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Introduction

Sorcery and Science







MERCENARIES AND ASSASSINS, sorcerers and engineers, spies and kings. Magic and technology collide in five fantasy books of action, adventure, intrigue, and romance.

This collection includes the first five books in the Sorcery and Science epic fantasy series: Enchanted (Book 1), Wilderness (Book 2), Menace (Book 2.5), Machination (Book 3), and Revelations (Book 3.5).
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ENCHANTED

Sorcery and Science: Book 1


Story Summary

Book 1: Enchanted




Born in the land of magic, Ariella has never cared for the nightmare world of technology beyond Elitia’s borders: airships, bombs, some dubious thing the humans call fusion energy. Her last encounter with technology very nearly killed her, and she’s not eager for a rematch. But then her friend Davin, the crown prince of Elitia, is abducted by agents of the Avan Empire. To save the man she secretly loves, she has to travel beyond Elitia to the Avan capital city. Her only hope lies with rogue mercenary Everett—and trying to fight technology with magic.

Everett, mercenary and rescue mission expert extraordinaire, knows he’s in for trouble as soon as he sees his latest client. Ariella is Elition; the enormous glowing sword she carries around won’t let him forget that, just as he can’t forget the last time he crossed paths with Elition magic. Ten of his friends died, victims of telekinetic sorcery, and Everett learned to be very wary of magic. But Ariella is offering him a substantial reward for his help—if they can save Davin before the Avans’ unknown endgame plays out.

Enchanted is the first book in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.
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THE MIDDAY SUN punctured the canopy, setting aglow the white-pink cherry blossoms that hung on the breeze like lazy snowflakes. Beneath Ariella’s naked feet, a satin carpet of fallen flowers slid and shifted. As she extended her arm, the blossoms in the air reacted. They spun and twirled away from her in all directions, fluttering off like swarms of dancing butterflies. But still the blossoms continued to drip from the trees—and they would never stop. That was the magic of Laelia. The everlasting blossoms never stopped falling, not even for a moment. And yet the trees were always full and the ground eternally coated in a layer of petals ankle-deep.

Across from Ariella, Chimera swung his wooden Summer Stick in a repeating figure-eight pattern, warming up his arm. She pushed the hair from her face, then began her own warmup. He sped up, and so did she—again and again and again. Each time she matched his movements, he moved faster. Phantoms were competitive like that.

“Problems?” Chimera asked with a grin that was almost playful. It made her wonder why they were still stuck on the formality of power names. They weren’t teacher and student anymore. Nowadays, they could almost be called friends. Not that she would be the first to break the ice. She didn’t even know his real name.

“No.” She grinned back. “Easy.”

He chuckled and lowered his arms to his side with control. As she did the same, Ariella sniffed the air, candy-sweet with a hint of perspiration. Her sweat, not Chimera’s. The bronze-haired Phantom looked like he could have gone on for hours.

“King River left for Orion this morning,” Chimera said, striking. Their clashing sticks thumped out a steady beat.

“The high king of Elitia often travels to the Selpe capital to meet with Emperor Selpe’s Advisory Council.”

“Yes, but then he usually brings along his aide.”

“This time, he brought along Muse instead of me.”

“She’s not as good as you with a sword.”

Chimera transitioned into his second sequence, and Ariella mirrored. She might not have been as fast or as strong as a Phantom, but these sequences had been drilled into her for so many years that they were as natural as breathing. Chimera, as her former teacher, had seen to that. Some instructors offered their students motivational speeches; Chimera had offered them broken bones and bloody noses.

“I think King River brought along Muse for her mind, not her sword,” Ariella said, pretending to be more mature than she actually was. Yes, it had stung when King River informed her that he would be taking Muse instead of her. But it made sense. Muse was a Cipher, and her greatest asset was her conniving mind…uh, her mastery of strategy. Ariella, on the other hand, was a whole lot better at slashing with her sword than she was at countering Selpe schemes. And her techniques weren’t particularly well-suited to thwarting Selpe plots to exploit Elitia.

“Try not to feel too bad about it.”

“I don’t,” she lied.

He grinned and switched to his third sequence.

“Really,” she said.

“Just think of it as an opportunity.”

“For what?”

“The crown prince has been left in charge here.” His grin widened, and he gave his brows a suggestive lift. “I hear you’re supposed to help him. To stay close to him.”

Ariella kept her face neutral. “King River instructed me to keep an eye on Davin.”

“So what are you doing here?”

Not being in the same room with Davin, watching two of his admirers throw themselves at him. “Taking a break.”

“Ah.” His wink was so quick that she almost missed it.

“Can we talk about something else?” she said.

“Like what?”

“Anything.”

“Ok, how about you tell me what the deal is with you and human technology? Why are you scared of a few cars and motorcycles?”

“On second thought, let’s just fight in silence.”

“Ok.”

Chimera finished off the final practice sequence, then stepped back. He circled around her in a slow, predatory stalk. As Ariella turned, keeping him in front of her, he darted forward. Click. Clack. Click. Clack. His stick struck over and over again, each one burning a new tremor down her arm. Phantoms hit hard, and they hit fast. Sweat dribbled down Ariella’s neck, pasting her tank top to her back.

Chimera clamped down his hand around her Summer Stick, then pushed down, slapping her with her own stick. He continued to twist downward, and the stick flew from her hand. She dove to the ground after it. He was faster. She rolled away as he slammed his arm down to whack her on the back with her stick. Evading him—barely—she hopped out of the roll and spun around to face him.

“You dropped your stick.” His jade eyes gleaming, he tossed it back to her. Then he dashed toward her, cutting off any attempt she could have made at a snappy comeback.

Ariella dug her hand into the pouch snapped to her belt and threw a handful of dust into his face. As though he’d hit a wall, Chimera slid into his knees. He clawed at his eyes, rubbing the dust clear. Rising into a battle-ready crouch, he glared up at her with eyes of liquid marble, jade with swirls of gold.

“That tickles,” he growled, his eyes phasing further.

An invisible blast hit her with the force of a falling tree, shooting her across the grove. Her back slammed so hard against a trunk that it nearly knocked the wind out of her. Throwing up both arms, she hooked her stick on a branch, swung forward, and somersaulted once before landing on the ground.

“You cheated,” she said. “The agreement was no magic.”

“You cheated first,” he replied. “When you threw that Ice Dust at me.”

“Ice Dust isn’t magic. Mind blasts and other Phantom tricks are.”

Chimera dusted off his chest. “Nothing short of a bath will get that tickle powder off of me. If that isn’t magic, I don’t know what is.”

Ariella was thinking up a response to that, when she heard running footsteps and the scratch of parting branches behind her. She turned as Davin’s aide Allay walked into the grove, launching up flocks of fallen blossoms with each step.

“Prince Halo wishes to see you in the Assembly Chamber at once,” Allay said.

Ariella tossed Chimera her stick. “Thanks for the practice.”

“If you want a rematch, I’ll be here,” he said. “After I take that bath.”

His message delivered, Allay wasn’t waiting on anyone. Ariella slipped on her shoes and ran off after him.




* * *
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Prince Halo—or Davin, as Ariella knew him—was waiting for her when they entered the Assembly Chamber. Allay scurried over to the table and took a seat next to him. At least he was devoted, which was not something that could be said of Davin’s last aide.

“Ariella.” Davin extended his arm, motioning her forward. “Do sit down. I’ve arranged some white chocolate ice cream for you.”

Ariella didn’t like coming before him like this, covered in dirt and drenched in sweat, but she was willing to put her personal hangups aside for the promised combination of ‘white chocolate’ and ‘ice cream’.

“Why are you bribing me?” she asked, but sat down anyway. Dark—almost black—chocolate syrup dripped over the twin ice cream peaks. She picked up the spoon. She was going to regret this almost as much as she was going to enjoy it.

“It’s hot out today. I thought you would appreciate something cold,” he replied with an enchanting smile. Enchanters shouldn’t be allowed to smile at people like that. Ever.

Ariella pointed her spoon at him. “You forget how well I know you, Davin.”

He laughed softly. “Ok, maybe I am bribing you.”

“If you don’t hurry up and tell me, I’m going to need another one,” she said and licked the ice cream off her spoon.

Davin looked at Allay. “Tell her.”

Sitting up even taller, Allay opened the folder in front of him. “We have just received a report that a band of rogue Elitions are hiding out in Pegasus. They have claimed the ruins of the Chrysalis palace as their base.”

“The Night Rose Order?” Ariella asked.

“Far worse,” said Davin.

According to Davin, the only rogue Elition worse than the Night Rose Order was…

“Jason Chanz,” Allay said. “At least that’s what our intelligence suggests.”

Jason Chanz was the world’s most notorious assassin, a name spoken in hushed whispers by frightened Selpe aristocrats. And for good reason. He had single-handedly killed more of them than the rest of the world’s assassins combined. At some point, the Selpes had put a substantial bounty on his head, but by then his reputation had spread to the far corners of the world. No one was mad enough to go after him, not even for half a million Crowns. No one, that was, except perhaps Davin.

“Davin, are you sure?”

“That the former prince of Pegasus would be foolish enough to return to his former home? I never thought so. He must know that we keep an eye on Chrysalis. But who knows? Perhaps even hardened assassins get nostalgic now and again.”

“I meant, are you sure you should be the one to go after him?”

“Jason Chanz is Elition, which makes him Elitia’s problem to solve.”

“But not your problem personally.”

