearly hadn’t succeeded in her task.




  “I managed to kill hundreds of white tigers,” the Jackal said, laughing, “and Viviana can’t even kill one!”




  Most everyone in Aldermere believed that the Jackal had been executed—all the better for him, as this allowed his lackeys to gain information that would otherwise be denied him. Parliament

  had spared his life, exiling him to the Dust Plains. But Parliament had now fallen, and he saw his chance to make some mischief in broad daylight. His Dust Plains agents—thieves and thugs and

  self-proclaimed “lords” of the outer territories—would be more than happy to plunder the Gray City in his name, for the promise of food and a trunk of snailbacks.




  He slipped into the uniform jacket that was draped over the back of his chair and surveyed himself in a small mirror hanging on the stone wall. He was not as strong as he had once been, but his

  broad figure was still imposing. And the scars—yes, the scars, those certainly helped him maintain a fearsome appearance. He fingered the soft trail of puckered skin that ran from the bridge

  of his nose down to the underside of his jaw.




  Viviana would be a trembling little girl in his presence, no matter how she’d trussed herself up. She’d been a small child when he’d killed her father and ordered his soldiers

  to set the palace alight. Undoubtedly, she’d grown up with a grudge. But as the Jackal grinned at his own reflection he felt sure that he could easily overwhelm the seemingly impervious new

  queen. After all, she feared for her throne, and killing the tiger would not help her keep hold of it.




  Because I will find it first.




  The thought delighted him. The legendary beast of prophecy could actually prove useful, if one was in need of a comeback.




  Which the Jackal most certainly was.
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  AS THE RIGIMOTIVE CREAKED into the Fairmount station, Bailey felt a surge of joy. The Midwinter break had only been six weeks, but it felt like months

  since he’d awakened to his Animas. Being away from his kin had made the days at home seem long and flat—nothing compared to the excitement of his first few months at school. And now

  being so near to his kin, the great white tiger Taleth, again had him feeling light-headed with anticipation. He couldn’t wait to see her, and to continue training with Tremelo, who would

  teach him how to strengthen and utilize his newly formed bond.




  Hal crouched at the rigimotive window, scanning the waiting crowd through his thick glasses. Outside, a fresh layer of snow dusted the station roof and the hedges beyond, and the gaggle of

  students on the platform were dressed in cozy coats and scarves. Bailey saw his friends Tori and Phi waving, their breath floating up like mist into the air. Phi’s falcon, Carin, stood on her

  usual perch: the protective leather patch strapped to Phi’s shoulder.




  “It’s the girls,” Hal said, nudging Bailey excitedly. A pain shot through Bailey’s right arm and he flinched. He was still healing from the deep knife wound that ran up

  his forearm, given to him in the fall by the Dominae spy Ms. Sucrette. Hal sucked in his breath.




  “Ooh, sorry, Bailey,” he said. “I forgot.”




  “It’s okay,” said Bailey. He adjusted his sling and pulled his coat over his shoulders.




  As soon as he disembarked from the rigimotive, Bailey could sense the presence of Taleth somewhere in the nearby woods. He felt relief to have the tiger so close, though he knew he’d have

  to keep his Awakening a secret still. The Dominae would be looking for a white tiger and its human kin, and revealing his true Animas would put both him and Taleth directly in their sights. Just as

  he’d struggled the previous semester to hide the fact that he hadn’t Awakened, now he’d have to hide that he actually had.




  “Bailey! Hal!” called Phi, hurrying over to them. She and Tori pushed through the throng of students and their kin. A pack of dogs, along with a couple of raccoons and badgers,

  played happily in the snow as students hustled across the platform to find their trunks. Phi hugged both Bailey and Hal, taking care to avoid Bailey’s injured arm. Tori stood back from them,

  smiling.




  “We’ve been waiting for you,” Tori said, with an air of importance. Bailey noticed a small, triangular black face peeking out from her coat sleeve—a snake. It flashed its

  beadlike yellow eyes at him and retreated. “You’re supposed to see Tremelo as soon as you get here, and not talk to anybody about your…well, you know.”




  “My nonexistent kin?” Bailey guessed.




  “Right,” said Phi, with a finger to her lips. Her dark brown eyes sparkled as she smiled. “He has something for you.”




  Bailey smiled, hoping that Phi was referring to the Loon’s book of prophecies. In addition to training with Tremelo, Bailey was eager to learn more about the strange book that had

  predicted his Awakening. The book contained a prophecy about the “Child of War,” who would herald a new king for Aldermere. It had been written by the Loon, the man who had raised

  Tremelo. Ever since the discovery that Bailey was, in fact, the Child of War and that Tremelo himself was the True King, Bailey longed to pore over the book’s mysterious code. But it could

  only be read with the Seers’ Glass, a prism-like object that deciphered the broken, scratchy letters. Tremelo had promised to study the book over the break, and to tell Bailey what he’d

  discovered.




  With their bags in tow, Hal and Bailey followed the girls away from the crowded rigi platform and onto the main campus. The hedge animals along the path, lovingly sculpted by the groundskeeper,

  Mrs. Copse, wore white hats of fresh snow. A family of deer darted through the falling flakes on the path ahead of them. A flurry of bats, happy to see Hal again, fluttered out of the Fairmount

  clock tower in a leathery swarm and surrounded the group, causing Tori and Phi to shriek with laughter.




  “They’re just saying hello!” said Hal, grinning as the colony circled the clock tower as one, then disappeared under the eaves of its peaked roof.




  The Fairmount campus was still decked out for Midwinter—candles shone in every window, and cheery garlands of ivy and cranberry twigs had been draped over all the marble entranceways.




  “How was the Gray City?” Hal asked Tori as they passed the library.




  “There were lootings,” she said. “A printing press near our apartment was ransacked. Papers everywhere, all along the streets, for days. It was a mess! At least the papers

  looked sort of festive.…”




  “Who did it? The Dominae?” Bailey asked.




  Tori shrugged.




  “Who knows? The entire city’s gone nuts—whether people support the Dominae or want Parliament back, it doesn’t seem to matter. Everyone’s just doing whatever they

  please. I’ve even seen people trying Dominance for themselves—controlling their kin just for fun. Like a game!”




  “That’s awful!” said Hal. “There’s nothing like that in the Lowlands. Not that we saw, anyway.”




  Bailey knew that Tori’s experience of going home for a few weeks was remarkably different from his own. In the Lowlands, he’d felt very far away from Taleth and his friends, but also

  far away from the growing power of Viviana and the Dominae. He couldn’t imagine what it was like to live in the center of the turmoil.




  “No one’s able to do what Sucrette did, though,” Tori continued, lowering her voice. “I haven’t seen anyone able to control someone else’s kin, the

  way she did in the woods that night. I think most people don’t even know Dominance is capable of that. If they were, I wonder if they’d be so eager to try it.”




  The four of them walked on in silence for a moment. Bailey tried to dismiss the grisly images that played across his mind: an advancing troop of bears and wolves and badgers, their eyes cold and

  murderous. Sucrette, ordering them to kill.




  “Did you tell your mom and dad anything about Taleth?” Phi asked, drawing Bailey back to the chilly commons. He smelled burning logs on the breeze, drifting from the chimneys of the

  library. Carin the falcon nestled her head in Phi’s curly hair, which had somehow grown even wilder over the few weeks they’d been gone.




  “I couldn’t,” said Bailey. He’d wanted to blurt out the whole story as soon as he’d gotten home, especially when he imagined how proud and relieved his parents

  would be that he had Awakened at last. Instead, he’d pretended that nothing had changed, and had tried to ignore their looks of concern. As far as they knew, he would have an Absence

  forever.




  “It’s not that I don’t trust them,” he explained. “I know they could keep my Awakening a secret, but if I had to explain why it’s a secret,

  they’d never let me come back to school! How was I supposed to tell them that the Dominae tried to kill me once already? I can’t see my mom taking that in stride.”




  “No, I guess not,” laughed Phi.




  “How were things here?” Bailey asked, hoping he hadn’t brought up any sore feelings. Phi’s family hadn’t been able to afford a rigi ticket back to the Dust Plains,

  and she’d spent the break at Fairmount, in the lonely wing of the Treetop dormitory that the school had kept open for cases like hers.




  “It was nice, actually,” she said. “I spent a lot of time with Gwen.”




  “That’s great,” Bailey said. “I wouldn’t mind talking some more to her too.” Gwen was only a year older than Bailey and his friends, but she came from an

  entirely different world. She and her guardian, the Elder, had escaped chaos in Parliament and the Gray City, and had come to Fairmount in search of Tremelo. It was the Elder who had broken the

  strange and life-changing news that Tremelo was the lost Prince Trent. Now, with the Elder dead, Gwen was also in danger from the Dominae. The safest place for her was at the school.