“Ariella—”

“Don’t even try to deny it. I can see it in your eyes, that stubborn spark. You want to lead the mission yourself. You are completely out of your mind.”

“Jason Chanz is making a profit off of killing Elitia’s Selpe allies. As long as he is free, he is endangering the alliance.”

“Davin,” she said, leaning forward. “It’s just the two of us here.” Well, and Allay too, but Davin’s aide was too loyal to say a word against him. Come to think of it, the dopey devotion in his eyes was kind of creepy. “Have you enchanted him?” She nodded her head toward Allay.

“Of course not.”

Yeah, he’d enchanted him all right. Ariella shook her head. “Ok, so it is just the two of us here. And we’ve known each other for a long time. You can’t fool me. Lofty speeches aside, you are going after Jason Chanz for personal reasons.”

“Fine,” he admitted, the princely facade dissolving, if only just a little. “No one has ever caught him. They say he’s uncatchable. I say that’s nonsense. Everyone has a weakness. Everyone. And were I the one to finally catch him, the Selpes would take notice. Right now, I’m just the insignificant son of the high king of Elitia, someone to be sneered at or, even worse, ignored. Not if I put an end to the assassinations of Jason Chanz. Then they would take notice. Then they would respect me in a way they've never respected my father. That’s something Father doesn’t get. He’s too busy fighting their schemes to realize he should be giving them what they want. Or at least making them think he’s giving them what they want. He’d get much further if they respected him—or feared him. When I bring Jason before them in Orion, chained and on his knees, the Selpes will respect me. And they will fear me. That is Elitia’s best defense against the schemes of Selpe aristocrats such as Lord Adrian Greenwood.”

“I don’t think it’s quite as simple as you think,” said Ariella.

“Trust me, I know how the Selpes think, and it really is just that simple.”

She scooped the last of her ice cream into her mouth, but even the sweet chilled chocolate couldn’t mask the bitter taste of foreboding on her tongue. “Fine. You stay here. I’ll just go fetch Jason Chanz for you. You should be able to bring him before the Selpes by suppertime.”

He frowned. “You’re mocking me.”

“You bet I am.”

The corners of his mouth turned up into a smile. “Good. It’s more fun that way. You can’t believe how tiring it gets to have people just do whatever I say.”

“It must be horrible.” As his hand slid over hers, she nearly choked on her own words.

“Simply appalling,” he said, his teal eyes shining with an energy both soothing and exhilarating.

It took her a moment to realize she’d let down her mental defenses—and that he was trying to enchant her. She threw her wall back up. The wonderful, careless vibes evaporated, leaving her cold.

“Your resistance is remarkable,” he told her. “Refreshing.”

Prophets like Ariella tended to have a pretty strong mental wall. It was all that stood in the way of the madness the foresights threatened to bring.

“I will go with you on this foolish mission, Davin,” she said, pushing up from her seat. “But not because I agree with you. And neither would King River. But he told me to keep you safe while he’s gone. Since I don’t have the authority to stop you, that means I have to go with you.”

“I always do enjoy your company,” he said with a smile as enchanting as any magic. “And our last adventure together in the Red Woods was certainly stimulating.”

Ariella didn’t see anything stimulating about being surrounded by a group of rogues from the Night Rose Order. That kiss Davin had given her afterwards, on the other hand… But nothing had come of it. Like always. She shook the thought from her head. There were more important things to worry about right now—like surviving the encounter with Jason Chanz. Not only was he an assassin, he was a Phantom. And not only was he a Phantom, he was the Elite Phantom. He packed a lot of raw power.

“If we’re going to face Jason Chanz, we’ll need a whole lot more muscle and magic than just the two of us,” she told him.
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AS EXPECTED, CHIMERA was up to the challenge. He’d actually looked excited when Ariella told him they were going after Jason Chanz. Trust a Phantom to get exhilarated at the prospect of fighting the world’s most wanted man.

So, together with Chimera and three guards who were wearing at least a hundred knives between them, Ariella and Davin walked across the grounds of Laelia toward the Gateway of Portals. That was their shortcut to Chrysalis.

“I met Jason Chanz once, back when he was a boy,” Chimera told Ariella. After teasing the three guards about their inadequate supply of knives, he'd stepped back to join her. Davin walked at the front of the line, one of the guards nearly glued to his side.

“What was he like?” she asked.

“By far the most intimidating nine-year-old I have ever seen.”

“From the stories I’ve heard, he hasn’t mellowed out any since then.”

Chimera snorted. “He’s far too young to have mellowed out. Give him a century or two—assuming he survives that long. We Phantoms aren’t really known for making rational choices.”

“Such as taking on the Elite Phantom?”

“Yes.” He nodded, his eyes phasing jade and gold. “Exactly like that.”

“One of these days, I’m going to learn to phase my eyes like that.”

The golden swirls faded from his irises. “You’re not a Phantom.”

“And?”

“It would be like if I said I’m going to try my hand at having foresights. I can try until I go blue in the face, and it won’t help one bit because I’m not a Prophet.”

“We’re not talking about hitting people with mind blasts or poking around in their heads,” she said. “Phasing your eyes is not so much a Phantom power as it is an excuse for Phantoms to glare at one another in nonsensical contests of dominance.”

A low rumble of concealed laughter shook Chimera’s chest. “Even so, please don’t phase your eyes. You would disappoint someone who finds them very pretty.”

“I thought we agreed we weren’t going to talk about this.”

“You agreed. I just let you off the hook before because you were busy getting your ass handed to you.” He flashed her a wide grin. “We’re not fighting now. Though if you want, we can talk instead about why you’re afraid of technology.”

Hmm, the maze of mechanical menaces that tried to kill her on the one hand, or her—unrequited?—feelings for Davin on the other.

“He’s not a fighter,” Chimera said.

“Shh, he’ll hear you.”

“He’s never been a fighter. People who are too good at talking themselves out of situations don’t learn to fight their way out of them.”

“A problem Phantoms clearly don’t share.”

“Precisely,” he said. “Jason Chanz is a Phantom. It will take force, not pretty words, to take him down.”

“I know.”

She looked down the path. Davin and the guards had stopped outside the Gateway of Portals, a round windowless gold and red bricked building with a domed top. Blossom-heavy branches draped down, hugging the structure so tightly that it nearly blended into the background. Thick rose vines climbed up either side and over the rounded top of the wooden arch that led to the Gateway’s sole entrance. Blood red rose petals blended with gently falling cherry blossoms, and the resulting mixture of red, pink, and white confetti poured down from the archway in a continuous stream of floral snow.

“But Davin is as stubborn as any Phantom,” Ariella continued. “He thinks that because he’s been practicing shooting with his friend Aaron Pall, he can take on an assassin.”

“Aaron Pall of the Diamond Edges?”

“That’s the one,” Ariella said. Selpe soldiers were bad enough. Elite Selpe soldiers—the Diamond Edges—were even worse. They didn’t just relish in dealing out pain; they were arrogant about it too.

“You don’t approve of their friendship,” Chimera observed.

“Is it that obvious?”

“The agitated crinkle between your eyes was hard to miss.”

She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Aaron is a bad influence.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen the sort of women who flock in droves to the Diamond Edges.”

Ariella felt her cheeks go warm. She tried to plow past that hiccup by crossing her arms against her chest and giving him a hard glare. “This isn’t funny.”

“You should just tell him how you feel. The longer you wait, the worse it will get.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Sure it is. Your relationship just needs a little push.”

So Chimera pushed her forward. Then he raised his hand, waving the three guards to him. As he rattled off the strategy they would use to take down Jason Chanz, Ariella stopped at the doorway to the Gateway. She stood beside Davin, but she wasn’t even looking at him.

“Let’s go,” he said after several seconds of awkward silence.

Ariella followed him through the doorway. They walked down a dark hallway, then passed into the central chamber, a cavernous circular room lit by a massive chandelier that hung down from the ceiling in a web of sparkling strands. Firelight spilled out from the crystal ornament, pushing the darkness to the outer edges. Past the light, hidden in shadow, a series of archways lined the room’s outer edge, each one a portal to another place. There was no greater concentration of portals in all the world, making it one of Elitia’s greatest treasures.

They stepped through the portal, and the sweetness of Laelia dissolved, giving way to a thick, nutty musk. They passed between ancient trees with rippled bark and silver-green leaves, the soft mulch of forest debris slopping beneath Ariella’s boots. Above, the sun pierced the forest canopy in slivers of fractured light, but even the shadows in between simmered with the famous Pegasus heat. The heat beyond the forest was even worse. As they entered the grounds of Chrysalis, the heavy air stuck to her skin like a hot, wet blanket.

“It’s been ten years,” Davin said, his eyes panning across a lawn overgrown with wild rose bushes. “I haven’t been back here since.”

Ten years ago, the Selpe-Avan war had come to its feeble end, both sides exhausted but neither any better off than before. And it was then, in the dawn of the precarious peace, that the Selpes had given King River an ultimatum: send them more Elitions and take his place on the Selpe Advisory Council, or lose the Selpe alliance. King River had chosen the alliance, and so had the kings and queens under him—all except for his best friend, the king of Pegasus. Jason Chanz’s father.

The Chrysalis palace did not look much worse for wear. Only the walls overgrown with climbing rose bushes—and the thick coat of grime on the windows—hinted that it had fallen into disuse. But there was something else, an energy about the place. Life. The reports were right. Someone was there, and a whole lot of someones at that. The evidence was everywhere. The front door had been recently repaired and reinforced; a box of tools still leaned against the building. A line of washing hung between two open windows. A bucket of water, clean and fresh, stood in the middle of the path.