  “She’s been a huge help,” Phi said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “She’s hiding the Seers’ Glass for Tremelo.”




  Bailey felt a twinge of envy. He wished he’d been asked to keep the Glass safe, or the Loon’s book. But Tremelo hadn’t asked for his help.




  Bailey and his friends arrived at Tremelo’s classroom, which was just as messy, dark, and unorganized as he’d left it the semester before. Worse, even, since Tremelo—a devoted

  tinkerer—seemed to be at the start of several new projects. In his office, oil-covered gears and ink-blotted papers were piled on the wide, wooden expanse of his desk. This wasn’t how

  kings lived.




  “Good, you’re here.” Tremelo, a tall, lean man with a dark mustache, stood against his desk with his arms crossed. “We need to discuss your plan now that you’ve

  Awakened.”




  “Nice to see you too,” Bailey said, shuffling off his winter coat. “Good break?”




  “Not enough rootwort rum in the stores,” Tremelo replied. Apparently he didn’t care how Bailey’s break had been as he changed the subject abruptly. “You’ll

  have to be on your guard, Bailey. The school will be watched now that Sucrette’s gone.”




  Bailey nodded, excited to hear what Tremelo had in mind. Six weeks had passed, and Bailey was sure that as king, Tremelo would have reached out to the Melore loyalists by now.




  “Of course,” Bailey said. “But what else? Have you talked with the RATS? Did you tell them you’re the True King? What about the Velyn? Will they fight with us?”




  “Focus,” Tremelo said.




  “But—” Bailey tried again.




  Tremelo held his hand up for silence. He looked at Tori, Hal, and Phi, who stood gathered inside the doorway between the classroom and the office, and beckoned them in. He waited for Hal to

  close the door before going on.




  “You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Tremelo said. “We would need more than the word of an old man and the appearance of an abnormally large cat to spring into the Gray

  City like vigilantes. I am not running into the heart of the Dominae’s operations to get myself assassinated, thank you. Maybe there is a True King, maybe there isn’t. Right now,

  we’re interpreting a prophecy, not going into battle over it. Understood?”




  A silence settled over the room like a thick, suffocating blanket.




  “My status as a supposed ‘king’ is the least of our worries right now,” Tremelo continued. “I have urgent news: we’re about to be paid a very unwelcome visit

  by Viviana Melore. She’s conducting a goodwill tour of the kingdom’s assets: factories, farms…and schools. Her first stop is none other than Fairmount.”




  Bailey stiffened. He heard a sharp intake of breath from Phi.




  “She’s coming here?” Bailey said.




  “Next Friday.” Tremelo nodded. “In less than two weeks.”




  “Goodwill tour, my eye!” exclaimed Tori. “She’ll be asking around about Sucrette!”




  “If she even needs to ask,” Hal pointed out. “What if she already knows we were involved?”




  “Don’t panic,” Tremelo urged. “If she knew that, we’d all be dead already.”




  “That’s reassuring,” Tori said.




  “The tour is a ruse, an excuse for her to find out more about the Child of War. I suspect she’ll also try to find the book and the Glass, as it’s certain that Sucrette would

  have mentioned them—but she won’t find them,” said Tremelo. “Not as long as you all lie low. And that begins now. No jaunts off the grounds. No secret meetings,

  after this one. You will all do your utmost to appear as normal, unaware students.”




  “But shouldn’t we try to stop her?” Bailey asked, though he wasn’t sure how. “You’re the true ruler of Aldermere, you could challenge her—”




  “We’ll do absolutely nothing to draw attention,” said Tremelo firmly, cutting Bailey off. “If we do, we risk exposing ourselves—and that goes for using the book and

  Glass while she’s here. Working out the Loon’s riddles isn’t worth the risk.”




  Bailey looked around at his friends. Hal stood with his arms crossed tightly over his chest, staring at the floor. Tori was shaking her head.




  “I don’t understand,” said Bailey. “We’re not going to do anything?”




  “I have a plan,” said Tremelo, “if only to gain some information during Viviana’s visit. But you must listen to reason, Bailey. Involving you is far too

  dangerous. Even if I was this ‘True King,’ we’re nowhere near ready to challenge Viviana’s rule openly. Unless the four of you and Gwen are ready to stand in for an

  entire army.”




  Bailey didn’t respond. Tremelo was right, though he didn’t want to admit it out loud.




  “I thought not,” said Tremelo. He straightened up. “The Dominae suspect foul play in Sucrette’s death. And if Viviana is as intent on stopping the prophecy as I believe

  she is, then that means she’ll be after us. We can’t give her any reason to suspect our involvement.” He walked to a wire cage hidden behind a pile of newspapers in the

  corner.




  “We must assume that Sucrette sent word to Viviana about the Child of War, even if she didn’t name you, Bailey,” Tremelo went on as he bent down and unlatched the door of the

  cage. “So the Dominae will be looking for a white tiger or for anyone who claims to have a White Tiger Animas. Which means you’re inviting certain death if you reveal your Awakening.

  But you can’t continue to live with an Absence, either. It will seem too suspicious.” Tremelo reached into the cage and pulled something out. When he returned to the desk, he had what

  looked like a moldy green stocking cap lying along his forearm, with its tail dangling down past the crook of Tremelo’s elbow. Tremelo plopped the creature on his desk, where it adjusted a

  scaly leg over a metal pipe and promptly fell asleep. It was an iguana, and an ancient one at that. Its gray-green skin was flaking off in patches, and the sagging bags under its bulbous eyes were

  crusted with a growth that reminded Bailey of pictures he’d seen of sea barnacles.




  “Uugh,” said Tori, and Bailey agreed.




  “Say hello to your new kin, Bailey. Many felicitations on your Awakening,” said Tremelo. “Tori, I’ll need you to pass along a few pointers on how to blend in with the

  reptilian crowd.”




  The iguana slowly opened one eye, and then, presumably bored by what it saw, licked its eyeball and went back to sleep.




  “It looks like it’s dying,” Bailey said.




  “Its immobility is part of the plan,” said Tremelo, sounding tremendously pleased with himself. “No one will notice that you aren’t fully interacting with him. And since

  there are no other Animas Iguana students currently at Fairmount, no one will be the wiser when you carry Bert around.”




  “Bert?” Tori asked.




  Tremelo raised an eyebrow.




  “Doesn’t he look like a Bert?”




  “He looks like a handbag,” Bailey said.




  Tremelo smiled. “He’s your handbag now, my boy! He’ll accompany you to classes, to the dining hall, to Scavage practice…”




  Bailey reached out a tentative finger and stroked the ridges on Bert’s back. The iguana didn’t stir, but a quarter-inch of papery skin lifted off at Bailey’s touch. He shook

  his finger to get it off.




  “What about Taleth?” Bailey asked. “Last fall, you were helping me prepare for my Awakening—now that I’ve Awakened, is the training over? I don’t even know

  how the bond is supposed to work!”




  Tremelo’s mustache drooped as he frowned, and Bailey saw a glimmer of sincere concern in his eyes.




  “It’s true, your bond is very fresh,” Tremelo said, “which means it’ll seem very random to you at first. Moments of insight and shared vision with Taleth will come

  and go without you being able to control them, usually during times of extreme emotions. These can be jarring, and learning to tap into your kin’s mind at will takes time. I wish I could help

  you ease into it, I really do. But if we were to attract attention to the woods, it’s not only you and Taleth who would be in danger. The Velyn would be at risk too.”




  Bailey breathed deeply, fighting back a lump in his throat. Disappointment filled his chest like a dark cloud.




  “Could the Loon’s book help?” he asked. “Even if you won’t let me see it while Viviana’s here, I have to know: what does it mean that I’m this

  Child of War? Could the prophecy help me understand more about my bond? Did you read any of it?”




  “I’ve done what little reading I dare,” Tremelo said. “One passage in particular caught my interest: the reflection and the opposite of evil…” He seemed

  to lose himself in thought for a moment, then shook his head. “But the book is hidden away now. I promise, I won’t keep it from you forever. But you’re in more danger now than

  you’ve faced in your entire life. We must wait.”




  “Tremelo’s right,” Phi said, putting her hand on Bailey’s shoulder. “Come on, you haven’t even been to your dorm yet.”




  “I’ll see you in homeroom,” Tremelo said, turning back to his desk. “Don’t forget your iguana.”




  Bailey picked Bert up and placed him on his good shoulder, where the lizard flopped and settled like a wet towel. He followed his friends from Tremelo’s office.




  “I don’t understand him,” Bailey said as they crossed the commons toward the dorms. “The Dominae are coming here, and he says he has a plan—but why

  won’t he ask the RATS and the Velyn for help? They’d be here in the blink of an eye if he just told them who he was! And that stuff he said about the prophecy—‘maybe

  there’s a True King, maybe there isn’t,’ as if it weren’t clear as day that he’s the king!” As he spoke, he tried to ignore the humming pull he felt in

  his chest, urging him toward the woods. Taleth was out there—but he couldn’t even build his connection with her. Not yet.