A dash of movement caught Ariella’s eye, and she turned. A hooded man ran out of the palace, a bow and a bundle of arrows across his back, bands of knives strapped to his arms and legs. He moved quickly, heading toward the woods. She turned to Davin—only to discover he was no longer beside her. He was sprinting across the lawn toward the hooded man.

“Davin!” she shouted at him as knives and arrows poured down from the palace’s open windows.

“Have to cut him off before he gets away!” he shouted back.

Ariella didn’t wait. She didn’t think. She just ran for the woods, hoping that she’d be fast enough. If Davin went face-to-face against Jason Chanz, the assassin would kill him. No gun would be enough to protect him from the deadliest man alive.




* * *
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Ariella ran into the forest, the sounds of Chimera and the guards’ clash with the rogues fading with every long stride that she took. She couldn’t see Davin—or the assassin—but she could hear them. She focused on the soft brush of shifting leaves and branches, following the trail of footsteps. The steps were growing louder. So were the rhythms of six heartbeats, heavy but steady. She was gaining on them.

Six, not two. The thought broke through the sweat and burn of her muscles—but she had little time to mull it over. She burst through a veil of tangled underbrush, and there was Davin, standing motionless. There was no room to swerve, no way to go but up. She kicked off the ground, catching herself on a branch a few meters up. She swung her legs forward and landed between Davin and the hooded man.

“Ribbon Falls,” Davin said from behind her. “Jason used to come here with my sister.”

The man stood before the falls, the silver mist all around him sparkling in the afternoon sun. As he spun around, the hood dropped from his head. And then they saw that he wasn’t Jason Chanz at all. In fact, he wasn’t even Elition. Boots padded over wet leaves, barely audible over the roar of the waterfall, and four masked men came up behind him. Unlike their hooded companion, they carried rifles. But they weren’t shooting yet.

Ariella didn’t know why, and she didn’t care either. She grabbed a handful of Ice Dust out of the pouch on her belt and tossed the stony powder at the cluster of five men. The two on either edge of the group were too far away, but the glistening cloud hit the other three directly in the face. As they stumbled around, scratching at their eyes in a blind panic, she quickly knocked them out. Then she turned to face the remaining two.

They still weren’t shooting, but they also weren’t standing still. Two fists swung at her head, one from each side. She ducked, swinging her leg out to trip the bigger of the two men. She caught his arm as he fell past her. The moment his face hit the ground, she pulled up on his arm as she stomped her heel down on his shoulder. The joint popped.

“Stop,” the fifth man said from right behind her. The mask over his face dampened the words.

Ariella didn’t stop. She lunged to the side and yanked on his gun, pulling him forward. As he stumbled over his companion with the dislocated shoulder, she slammed the gun against both their heads.

Chimera burst through the trees and hopped to a stop. “The forces inside the palace have been neutralized.” His eyes flicked from Davin, to Ariella, to the five unconscious men on the ground.

“Here as well,” she replied, tossing him the gun.

He hung it casually over his shoulder, as though he carried weapons like that every day. “Jason Chanz has not made an appearance, I see.”

“They’re not even Elition,” said Davin.

“Neither are the others.” Chimera pulled off the mask of the closest fallen foe. “I wonder what they are doing here.”

“Sometimes desperate humans come into the Wilderness to hide. Those who have nothing else to lose,” Davin said.

“Those people back at the palace—they sure were desperate,” Chimera agreed. “Bandits, I’d wager. Stealing just to survive. Most of them were too frail to even put up much of a fight.” He began to remove all the men’s weapons. “But not these fellows. They are well-fed and well-trained.”

“Just not Elition,” Davin said. He looked disappointed. He must have really been looking forward to his confrontation with Jason Chanz.

“No.” Chimera had finished disarming the men, uncovering weapons in areas Ariella never would have thought to check—and was glad she didn’t have to. “It’s all very odd. It’s almost as though…”

“As though we were lured out here,” Davin finished for him.

“Precisely.”

“But why?” Ariella asked.

“Let’s leave that to the Selpes to find out,” said Davin. “They demand that all humans found on our lands be turned over to them. Well, let’s give them just what they want. They can deal with these misfits.”

Chimera already had one limp body dangled over each shoulder. “On to Orion then?”

“Yes,” Davin said. “The Diamond Edges will figure out what these men were up to.”
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THE FORTY TERRITORY rulers of the Selpe Empire were throwing themselves a dessert party. Cakes, muffins, pies, and puddings crowded the tables in the imperial ballroom—so many that there was little space for the usual floral arrangements and decorative dressings. There wasn’t much space for the ladies’ puffy gowns either. There was even less room for the forty egos stuffed into that one room; the sanctimonious stench was absolutely nauseating.

Ariella wouldn’t have even come to the Selpe capital city—let alone the party. But Davin had said King River would be there, and it was her job to report back to him. Sure enough, there he was at the cupcake tower, standing opposite Lord Adrian. The lord of Greenwood had been his rival for over a decade. For every push King River made to protect Elition interests, Lord Adrian pushed back. If it had been up to him, Elitions would have long since been reduced to an army of indentured soldiers, existing for the sole purpose of fighting—and dying—for the Selpe Empire.

Ariella and Davin sidestepped the drunken swagger of a smartly-dressed teenage boy on his way toward the wine fountain. He looked entirely too young to be the lord of a Selpe territory. And to be quite so drunk. The hard scent of alcohol slithered in his wake, stinging Ariella’s nose.

Lord Adrian’s grey eyes targeted her as she and Davin walked forward. “Ah, Ariella Steele!” He clapped his hands together. “News has already spread of your impressive takedown earlier this afternoon. Magnificent! You know, I could use people like you. What do you say to coming to work for the Diamond Edges?”

Lord Adrian was the overseer of the Diamond Edges. He was the man who held Aaron Pall’s leash.

Ariella crossed her arms against her chest. “I’m not a soldier.”

“A minor detail I could overlook for someone of your talents.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Oh, all right. Something more prestigious then: a job as my personal bodyguard.” Lord Adrian smirked at King River. “She sure does drive a hard bargain.”

“Lord Adrian.”

“Yes, King River?”

“Surely you have much better things to do than annoy my aide. How about you go do them. Now.”

Lord Adrian sneered at King River, dipped his chin to Ariella, then strode off to concoct fresh schemes elsewhere. Members of the Selpe Advisory Council flocked to him. By the time he’d made it to the cheesecake table, four supercilious lords and ladies were beside him. Two more were coming. If that didn’t look suspicious, Ariella didn’t know what did. Then again, it wasn’t anything new. The Selpe aristocracy always acted suspicious. It must have been part of the job description.

King River watched them for a moment, then turned to Ariella. “Tell me about the prisoners you took at Chrysalis.”

So she did. As action-packed as their little excursion had been, nothing had been solved. Instead of a notorious assassin, they had gotten a pack of ragged bandits that could hardly fight—and five not-so-rugged men who could. But what were they doing out there? And why had the reports suggested it was Jason Chanz at Chrysalis?

“You were reckless,” King River told Davin. In that public place, surrounded by Selpes, he’d leave his admonishment at that. “As per our agreement with the Selpes, they have the prisoners now.”

The deal was that the Selpes got all human prisoners and Elitia all Elition ones, no matter where they were captured. Ariella really had to wonder if the Selpes were upholding their end. Especially Lord Adrian. She did not trust that man.

“Adrian’s Diamond Edges are questioning them now.” King River frowned. “Whether the Selpes share the information they extract is another matter. After the way things went in today’s council meeting, I have my doubts.”

“What happened today?” asked Davin.

“Adrian presented his parade of ridiculous demands for Elition resources, mainly for more of our people to work with them in their dirty projects. I managed to hold them off. Mostly. How long my evasions will continue to work, I cannot say. I suspect not long. A new strategy is in order.”

“On that, at least, we can agree,” Davin said.

King River looked at his son, his face unreadable. “Good work, Ariella. Now, Davin, today’s council meeting was intense. Are you up to doing some damage control with me?”

Davin was always up to enchanting people. He and King River walked over to the nearest cluster of territory rulers, leaving Ariella standing there, alone and awkward. She turned to consider the selection the dessert buffet had to offer. She’d just stopped in front of the chocolate cake table, when someone walked up behind her. She turned around—and immediately regretted it.

“Hello, Ariella. You are looking as magnificent as ever,” Aaron said.

He was dressed in his custom-cut Diamond Edge uniform: black trimmed with blue, a double diamond dagger brooch on his chest. He was a good-looking man. And charming. Ariella couldn’t deny that. But she knew his other side, his darker side. His reputation as a bed-hopper didn’t bother her nearly as much as all the other things he’d done in service of Lord Adrian. She didn’t even know the half of it, but she knew enough. The Diamond Edges were known for their brutality, especially in the torture of prisoners. As leader of the Diamond Edges, Aaron had probably thought up a brutality or two—or dozen—himself.

“I’ve just been speaking to your prisoners,” he said.

The thought of that made Ariella sick—and completely ruined her appetite for chocolate cake. But King River would want to know what he’d found out, so she forced herself to speak. “Have you learned anything useful?”

“The majority of them are desperate vagrants. They had no grand plans, no scheme in Elitia. They were simply taking shelter in the Wilderness.”

Just as Chimera had said.

“But the other five,” continued Aaron. “They are different. They are soldiers. Elite soldiers.”

“Diamond Edges?”

“Funny.” His lower lip twitched. “No, I’m convinced that they are Avan Spirit Reapers.”

“What were elite Avan soldiers doing in the Wilderness?”

Stealing treasure? Kidnapping Elitions? Or maybe they’d found out there were some ancient Xenen artifacts around there? The Wilderness was littered with broken technology from the Xenen era: broken devices, nonfunctioning electronics, the fragments of planes that had fallen out of the sky centuries ago.

“The vagrants were sheltering the Spirit Reapers,” said Aaron. “Out of fear. They’d already been at Chrysalis for a few weeks when the Avans came. Whatever the Avans were plotting there, those vagrants had no part of it. They know nothing. Well, nothing except that for the longest time, no one was bothering them. No one knew they were there. Then the Spirit Reapers came, and a few days later, Elitia’s spies knew there were people at Chrysalis. The soldiers weren’t very subtle.”

“Is that supposed to be unusual for soldiers?”

“Ariella, you shouldn’t tease if you can’t take the consequences.”

His eyes looked into hers, his stare so intense she couldn’t help but look away. And blush.

“How do you do that?” she demanded between clenched teeth.

“Years of practice.” He softened his gaze and folded his hands together. “In any case, my men can keep their heads down and remain stealth. I’d expect the same of Spirit Reapers.”

“Meaning their lack of subtlety was intentional?”

“Yes. They wanted to attract attention. That’s why they wore the assassin hoods and ran through the woods with bows and throwing knives. They wanted to spread a rumor that Jason Chanz was at Chrysalis. They wanted to lure you to them.”

“Me?”

“Davin. They were after Davin.”

“But why? What were they planning?” 

A dark look spread across his face, and just like that the charming man was gone, replaced by the ruthless Selpe major who led the Diamond Edges. “I do not know. But I'm going to find out.”
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ARIELLA HAD DREAMED last night of being attacked by a band of gold-eyed assailants, so she wasn’t surprised when they burst through the door around noon. Seeing things before they happened was just part of being a Prophet. If only knowing how to avoid them were part of being a Prophet too. Getting blasted by fractured images of blood-splattered futures wasn’t fun, and feeling powerless to stop them was even worse.

The other part of being a Prophet was being driven slowly but surely mad by the foresights—though the priests of Rosewater seemed convinced this would not be Ariella’s fate. On the other hand, not a single one of them was a Prophet, so what could they possibly know about it?

As the masked figures stood framed in the arched doorway—their silhouettes smears of darkness against a snowy pink sky, their eyes gleaming with manic malice—Ariella drew her Serenity sword. The blade was eighty centimeters of sleek steel, sharp enough to slice straight through the trunk of any of the everlasting cherry blossom trees outside. Or through the limbs of the intruders.

She stomped that thought straight down into the ground where it belonged. Elitions possessed any number of magical talents, including the ability to regenerate some pretty nasty injuries. But that didn’t mean regrowing severed limbs was any more pleasant than it sounded, nor that it happened immediately. Ariella didn’t revel in dealing out pain. She carried a big sword because the world had no shortage of people who did revel in just that.

There were four of those pain revelers here now, all as Elition as she was. She knew that from the spark of magic in their gold eyes—and from how little time it took them to run from the Assembly Chamber door to the table across the room. They moved in sync, surrounding her and King River with a smooth and seamless grace characteristic of a team that had trained together for years, or even decades.

Not good. Not good at all.

King River turned his back to hers. “Remain calm,” he said, as though he’d read her panicked thought.

But he hadn’t, at least Ariella didn’t think so. Elitions with the ability to read thoughts were at least as rare as Prophets. They were called Phantoms, and they were crazy. Not these-flashes-of-the-future-are-driving-me-crazy sort of crazy. More like I-relish-in-bloody-rages-of-death-and-destruction sort of crazy.

There aren’t any Elition Phantoms here, Ariella reminded herself as the intruders drew their swords, the smooth scratch of four metal blades singing out as one eerie note.

“You take the woman with the necklace under her shirt and the left-handed man,” King River said. “I’ll take the other two.”

Ariella scanned the ring of four masked menaces. Same height. Same black outfits that covered everything. Same sliver of face around the same gold-colored eyes. They were nearly indistinguishable. Besides the difference in body shapes between the two men and two women—who were, by the way, about as big and buff as the men—there was little that set any one of them apart from the others.

Except one of the women did sport a tiny fold of fabric beneath her shirt, as though she wore a necklace below it. And while all four of the assailants held their sword right-handed, one man stood as though he might favor the other side. Ariella didn’t think she’d have noticed any of those details had King River not drawn her attention to them. The man was a master of subtly, that was for sure. He wouldn’t have survived so long as the high king of Elitia’s sixteen kingdoms without skills like those. His longevity was also helped by the fact that he was always armed.

Ariella heard him slide two knives from the bands on his arm—then a faint whistle as they cut through the air. The soft thump told her one of the throwing knives had hit its target. And the shriek of singing steel told her that she should have been paying attention to the opponents in front of her.

She struck out with her sword, meeting the enormous hunk of metal that was Lefthand’s Crescent sword. His high cheekbones shifted upward in a smirk, distinct even beneath his black mask. Ariella hardly had time to recognize the truth of her impending pain, and then a second Crescent sword was sweeping toward her head. She pushed back, her slim and straight Serenity against his fat and curved Crescent. She freed herself enough to duck down—and trip over the edge of the gigantic conference table to smack her knees hard against the wooden floor.

“I guess it didn’t really matter after all.” She looked up at Lefthand, who held his two Crescent swords up like the wings of a demonic butterfly. “You can use both hands.”

He didn’t say anything, but the persistent smirk beneath the mask was answer enough. He could have attacked, but he didn’t. Which meant he was toying with her. Ok, so he wasn’t a Phantom—he moved too slowly for one of them—but he did enjoy inflicting pain. There was no doubt about that. As his gold irises gleamed with the demented pleasure of a psychopath, Ariella took a good look at those eyes. And for the first time, she noticed just how dilated his pupils were.

Awesome. He’s not just any psychopath, she thought. He’s a psychopath drugged up on stimulants.

Ariella began to rise, preparing herself for the onslaught after the appetizer. A boot kicked her hard in the side. The woman with the hidden chain necklace. She kicked out again, aiming for that same tender spot. Ariella rolled before the black boot could make a habit of painting her ribs black and blue. Like a persistent poison rash, the boot stomped on after her and pounded down again. And again. Ariella passed under the table, springing up as soon as she cleared the other side. Across the table, Chain drew her second Crescent sword as well. Four swords against one weren’t odds Ariella much liked. Her best friend wielded dual swords, and if these two here were each only half as good as she was…well, then Ariella was in for a world of trouble.

She sprang up onto the tabletop, hardly landing before she kicked off again and somersaulted over Lefthand. He turned to face her, but she was faster. She slammed the hilt of her sword into his head, hitting the temple hard. Lefthand went down like a wet pancake hitting the pan.

Chain charged forward, both swords raised, a shrill war cry cutting through her mask. That woman certainly had a pair of lungs in her. Had the Assembly Chamber boasted any windows, they would not have survived her scream. As it was, the small stained glass skylight five meters up was vibrating with an uneasy energy.

Chain swung both her swords at Ariella like a pair of enraged scissors, trying to decapitate her from two sides at once. Ariella blocked, and the swords clanged against her blade so hard that they bounced off. Chain slashed and swung at her, each swipe harder and angrier than the last. When only two steps separated Ariella from the wall, she turned, and Chain pushed her step by step back across the room. Ariella’s arms throbbed, her pulse popping and quaking with each strike of Chain’s blades. But her opponent raged on with no sign of fatigue.

Ariella flipped back onto her hands and pushed off, trying to put some distance between her and Chain. The woman swallowed that distance with a single-minded determination that would rival any enraged Phantom. Well, if running away doesn’t work… Ariella flipped again, dropping her sword beside Lefthand. She snatched his two swords on the way back up. Her feet touched down. Chain’s swords slashed at her head. And hit air. Ariella slid down, her legs splitting. The front leg slid between Chain’s feet. Ariella slashed out with the stolen swords, cutting across her opponent’s thigh. Her blades came back stained crimson. Ariella flipped her grip. She thrust the hilts up into Chain’s knees, and her opponent collapsed.

“Nicely done,” King River said, wiping down his knives with a cloth as he stepped away from his own two opponents.

Ariella didn’t need to look to know that they were both dead—and she didn’t want to look either.

“It’s a shame. They forced my hand.”

He spoke as though he’d heard her thoughts. Then again, he’d probably just read it on her face. She wasn’t very good at hiding her feelings. It was all out there, right on her face. An open book. That’s what she was.

“I would have preferred to capture them,” King River continued. He gave her a half-smile. “But that requires a subtlety I fear I lack today. Perhaps, I’m getting too old for this.”

Ariella didn’t laugh. Perhaps, if two people weren’t lying dead in the Assembly Chamber, she might have. King River was…well, several times her age at least. But that meant nothing more than several times the experience. He didn’t look any older than she was. And she was only seventeen.

Elitions lived long. How long no one knew—or at least Ariella didn’t. She’d heard of an Elition man who was supposed to be a thousand years old, but who knew what truth, if any, there was to that rumor. She’d met Elitions who had seen a few centuries, though that was not the norm. Despite hardly aging at all, not many lived beyond a typical human lifespan. That was just part of the volatile nature of magic. Elitions tended to go mad a whole lot more often than humans. And they engaged in reckless behavior that got them killed real fast, even with enhanced healing. Elitia’s continued involvement in human affairs hadn’t done wonders for their longevity either.