  “Tremelo’s scared,” Hal said.




  “And don’t forget crazy,” murmured Tori.




  Bailey sighed. He knew about being scared, and he also knew how overwhelming it felt to learn your true legacy. He was a Velyn—the Child of War—and Tremelo was a king. But even if

  Bailey’s Animas meant he was in danger, his real identity made him feel powerful and important. He couldn’t understand why Tremelo didn’t feel that same way upon learning he was

  the son of a king. But Tremelo was right about one thing: with Viviana at the school, Bailey faced his greatest danger yet. He was the herald of the True King and the fulfillment of a prophecy that

  Viviana would do anything to prevent. If she knew that he was the Child of War, she would have him killed without a second’s hesitation. But still—did that really mean that he and his

  friends could do nothing?




  “This will cheer you up,” said Phi. “Come see the book’s supersecret hiding place!” She smiled, and even Tori seemed pleased, as though she were about to pull the

  perfect prank. They led the boys across the lawn where the Fairmount clock tower stood, and into the library.




  Warm yellow light bathed the entryway, and Bailey smelled the homey aroma of a fire burning in a nearby study room. The girls turned into a large hallway off the main atrium and stopped at an

  ornate display case. Behind the glass panes of the carved wooden bookshelf stood dozens of books with rich leather bindings and gold decorations on their spines.




  “What am I looking at?” asked Bailey.




  “If you can’t even see it, then Tremelo was right!” whispered Tori. “Look up there.” She pointed toward the top shelf, in the left corner.




  Bailey followed her gaze. Sitting just as if it belonged there was the Loon’s book of prophecies.




  “Hiding in plain sight, that’s what Tremelo said when he put it here,” said Phi, looking around to make sure no one was listening. “This is a display of all the

  first editions that were printed here at Fairmount when there used to be a working printing press.”




  “Anybody would think that the book belongs here,” said Tori. “It’s even safer than if we tried to hide it in Tremelo’s office.”




  “Let’s hope so,” said Bailey, looking around the atrium as a group of Year Two girls walked through, giggling. He hated the idea that only a thin pane of glass stood between

  the book and anyone who wanted to read it—including him. But Viviana was coming, and being caught with the Loon’s book or the Seers’ Glass would bring the full force of the

  Dominae down on them. “Let’s hope hiding in plain sight works for all of us.”




  As they walked back out into the cold winter air, Phi tapped Bailey’s shoulder.




  “Meet me out by the Scavage fields in half an hour,” she whispered. “I have an idea.”
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  GWEN LOOSED AN ARROW from the black walnut longbow Tremelo had given her. It missed the trunk of the tree she’d been aiming for, but snapped

  several dead, dried leaves off a branch a few inches away. She was improving.




  Behind her, three owls sat on the outer windowsill of the tree house where she’d been staying since the battle with Sucrette. The owls ruffled their feathers, swiveling their ghostly heads

  in the direction of the Fairmount campus. From the trees, Gwen heard footsteps.




  She pulled another arrow out of the quiver on her back, nocked it, and lowered the taut bow to her side.




  Whit whit whoo—she whistled.




  The same whistle echoed back to her, with an added chirp at the end. Gwen eased her grip on the bow as Phi emerged from the trees, leading Bailey. His arm was still in a sling, and he had

  several broken twigs in his sandy-colored hair. She saw something move under his coat—a scaly face nosed its way out of the top of his collar.




  “Hi!” said Phi. She held a haddock sandwich wrapped in paper from the dining hall, which she handed to Gwen. Gwen thanked her, and nodded at Bailey.




  “Breaking the rules already?” she asked. “You’ve only been back a day!” She knew Tremelo had forbidden him to leave campus. He’d demanded that she too stay

  out of sight.




  “I had to say hello, didn’t I?” said Bailey. “Besides, I’m technically not off the grounds.”




  Gwen smiled. She understood his restless energy—she felt it herself.




  Bailey shifted the animal inside his coat so that Gwen could see it face-on.




  “This is Bert,” he said. “My ‘kin.’”




  “I guess if I had to pick the opposite of a white tiger, that’d be it.” Gwen laughed.