“Why would four Elitions try to kill us?” she asked the king of the Elitions. The Selpes or Avans she could understand. Most humans feared magic, and Elitions were teeming with magic.

“Not Elition,” replied King River. “Siennan.”

It was a technicality over a century old, but an important one. The Siennans had once lived in one of the sixteen kingdoms of Elitia—up until they split off to ally with the Avan Empire. Ever since then, Elitions and Siennans had gotten along about as well as a Phantom and a Relaxation Serum.

“And I do not know why they have come here.” He looked down at Chain. His teal eyes were as calm and controlled as her gold eyes were gleaming with unrestrained malice. “We shall have to ask her.”

“I will not speak,” she growled, glaring up at him.

Ariella snatched her sword from the ground. Chain was still clutching her knees, but as soon as her body healed the injury, she would jump up and try to kill them. Her eyes screamed that clearly enough. For all they knew, she was already healed and was feigning vulnerability, buying her time until she could strike. Her team had made it all the way here, past the palace guards that walked the grounds and protected the portals. That meant she was crafty. Ariella stepped closer, pointing her sword at Chain.

“If you will not speak to me, then I will just have to bring in a Phantom,” said King River, his voice resigned.

Some Phantoms could extract thoughts from a person’s head. It wasn’t known to be a pleasant procedure.

Chain’s hand darted to the knife at her leg, but before Ariella could knock it away, the woman stabbed herself in the heart. Her pulse pumped its last beat, the life draining out of her as her blood splattered the floor.

“Well, there’s the other guy at least,” Ariella said. She was trying hard not to look at Chain.

King River’s eyes met hers. “He’s dead.”

She spun around, running over to Lefthand to check for a pulse. There wasn’t any.

“When did that happen?” she asked, knowing even as she spoke that the words were stupid.

King River didn’t say anything, and she was grateful for that. She was just babbling anyway. She’d killed him. And hadn’t even noticed. That slam to the head had meant to knock him unconscious, not kill him. She hadn’t even thought she’d hit him that hard. It took more than that to kill an Elition. Didn’t it?

“Are you all right?”

Ariella felt a hand on her arm. King River. He looked sympathetic—and worried. Oh. He thought she was going to go crazy.

“I’m fine,” she said. Her voice shook, catching in her throat. “It’s not my first time.”

It was, however, the first time she’d ever seen King River look surprised.

“How many then?” he asked.

“Two now. The first was over four years ago at Rosewater. Another student snuck into my room at night and attacked me.” She shivered at the memory, still fresh and raw in her head. “It was also an accident.”

“And you didn’t suffer any…consequences?”

He meant, she hadn’t gone crazy. That was one of the things about Prophets. There were a whole lot of things that set off the madness, and killing someone was right at the top of the list. It was called Prophetic Whiplash. The moment a Prophet ended someone’s life, all the possible futures that person could have lived to experience just snapped, flooding the Prophet’s mind with a million murdered moments. The barrage of broken foresights colliding and collapsing in under its own anguishing weight nearly always drove the Prophet, the instrument of this person’s demise, insane. For good.

Or so Ariella had heard. The thing was, it hadn’t happened to her. Either time. They’d died, and she hadn’t even noticed. And she didn’t think it was because the deaths had been accidents. That hadn’t stopped other Prophets from going mad. Maybe the Rosewater priests were right. Maybe she wouldn’t lose her mind.

“This is unusual,” King River said.

“I know.”

“If I had to guess, I would say that the nature of your foresights makes you immune to the madness most Prophets face.”

That actually made sense. Most Prophets saw many futures, even ones that would never come to be. Ariella saw less. She only saw what was most likely to be. It could change as time passed, but usually it didn’t. So, as far as her mind was concerned, by the time someone died at her hands, they didn’t have a future anymore. No possible futures, no madness.

“I think you’re right,” she said.

King River’s mouth opened to speak, but she heard nothing over the screech of furniture and the thump of a body hitting the floor. Ariella closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she saw a group of Elitions—no Siennans. There were five of them, dressed in the same black outfits. And they were armed with the same Crescent swords as the other four. They pulled an unconscious body out of the window. A mass of messy hair flopped off of his face as they carried him outside.

“Davin,” Ariella gasped, looking onto the face of Davin Storm, the crown prince of Elitia. King River’s son. Her…friend. “The Siennans will take him.” She blinked down hard, trying to squeeze out the black-and-white glaze of her foresight.

“This was a distraction.” King River was already moving.

Ariella struggled to shake the last fragments of the foresight from her mind. Still dizzy and disoriented, she pushed her legs to keep up with him.

“How much time do we have?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. Not much though. I think it’s happening now.”

Her head had cleared, and she could finally see well enough not to trip over her own feet. She hadn’t kept count of the number of times she’d bumped into someone since they’d run through the Assembly Chamber doorway into the hallway, but it was at least four. There were half a dozen others walking beside them in the hall, the number growing as they ran toward Davin’s room. She hadn’t noticed them before either. Trust a foresight to knock her out of her senses.

King River had broken away, sprinting forward. Windows lined one side of the corridor. Outside, dozens of guards were scouring the grounds. Inside, they were running to keep up with King River as he raced toward Davin’s room. He didn’t stop to open the door. He hit it at full speed, and it smacked down, slapping the floor. They all stampeded right over it. At some point, Ariella had managed to claw her way to the front of the crowd. She was right beside King River when he came to a stop in the middle of Davin’s room.

“We are too late,” he said, his eyes honing in on the open window squeaking in the wind. “The Siennans already left.”
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ARIELLA STOOD BENEATH a canopy of pink and white cherry blossoms, receiving King River’s final instructions before she went after Davin. She really shouldn’t be leaving King River now, not after an attempt on his life.

“You are not my bodyguard,” said the high king, encased by a wall of bodyguards.

He probably didn’t need quite so many, not if the way Ariella had seen him take on those Siennans was any indication. He sure was a vicious fighter—for an old man. But sometimes the old ones were the most vicious. Like Silas Thorn, Emperor Selpe’s Elition bodyguard, who fought as dirty as they came. And he was at least a few centuries old. Ariella hadn’t been brave enough to ask him just how old.

“You are my aide,” King River continued. “So aid me now. Bring Davin safely home.”

Ariella didn’t need much convincing. Davin was her friend. No, he was much more than a friend, even if he didn’t feel that way about her. Or did he? It was hard to tell with Davin. He was the crown prince of mixed messages.

“I will bring him back,” Ariella promised, the knot in her chest tightening with every pulse of her heart. There was no reason for it. Really, there wasn’t. She told herself that Davin was fine. The Siennans hadn’t gone through the enormous trouble of capturing him, just to kill him later. He was too valuable a prisoner to kill. No, they wanted him for some other reason. If only Ariella knew what.

But all her mind kept returning to was the fact that the Siennans were allied with the Avan Empire, which didn’t exactly get along with Elitia’s ally, the Selpe Empire. The two empires had been hating each other since they signed their precarious peace treaty eleven years ago, and they’d tried their utmost to annihilate each other in the war preceding the treaty. The cycle of fighting and steaming in wait had been in constant loop for the past five hundred years, and at this rate, it would continue for at least another five hundred. Ariella wasn’t clear what they were fighting over, and she doubted they remembered anymore either.

And now Davin was caught in the middle. They wanted him for something, and she just couldn’t shake the feeling that no good would come of it. She had to get him out. Now. She had her destination: Solarin, the Avan capital city. She’d seen it. Foreseen it. Most of the time, the power of Prophecy was not so easily wielded. It tended not to come when needed and yet burst forth at the worst possible moment. Compelled by desperation, Ariella had shortcut the process. She’d taken an Enhancing Serum, a stimulant that allowed her mind to open a window into the future and see where he was being taken. She wasn’t about to make a habit of chugging down serums—they were highly addictive—but this one time it had been worth it.

“I know you can do this,” King River told her, his hand squeezing her shoulder.

To get Davin back, she would have to travel to Solarin. If the Avan capital was anything like the Selpe capital, it was sure to be teeming with technology. Vile, horrid, maniacal technology. Ariella hated technology. King River knew that. Everyone knew it. She didn’t like being nearly run over by their cars. Their various flying contraptions looked about as reassuring as a paper sword. Their motorcycles were demons on wheels. And then there were the bombs, the electric fences, those things called computers…and as far as Ariella was concerned, machines shouldn’t be able to move on their own initiative. Ever. That was a hundred levels of wrong.

As a member of Emperor Selpe’s Advisory Council, King River sometimes had to travel to the Selpe capital. That meant so did she. She hated it. The streets were so artificial, the people even more so, and the whole place smelled like smoke and cleaning fluids. Elitia was better. Elitia was safe. Normal. Luckily, most of Elitia was covered by the Wilderness, an area where electronics died. Computers didn’t work. Planes fell out of the sky. Mechanical menaces did not roam. And it didn’t smell like a thousand different chemicals she didn’t even know the names of—and couldn’t even hope to pronounce.

“I’ve contacted one of our agents close to Avan territory,” King River said as they walked under the blossoming blanket. Pink-white blooms fluttered down like silk snowflakes. No matter how many of those flowers fell, the trees were always full. That was part of the magic of Elitia. “His name is Jax. Take the portal to Seastone, and he’ll be waiting for you on the other side.”

King River stopped at the door to the Gateway, the crossroads of several dozen magical portals. There were portals—instant shortcuts to other places in the world—all over Elitia and beyond. But the highest concentration of them was here, in the Gateway of Portals at Laelia. Ariella bowed her head to King River, then stepped inside the building.
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The sweetness of Laelia fled Ariella’s tongue, burnt off by the salty ocean air of Seastone. Like the Emerald Sea that lapped and lathered all around it, the island of Seastone was neutral territory. In an ideal world, that would have meant no Selpes and no Avans, but Ariella was under no delusions that this was an ideal world. Selpe and Avan spies were there, whether she could see them or not.

Jax was also there. Ariella saw him as soon as she stepped through the portal onto Seastone. It didn’t matter that she’d never met him before in her life; it was hard to miss the man staring straight at her—and more importantly, staring at the portal behind her. Humans couldn’t see portals. There just wasn’t enough magic in them to discern the subtle flicker in the air. The humans’ total lack of faith in the supernatural didn’t help either.

“Ariella Steele,” Jax said, his voice mellow.

“I am.”

Jax’s outfit consisted of baggy knee-length shorts and a skin-tight shirt made of the same stretchy synthetic material as bathing suits. His feet were naked and dusted with sand. King River must have interrupted him while he was…walking barefoot across the beach? Ariella felt overdressed in her neck-to-toe black leather, the Serenity sword strapped to her back. Jax didn’t even have a sword—or a weapon of any kind, as far as she could see. Just exactly what kind of ‘help’ had King River rounded up for her?

“I’m Jax Pelton.” He was wearing the most enormous pair of sunglasses she had ever seen. She was so busy staring at them that it took her a moment to realize what his words meant. He hadn’t used a power name. Elitions always introduced themselves to other Elitions using their power name.

“You aren’t Elition,” she said.

“Not quite.” He slid his sunglasses down his nose, peering over the rims at her with jade eyes swirled with sapphire. “Half and half.”

“And the hair?” she asked.

Jax bounced his shoulder-length hair to the back. Golden-blond streaked with jade and sapphire that perfectly matched his eyes, the color was not a human one. Elitions had those sorts of shades all the time, the ones just out of the ordinary. Ruby red. Blue-black. Pink-blonde. Or, in Ariella’s case, silver-blonde. In the same way, Elition eyes were uncommon variants of common colors. Eyes that shimmered gold. Sparkled sapphire. Or gleamed obsidian. These physical differences instantly marked someone as Elition…or maybe not.

“The streaks are dyed.” Jax shrugged. “I thought they looked cool next to my eyes. Those are real.”

Something Elition had definitely carried over to him. Ariella hadn’t met many half-Elitions, but the ones she’d seen varied from looking completely human on the one end, to about like Jax on the other. His eyes were as Elition as any Elition’s.

“You can see the portals?” she asked.

He nodded, his golden-jade-sapphire waves tumbling over his shoulders. “See them. Go through them. The whole deal.”

Just as humans couldn’t see the portals, they couldn’t go through them either. At least not without holding onto an Elition. And that was a good thing too. The idea of Selpes or Avans being able to just pop up in the middle of Elitia sent icicles down her neck. The Wilderness kept their soldiers out. For the most part. It was hard to land a plane that was intent on crashing down.

“We should get moving,” he said.

His bare feet slapped against the wooden dock. It looked really uncomfortable.

“Your mercenary is waiting down at Pier 4.”

“Mercenary?” she asked. “You mean, you aren’t coming with me?”

He turned to flash her a shiny white smile. “Gotten attached already, have you?”

“Yeah.” She snorted. “Especially to those gigantic sunglasses.”

He let out a laugh that scared away a nearby quintet of seagulls fighting over a soggy chunk of bread. “You’ll get along just fine with Everett. He, too, has a quirky sense of humor.”

“Tell me about this Everett.”

“He’s a good guy. Reliable. Professional. He’s one of the best in the rescue business. He likes money, but don’t let him fool you. He’s a real softy when it comes to reuniting people with their loved ones. Especially children and parents. Brothers and sisters. Family stuff.”

They passed the marker for Pier 4. The wooden pole stood as straight as a soldier at attention. The sign nailed to it was cut into the shape of a star and painted over with gold paint. The words ‘Pier 4’ were written on it in big, black, blocky letters. Fancy. A big red bell dangled from a string nailed to one of the lower star points, the purpose of it unclear.

“You don’t want to ring it,” Jax said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Sure, you weren’t. That’s why your eyes lit up like that.”

Ariella locked her arms across her chest and frowned at him.

“It’s ok. Everyone wants to ring the bell. Until they know what it means. And then some of them want to do it even more.” He chuckled. “But not you.”

“Why? What does it mean?”

“It’s how you call forth the services of the dockwalkers.”

“Dockwalkers?”

“You know.” He lifted his eyebrows. “Prostitutes.”

Hmm. “I am not in need of their services,” she said.

Jax stared at her for half a second, then laughed out so hard that he nearly fell off the dock. He caught himself by curling his naked toes around the wooden panel. It turned out that the bare feet were good for something.

“I’ve worked with Everett before,” he said, walking along as though he hadn’t just narrowly avoided a unplanned swim in the ocean. “And he knows how to get the job done. He knows Solarin better than any Selpe—and better than most Avans too.”

“I trust he’s not Selpe or Avan.”

“He’s a Rev.”

Ariella didn’t know much about the Revs, except that their islands had once been part of the Selpe Empire. There also happened to be a lot of Rev mercenaries. It seemed to be the Rev isles’ largest export.

Jax slid his sunglasses back up into place. “There he is now.”

Nudged between the dock and the beach, the food stand Jax was pointing at was surrounded by a grove of giant sun umbrellas. They sprouted out of the sand like mushrooms. A man stood at a high table beneath a pale yellow umbrella, sipping a glass of iced lemonade. Ariella hadn’t met many mercenaries, so she couldn’t say whether Everett was typical for the sort, but she certainly hadn’t expected him to look so…clean…and yet at the same time rugged. It might have been the hair. It was combed—kind of—but his face had an unshaven look to it. A purposefully unshaven look.

He wore a dark brown leather jacket over a plain, unwrinkled black t-shirt. Beneath the leather, his shoulders were wide. This was a man who worked out and worked hard. From the way he stood, he was no slouch as a fighter either.

His pants were made of dark grey-blue denim and cut with a subtle flare to accommodate his thick leather boots. Ariella seemed to remember humans called them ‘cowboy boots’, whatever a cowboy was. Probably, just another word for men who liked to wear heavy, thumping boots.

Leather was a theme with this mercenary. At his waist sat a thick leather belt with a buckle bigger and shinier than the dockwalker bell. And he wore a leather holster at each hip, a gun tucked inside one, a knife inside the other.

“Ariella Steele, meet Everett Black, mercenary.” Jax gave Everett’s shoulder a rough punch.

“An Elition?” Everett’s dark brows drew together. “Jax, what have you gotten me into this time?”

“It’s a legit job, man.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “And she’s cute.”

“She’s Elition. They can hear you no matter how softly you speak. Supernatural senses, you know.”

This was no typical human. He knew about Elitions. He’d met them before. From the way he was looking at Ariella, it hadn’t been a good experience either. Maybe he’d crossed paths with a Phantom. They liked to freak people out by levitating rocks, phasing their eyes, and doing all sorts of flashy nonsense.

“Is there a problem?” Ariella asked Everett.

“No problem,” Jax said quickly. “Right, Everett?”

“Yeah, I’m just peachy.”

The wind shifted, and Ariella caught a whiff of metal, fresh soap, and oil coming off of Everett. It smelled like the oil used for cleaning weapons.

“You take care of your weapons,” she told him.

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Good. Because you’re going to need them.”

Eight hooded men came up behind them, dark silhouettes against a sea and sky background. On the plus side, they weren’t Siennan this time. On the not so plus side, they were all carrying really big guns.
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BESIDE ARIELLA, EVERETT’S lemonade glass shattered. The mercenary swore, wiped his wet hands down on his pants, then glared out at the man who had shot a hole through his drink.

“That’s just not cool, man,” Jax told the audacious hooded man. “I hope you’re going to buy him a new drink.”

Audacious Hoody threw back his head and laughed, his hood flopping down to his shoulders. It wasn’t the quintessential assassin hood, just a hood sewn onto the back of a black sweatshirt. “No, we are not going to buy him a new drink, you ridiculous rainbow-haired surfer. We are going to kill you all.”

Jax rolled his eyes and turned to Everett. “Can you believe him?”

“I made a vow to myself to ignore morons,” he replied, drawing his gun. It wasn’t as big as the revolver rifles that the band of hoods carried, but it was shinier.

“You’ll find it hard to ignore us when you are lying on the ground, being shot through with our bullets,” the next Hoody said with a juvenile smirk. “And your blood is pouring out all around you, staining the—” A shriek exploded out of his lips, screaming high and shrill over the low, constant beat of the ocean waves. He dropped into a crouch, cradling the foot Everett had shot a bullet through.

“You shot him,” Audacious Hoody said, his eyes as surprised as angry.

Everett shrugged. “You shot my drink.”

“That’s not the same at all!” screamed Shot-up Hoody from the ground.

“One.” Everett held up one finger. “You shot my drink. Two.” He flipped up the second finger. “You came here with your big guns and bad attitude to, in your own words, ‘kill you all’. I don’t know about you, buddy, but I’m rather attached to my life, so when it’s threatened, I fight back. Hard. Which brings us to three.” He waved three fingers at them. “Guns aren’t toys, boys. You can’t expect to play with them and not get shot.”