  “Let’s go inside, it’s freezing out here,” said Phi. Gwen was glad to usher them into the safety of the tree house; it was risky enough having someone bring food, but two

  of them were practically a parade. She led them up a set of footholds in the trunk of the tree, and through a trapdoor that led into a cozy room, built around the oak. It was used by the Biology

  and the Bond class in the warmer months, for the students to observe forest life, but during the winter it sat unused. Arched windows lined the hexagonal space.




  Bailey passed the iguana to Phi, who held him in the crook of her arm, as he pulled himself through the trapdoor.




  “When do you get to take the sling off?” Gwen asked him.




  “Next week,” he said, “whether it’s done healing or not. Can’t have a visible injury when Viviana’s around.”




  Gwen set the bow and arrows down next to her pallet, and twisted a lock of her short red hair in her fingers. She too was anxious about Viviana’s impending visit. She wondered what the

  Elder would do if he were here. Try to confront Viviana, maybe, or persuade Tremelo to gather the Velyn and move against her.




  “You’ve been here all alone?” Bailey asked her, taking in the stark tree house.




  “I’ve been visiting her,” said Phi. She set Bert on the ground, where he looked around once, and then closed his eyes and seemed to fall asleep.




  “Phi’s been bringing me food, and books from Tremelo,” Gwen said.




  “While Tremelo does what?” Bailey asked. “Sit in his office tinkering away?”




  Gwen cocked her head like a bird’s and looked at him closely. She hadn’t seen Bailey since he’d left school for break. He had been excited about his Awakening then, and eager

  to do more to help the kingdom. Now she saw the way his eyebrows knit close together and the way his eyes cast down to the floor as though pulled there by heavy thoughts. She knew the feeling well.

  Being cooped up in a tree house, all alone, made her miss the Elder even more. She looked sadly at the leather box that contained Melore’s harmonica; it sat on top of the small pile of books

  Phi had brought her. She hadn’t played it for weeks for fear of drawing attention.




  “Tremelo’s worried,” Bailey said, “and there’s a lot to be worried about—but that shouldn’t mean that we do nothing.”




  Bailey glanced at Phi, and Gwen saw Phi nod slightly, as though encouraging him.




  “Did you two have something in mind?” Gwen asked.




  Bailey sat up straighter.




  “It’s a lot to ask,” he said. “But we need someone to trail Viviana while she’s here. Tremelo won’t do it—”




  “And we can’t very well leave class to keep an eye on her the whole time,” said Phi.




  Gwen bit her lip, thinking. She hadn’t told Bailey and the others yet about her previous encounter with Viviana, at the Dominae rally where Grimsen the owl was killed. They didn’t

  know that Viviana had seen her, and might recognize her. But did that matter, when she could stay out of sight? Her new friends needed her help.




  “You’re the only person who can do it,” said Phi. “We can’t trust anyone else.”




  “I can try,” Gwen said. “Tremelo will be upset.”




  “I know,” said Bailey. “But he’s scared. He doesn’t want to take any risks—and this might be the only chance we’ll have to figure out what Viviana

  knows.”




  “That’s true,” said Gwen. “And we still don’t know the extent of Sucrette’s influence here in the school. She could have left all kinds of clues for the next

  spy to come along—or for Viviana herself.” This was a dangerous plan, she knew. But she couldn’t help feeling that the Elder would be disappointed if he saw how she was hiding.

  For him, she would take the risk.




  “Thank you,” said Bailey. “We know it’s not going to be easy.”




  “But be careful. We have no idea what to expect,” Phi said solemnly.




  I do, thought Gwen. She remembered her heart beating frantically at the Dominae rally as she watched Viviana command two bears that were not her own kin. And she could still hear the clatter of

  Grimsen’s body, shot through with a metal arrow, hitting the stone floor of that theater. She cast a glance at her own bow and arrows lying on the floor of the tree house. She could never use

  it to hurt the kin of another person—not out of sheer malice. But Viviana was different. She wouldn’t think twice. And for all she knew, Viviana could be looking for her as well as for

  the Child of War. But that was a risk she’d have to take.




  “I’ll have to keep the Glass on me,” Gwen said. “It wouldn’t be safe left here alone.”




  At her mention of the Glass, Bailey lifted his head and smiled hopefully.




  “Do you want to see it?” Gwen asked him. His smile grew wider. Even the iguana stirred, as if he really were sensing Bailey’s anticipation. Bert licked his lips.




  “If that’s okay,” Bailey said.




  Gwen crossed to the center of the small room, where the ancient oak that supported the tree house sprouted up through the floor. She reached into a hollow knot in the tree’s side and drew

  out a parcel wrapped in a piece of wolf’s pelt. The Velyn had given it to her after the Elder’s death—they were the only people in the kingdom she knew of who used fur for any

  purpose. It was a sacred, important thing. She unwrapped the pelt, and there was the Glass. Its many gleaming angles shone in the light from the surrounding windows.




  Bailey exhaled as he looked at it, and allowed his tensed shoulders to relax.




  “And what if someone comes looking for it here?” he asked.




  Gwen held out a tarnished silver coin in her other hand. It was an old beetleback, from Melore’s reign, with an embossed image of a spindly-legged bug on both sides.




  “Tremelo gave me this,” she said. “If I sense danger, I’m to take the Glass and run. I’ll leave this in its place as a message I’m safe.” She hoped it

  would never come to that.




  Phi gazed over Bailey’s shoulder at the Glass, then smiled at Gwen.




  “We’d better get back,” she said. “Want anything new from the library next time?”




  Gwen shook her head.




  “Nope,” she said. “But if you come across any blueberry tarts, I’d take one of those.”




  “Consider it done,” said Phi.




  Bailey eased his way down the footholds first, with Bert riding on his back. Phi paused before following him.




  “I’ll see you soon,” Phi said. “And thank you, again.”




  “It’s nice to feel needed,” said Gwen. She felt herself blushing at this confession.




  “Be safe,” cautioned Phi, and disappeared through the trapdoor, out into the winter cold.
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  BAILEY WALKED PHI TO Treetop and then doubled back across the snow-covered campus, which glowed in the moonlight. Past the Scavage field, he threaded

  through the trees that separated the Fairmount grounds from the woods. Bert the iguana nestled underneath Bailey’s wool coat, his scaly claws gripping the cables of Bailey’s sweater for

  balance.




  When the rigimotive had first pulled into Fairmount that afternoon, Bailey had sensed that Taleth was near. At least, he thought he’d sensed this; he felt a sort of low hum that spread out

  in all directions from him, like a faint electro-current charge crackling in the air. Was this how it felt all the time to have a bond? He didn’t know.




  He wondered how different his Awakening would have been if the Velyn, the tribe of his birth, hadn’t been nearly wiped out during the Jackal’s reign. Did Taleth once have family too?

  Would he have felt the same strong pull to another white tiger, if they had survived, as he did to Taleth? He had so many questions. He wished that he’d been able to spend more time with the

  Velyn and their leader, Eneas Fourclaw, before the Midwinter break. Bailey hoped that the Velyn were still in the woods outside Fairmount, and he carried this hope like a lantern, lighting his way

  through the shadowy trees.




  He walked through brambles and over frost-slick stones to the last place where he’d seen Taleth—a small, rocky cliff visible from the highest hill on campus. All around him, he heard

  the rustling of winter birds and the darting of white-furred rabbits. Then there came another sound, low and gravelly, as familiar as if it had come from his own throat. He saw an enormous white

  form through the trees ahead. Taleth was waiting for him on the rocks, and she was purring. He wanted to throw his arms around her soft, furry neck—but the truth was he hardly knew her. His

  first hours with her had been spent fighting for their lives, and he didn’t know how she would react to him now. He walked forward slowly, holding his hand out to her.




  Taleth waited until he approached, and then she lowered her huge forehead and rubbed it against Bailey’s outstretched palm.




  When he and Taleth had first come face-to-face, Bailey’s Awakening had been undeniable—he’d actually been able to see himself through Taleth’s eyes, as clearly as looking

  into a mirror. Now his connection with her was more like a humming energy inside him, unfocused, chaotic, and untrained. It would take him time, as Tremelo had said, to tap into it at will.




  As Taleth purred and sat down on her haunches, Bailey tried to concentrate on the nature around them, the way that Tremelo had taught him in the fall. He could smell himself, faintly, the way

  Taleth smelled him: something comforting and foreign about the damp wool of his winter coat, and unmistakably human about his hair and skin. But that was all—as though the humming inside him

  was set on a low dial.




  Bert the iguana shuddered inside Bailey’s coat and tried to crawl up onto his neck.




  “This is Bert,” said Bailey awkwardly as the lizard poked his head out of Bailey’s lapel. Bailey couldn’t be sure whether speaking to Taleth had any effect on her at all.

  The tiger leaned forward, sniffing. Clouds of wet breath rose from her nostrils. Her whiskers twitched as Bert craned his scaly head out of Bailey’s coat, and touched Taleth’s nose with

  his own.