“It was your gun doing the shooting,” said Audacious Hoody as his band of hoods closed in, guns raised.

Jax drew two knives. “You should have kept that vow to yourself, Everett.”

He sighed. “Yeah.”

“Right back at you,” said Audacious Hoody.

He had his gun aimed right at Everett’s head. So did the other six men, though Shot-up Hoody was still moaning on the ground. They weren’t the brightest bunch for sure, but you didn’t need to be a genius to shoot someone from only two meters away. Plus, there were seven of the hoods still standing, against just the three of them. Ariella was fast, but not fast enough to dodge a bullet from that range. And certainly not that many bullets.

“Allow us to return the favor.” A smirk sizzled on Audacious Hoody’s lips. “Dead in three, two, one…”

Seven fingers slid back on seven triggers. Ariella drew in a deep breath—and held it.

A series of clicks echoed faintly in her ears, but no bullets burst forth. Behind him, the other hooded men were banging their guns against their knees, the ground, one another…

A deep chuckle rumbled in Everett’s chest. “Forget something, boys?”

Audacious Hoody spun around to glower at the other hoodies. “Whose job was it to load the guns this afternoon?”

As one, they turned their eyes down on Shot-up Hoody. His moaning had diminished to a faint whimper, but now, cringing under their collective stare, he looked at his foot and began to cry out with renewed fervor.

“You had one job. One!” Audacious Hoody bellowed. “And you couldn’t even do that.”

“I loaded your gun,” he peeped.

“With one bullet! Who loads a gun with just one bullet?”

“I got distracted. It was lunchtime. Macaroni and cheese today.”

“Idiot,” spat Audacious Hoody. “You deserved to be shot.”

He exchanged his gun for a long knife, its blade about thirty centimeters in length and pure black; its handle was strawberry-red. The other hoods threw down their clunky guns and each drew an identical knife. From the way they were holding the knives, that’s how they usually fought. The guns had been all for show.

Now armed with their weapon of choice, the band of hoods looked more confident. They closed in further. In under five seconds, they’d blocked Ariella off from the others. Six men were fighting Everett and Jax. With Shot-up Hoody still curled up into a ball of self-pity on the ground, that left just one for her: a man with a slit of scarred lip. They didn’t think she was a threat, maybe because she hadn’t chimed in earlier during their friendly little exchange…oh, who was she kidding? They thought she wasn’t a threat because she was a woman. Apparently, they hadn’t noticed the butt-kicking leather. She reached back for her sword. Steel sang out in a single pulsing beat as she went for the fast draw, hoping supernatural speed was enough to instill some fear into her opponent.

Not so much, it turned out.

“Careful with that, cupcake,” her opponent taunted. He wasn’t scared, not one bit. He was, however, checking her out. Ew.

“Not interested,” she said.

“Not even a little?”

“No.”

His sigh was heavy, but his eyes weren’t yet done probing. “When your two friends go down, you’ll have a change of heart.”

“What do I have to do to get you people to take me seriously?” she demanded to no one in particular.

Horny Hoody answered. “Lose a few layers of clothing, and I’ll take you real serious, gorgeous.”

Why do I even bother? Ariella snatched up the gun he’d dropped and smacked him in the face with it. He went down like a pile of sludge. She stepped around him, heading for the other six men. Except now they were down to four. Everett and Jax sure didn’t waste time.

The hooded men’s attention was still focused on Everett and Jax, even though Ariella had seen at least one of them witness her epic take down. With a single smack. And with his own gun. Jeez, they were hard to impress.

Grumbling under her breath, Ariella pulled a vial from one of the pouches attached to her belt. Glaring hard at the backs of the hooded miscreants who were still ignoring her, she coated the entire blade with the silvery dust. As the first hints of a glow spread across the steel, she slid a soft purple stone from another pouch, palmed it, and kicked off the ground to somersault over the line of hooded heads.

When she landed before the hooded men, they finally did take notice. But it wasn’t until one of them shouted, “Her sword is on fire!” that they abandoned their attack on Everett and Jax to gape at her—err, her sword.

It wasn’t really on fire. Glowing tendrils of blue energy slithered up and down the blade, thanks to the potent coat of Zephyr Dust she’d applied to it. A real magic sword could have done the same without the dust, but she didn’t have one of those. It was too bad, too, because she would have loved to own a magic sword. There was just something incredibly appealing about having a sword with a built-in menacing glow to frighten off opponents. Some Phantoms could do one better. They could make an ordinary blade appear to catch on fire, which was enough to scare most people senseless.

“That is just creepy,” one of the hoods said, his mesmerized eyes tracking her sword as she moved toward them.

“What sorcery is this?” demanded Audacious Hoody.

He ducked back as she swiped forward with her sword—not to hit them, just to push them back. She had to admit it felt good to see them squirm and retreat, especially after how they’d ignored her.

“Elition sorcery!” another hood squealed.

Their eyes widened in collective shock as they noticed for the first time that she was Elition. They sure were a dense bunch.

“I’ve heard Elitions are demons.”

“Wielding dark magic.”

“Their stare can set you on fire.”

Ariella figured that was as good a time as any to clamp down her fist around the stone. Its soft surface burst, splattering her palm with warm liquid goo. It pulsed and popped against her skin, gaining in intensity until smoke was slithering between her clenched fingers. She threw open her hand, and deep purple flames flared up, roaring atop her palm. Ariella looked past the flames into the men’s horrified faces.

“Oh shit,” one of them said, stumbling back. His heel caught on the edge of the dock, and he fell over backwards, hitting the water with a heavy splash.

A fiery purple reflection danced across the dazed eyes of the three remaining men as they stood there, gawking at her. The flames in Ariella’s hand continued to grow with every passing breath. She reached back, as though to launch the bundle of fire at them, and that did it. They tripped over one another in the race to be the first over the edge. She heard three splashes—then the vigorous padding of the men swimming away.

“That was a neat trick,” Jax said, grinning at her as the flames in her hand died down.

The stone’s energy was finally exhausted. And not a moment too soon. The goo had gone dry and the fake flames were starting to tickle. Ariella shook out her hand and pounded it down on her leg, trying to jiggle loose the last of the tickly prickles.

“Trick?” Everett asked, holstering his gun. “You mean, that wasn’t magic?”

“Not exactly,” Ariella said.

Though it had looked like flames were bursting from her hand, she couldn’t do such things. Nor could she throw magical energy at people. That was, like most of the really impressive offensive magic, a purely Phantom thing. Ok, so Phantom mind blasts were actually invisible, but that was something she didn’t think most humans knew. All that mattered was that the band of hoods had thought it was real—she chuckled under her breath—and that they had run away scared.

“What was it then?” Everett asked.

“As Jax said, just a trick.” She pointed down at the rocky flakes on the ground, all that remained of the now-colorless stone.

He gave it a long, hard look. “Just to be clear then, you can’t summon fire balls out of thin air?”

“No.”

“And the glowing sword?”

Ariella lifted the still-glowing sword. That Zephyr Dust sure had stamina. “The glow will wear off eventually.”

Everett looked down at the shards of shattered glass that had once been his lemonade glass. “I think I need a drink.”

“Another lemonade?”

“Something harder,” he told her. “A lot harder.”

“I thought you didn’t drink on the job,” said Jax.

“I don’t.” Everett’s shoulders lifted and rolled back as he let out a heavy sigh. “That’s the problem. All this magic is a lot easier to stomach with a side of whiskey.”

It was not an uncommon sentiment. Most humans were squeamish around magic—well, those who could even admit it existed. Ariella had depended on that very fear to make her trick work. But there was something else in Everett’s eyes, a wariness that spoke of his having faced magic head-on, not turning tail and running the other way.

“What happened?” she asked.

His eyes panned down the glowing blade of her sword. “Elitions are trouble.” His lips canted into an apologetic half-smile. “No offense. But that’s just the truth. The last time I dealt with an Elition…well, as I said, trouble.”

“You don’t seem to have any trouble with Jax,” she said.

“With Jax…” Everett spun around to stare him in the eye—err, sunglasses. “Is she saying what I think she’s saying? Are you Elition?”

“So, the thing is…uh, no.” He slid down his sunglasses. “Not completely.”

Everett looked him straight in his dual-colored eyes. “Not completely,” he repeated, the sigh implied but not expelled.

“I’m half-Elition.”

“I thought you didn’t look entirely human. But I’ve never heard of a half-Elition before.”

“There aren’t many of us. Elitions and humans don’t tend to…mingle much.” Jax cleared his throat. “Anyway, now that we’ve bonded over some spilled blood, shall we move on to the details of the job?”

“Yeah, by all means fill me in on anything else you’ve neglected to mention about this job. But just to be clear, if you tell me that I’m not really heading into Solarin, but actually into the Elition Wilderness…well, that is where I draw the line. I don’t care how big the reward is, I am not going anywhere within half a kilometer of the Wilderness.”

“You and Ariella are going to Solarin. Actually, Solarin is why she needs you. Ariella is…” Jax stole a quick glance at her. And that glance said it all. King River had told him. Great. “Well, you know how you are about Elitions and magic, Everett? That’s how Ariella is about technology.”

Everett looked at her—actually at her, not at the glowing sword in her hand. “Exactly what technology spooks you?”