  “Bert’s nothing like you,” Bailey said—or maybe he only thought it. Taleth stretched and paced past Bailey to sniff him from all sides. She nudged him again, butting her

  heavy head against his upper back. All at once, Bailey could feel exactly what she felt—her relief at seeing him safe, her delight that she’d found him, her sadness that he

  couldn’t stay here in the woods with her always. It was not like seeing through her eyes, but as if she’d left a trace of her emotions on him.




  “I know,” he whispered. His own breath rose into the crisp air and dissipated. “I wish I didn’t have to stay away. It’s not fair.”




  Bailey tried to hold on to this strange feeling. But the sensation waned, and he was left with only his own sadness, his own relief.




  Taleth perked her head and looked over Bailey’s shoulder into the trees. She was more worried now; Bailey could tell by her twitching ears. His heart began to beat a little faster as he

  followed her eyes around the edges of the clearing. Anyone could be watching them at that moment. He put his arms around Taleth’s neck, just as he’d wished to when he first saw her.




  “I have to go,” he said. “It’s the only way to keep you safe.” He felt the enormous tiger purring—a rumbling that nearly shook his whole body. But if what

  he’d experienced a moment before could be trusted, he knew that underneath that purr, she was also sad, and that he was the only person in the world who could know that.




  Bailey, Phi, and Hal sat together in the dining hall on the first morning of classes, in the company of some other Year One members of the Scavage team. Bailey had left Bert

  behind in the Towers—the lizard had looked so cozy underneath the heated electro-current bulbs Tremelo had lent him to keep Bert warm. “Basking,” Tremelo had called it. Tall

  windows by their table looked out over the sloping, snow-covered hillside that led down to the Scavage field. Inside the hall, students chatted excitedly about their breaks as they ate

  egg-and-spinach tarts and bowls of steaming oatmeal with jam made from last year’s berries. The morning seemed comfortable and pleasant, but Bailey felt ill as he listened to group’s

  the most prevalent topic of conversation: the unexpected death of Ms. Sucrette.




  “I heard she got sick,” said Terrence, a boy from Bailey’s Scavage squad, who sat a few seats down from Bailey and Hal. “And the school sent her to a specialist in the

  Gray—but by the time she got there, it was too late.”




  “She was murdered, you idiot—same night that visiting Parliament member died,” said Arabella, captain of the Blue Squad, before shoveling a forkful of egg tart into

  her mouth. Across the table from each other, Hal and Bailey traded worried looks. Arabella was referring to the Elder.




  “Parliament, what?” said Alice, a Blue Squad Squat.




  “Some old man,” Arabella said. “Had a meeting with Finch, and died the same night. Heart attack or something like that. There was a funeral and everything.”




  “But that had nothing to do with Ms. Sucrette,” said Alice.




  “Unless the same person was out to get them both!” interjected Terrence.




  “But who would want to hurt Ms. Sucrette?” asked Alice. “She was so nice! Phi, you were in her class, weren’t you?”




  Phi glanced at Bailey before answering.




  “We all were,” she said, nodding at Bailey and Hal. “She was…sweet.”




  Bailey poked at his breakfast. His appetite had disappeared. He hated thinking of Ms. Sucrette—as a teacher, she certainly had pretended to be nice, and done a convincing job of

  it. But as an agent of the Dominae, she’d been ruthless. As he listened to the others trade theories, he couldn’t help picturing her: not only how she’d looked as she advanced on

  him with a knife in her slender hand, but also how small her broken body had appeared afterward, when the animals she’d dominated had killed her. That image had woken him up at night in the

  Lowlands, shivering.




  The doors to the dining hall opened with a clang, and Headmaster Finch, a skinny, beak-nosed man in a brown plaid suit, entered. He was followed by Mr. Nillow, Bailey’s History teacher,

  who was as round as Finch was tall. Tremelo entered behind them, wearing a thinly masked scowl. He strode over to a corner by the announcements board, and folded his arms in front of his chest. The

  two other men stood before the rows of tables, and Finch raised his arms in greeting.




  “Students, students!” Finch said, though he could barely be heard above the chatter. Mr. Nillow stepped up behind him, put his fingers in his mouth, and whistled harshly. The hall

  went quiet.




  “Thank you, Nillow,” Headmaster Finch said, pulling at his plaid waistcoat anxiously. Finch always seemed to Bailey to be both nervous and angry, as though he was afraid of water

  getting dumped on him, but was ready to punish whoever would do it.
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