Um, everything. “I’m not too fond of motorcycles or flying things or basically machines of any sort.”

He snorted. “You’ll have fun in Solarin.”

“I will manage.”

“Yeah.” His eyes drifted back to her sword. How many times was he going to gape at it? “I’m getting the feeling that you will.” He managed to tear his gaze from the sword, turning to Jax now. “Ok, so I get her to Solarin, then steer her clear of the Elition-eating machines.”

“Funny.”

“He tries to be,” Jax told her. “Yes, get her to Solarin. We have it on good authority that the person we want to rescue is there.”

“On whose good authority?”

“Mine,” said Ariella.

This time, Everett didn’t seem to know where to look, so he settled on a patch of empty air between her and Jax. “I don’t want to know anything about that, do I?”

She gave him a wide grin. “Not if you’re ‘spooked’ by magic.”

“Is it safe to tell me who this person we want to rescue is?”

“His name is Davin, and he’s Ariella’s brother. That’s all you need to know,” Jax cut in, before she could speak.

Ariella figured Jax had told the lie to rile up Everett’s sympathies; he’d mentioned the mercenary liked reuniting family members. And it made sense anyway to keep it a secret that Davin was the crown prince of Elitia. Telling Everett that he was her brother was the most logical explanation for why she was risking a lot—bandits, bullets, mechanical menaces—to save him. She could acknowledge all of this. But that did not mean it didn’t feel a million kinds of wrong to think of Davin as her brother. Not after all the unsisterly things she’d imagined doing with him…

No, no, and more no! Even as her mind screamed in protest, she kept her lips sealed.

“So is everything clear then?” Jax asked him.

“I expect a bonus.” Everett’s face was calm and detached, which Ariella supposed was a good thing under the circumstances. “A big bonus.”

Ariella wove in and out between the fallen bodies of the three hooded men—the fourth, the one Everett had shot in the foot, had limped off after his fleeing comrades. She unburdened each of the napping men of their wallet, then dropped the whole bundle at Everett’s feet.

“She just looted from the enemy,” said Everett.

“So she did.”

“I have a hunch that it wasn’t even their money anyway,” Ariella said.

Everett gathered up the pile of wallets and began to flip through them. “Not anymore it isn’t.” He pocketed what money they carried, then tossed the empty husks of imitation leather back at them.

“So, now you have your bonus, and now I must be going.”

Jax ran his fingers through his hair, pushing it back from his ear to expose a tiny black device tucked inside. That explained that persistent buzzing she’d been hearing.

“My friends tell me there’s another gang with an inkling to be unfriendly heading our way. I’m going to go distract them so that you two can slip away. Good luck.”

Ariella watched him run off down the dock, his bare feet light and quick as they bounced off the wooden planks, speeding him on his way. Then she turned to Everett.
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EVERETT COULDN’T STOP looking at that freaky glowing sword. It was like staring at a solar eclipse: you knew it wasn’t good for you, but you just kept on doing it anyway. Ariella was watching him, her eyes vibrant, violet, but surprisingly not violent. He’d only ever met that one Elition, that personification of death itself, that man who had killed ten of his men. Boys, he reminded himself. They’d been hardly older than boys. And the Elition had killed them without a second thought, his brutal efficiency matched only by his madness.

Were the rest of the Elitions any less mad? Ariella moved with a smooth and soft grace that matched the feather-light layers of her long and sleek silver-blonde hair. She looked like a ballerina dancer. A ballerina dancer who carried a big, glowing sword, he reminded himself. So, no, she wasn’t completely innocent, but she wasn’t death incarnate either. If not for the sword, he would have almost called her sweet. Almost.

Everett had heard too many tales. Elitions who could read minds. Elitions who could make people their unwilling puppets. Or worse yet, Elitions who could make people their willing puppets. Everett tried not to think about it, to forget the unearthly tales, but that was of course impossible. When he closed his eyes, he saw those demented irises, turquoise speckled with manic spots of amber. The thought of that Elition made Everett’s hands begin to sweat.

“So,” he said, trying to keep his tone steady as he wiped his palms on his pants. “Do you expect us to run into any Elitions?”

Ariella sheathed her sword, which had finally stopped glowing. Magic and mysticism aside, Elitions made fine swords, the Serenity being one of the finest of them all. He just preferred it when they didn’t glow or go up in flames or basically do anything magicky at all.

“No, I don’t expect there will be any Elitions standing in our way,” she said. “But Davin was taken by a group of Siennans, so there might be some of those.”

“Siennans?”

“Elitions who broke off from Elitia long ago. They’re allied with the Avans.”

Siennans didn’t sound any better than Elitions.

“If you don’t want to fight them, you can step back and let me take care of it.”

Great, so now she was calling him a coward. Well, if wanting to keep on living made him a coward, then so be it.

“In fact, yes, let me handle them. You might get…” Her words trailed off, but her eyes said all.

“In the way?”

“Hurt,” she amended.

Everett could handle being taunted as a coward. What he wouldn’t stand for, however, was being accused of incompetence

“Thank you for your concern, but I will be fine. If Elitions or Siennans attack us, I think I can manage not to run off to hide in a corner.” 

“Even if their swords glow and they can shoot balls of fire?” she asked.

“Even then,” he confirmed. “But, uh…Elitions can’t really do that, can they?”

“Shoot balls of fire?”

He nodded.

“No,” she said, to his relief.

But he shouldn’t have exhaled that balled-up breath of anxiety just yet.

“But an Elition Phantom can blast you with a ball of energy that knocks you right over. It’s invisible, though, not flaming,” she said, as though there were something comforting about balls of energy that you couldn’t see—and consequentially couldn’t run like hell away from.

“Phantoms can also pulse their eyes some pretty menacing shades,” she added.

These Phantoms were sounding better and better.

Something akin to absolute horror must have shown on his face because she blurted out, “I wouldn’t worry too much. Elitions with Phantom abilities are very rare.”

Yeah, and knowing his luck, they’d all ganged up to abduct her brother. “I’m sure it will be fine,” Everett said, because he wanted to keep the bouts of bleak pessimism confined to his own head. And because maybe he hoped saying it would make it true. He wasn’t cozy with magic, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t superstitious.

“I think the Avans just used the Siennans for the abduction part,” she said. “Davin is in Solarin, in Avan hands.”

“Davin. Your brother.”

“What about him?” she asked, looking rather ill.

Everett had seen the look before. She was worried about him. Really worried. And scared. Apparently, even Elitions who carried around big, sometimes-glowing Serenity swords got scared too. Her eyes shook, and he could tell she was holding back tears. It made her look so young.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Seventeen,” she said, to his surprise. Sure, she looked young, but he’d heard all Elitions looked young. He hadn’t actually expected her to be young. And certainly not so young. Glowing sword and flaming hands aside, she was a child. And Everett couldn’t say no to a child, especially one desperate to save her brother.

Damn him. Jax knew him. He knew him too damn well. Siennans and Avans, here I come.

At least the pay was good. And he wouldn’t need to hunt down Jax to get paid. The man might have lied about being half-Elition, but he never lied about the things that really mattered: the job and the reward. Jax always paid on time. And while his jobs were always dangerous, they were no more dangerous than he’d led Everett to believe. That sort of honesty in clients wasn’t exactly ubiquitous in the mercenary business, which was why Everett didn’t jump head first into any old job. He’d done quite a few jobs for Jax, and the surfer—or whatever he really was—hadn’t let him down yet.

“So, how are we supposed to get to Solarin,” Ariella asked, staring out across the water. She was looking right in the direction of the Avan capital, which meant that not only had she looked at a map, she could actually read it.

“By boat, of course,” he said. “Isn’t that how you got here?”

“No.”

She didn’t elaborate, and Everett found he didn’t mind. He probably didn’t want to know about whatever mystic rainbow or magical cloud she had ridden to Seastone.

“A boat sounds ok,” she said as they walked down the dock toward Pier 1. That’s where the boats going between Seastone and the western continents docked. “Just as long as we don’t need to climb inside one of those diabolical flying contraptions.”

Everett didn’t think either an airplane or an airship possessed the mental capacity to be diabolical, but he wasn’t going to deprive her of the idea. Her fear made her seem human. Well, almost.

As they passed the sign to Pier 1, Ariella stopped to stare down the three-level ship parked at the end of the dock. There were four other boats docked there, but that was the one her eyes found.

“It’s that really big one, isn’t it?” she asked, her hand reaching back to squeeze down on the hilt of her sword.

“The Enchanted Dragon,” Everett read the swirly green text on the side of the hull. Next to the text, an elaborate illustration of a dragon with blue, green, and pink scales was painted onto the dark metal. “Look, it’s the perfect boat for you.”

“Dragons don’t exist,” she said drily, but her eyes followed the curves of the dragon’s painted body.

“That’s what most people think about magic,” he said. “And, anyway, it’s a good omen, right?”

Ariella gave the boat a final wary look before climbing aboard anyway.
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ARIELLA SPENT THE entire voyage on the top deck of the ship, looking out across the Emerald Sea. As the Enchanted Dragon neared land, the city lights of Solarin flashing and pulsing in the darkening sky, she clung to the side rail. It was as if she thought the ship would crash right through the city.

Ariella and Everett were the first ones off the ship. Here, the docks were concrete walkways. In Seastone, they were made of wood. Then again, Seastone was a tourist island. People went there to ride the ocean waves or to work on their tan.

Citizens of the Selpe Empire, the Avans’ nemesis, weren’t allowed in Solarin. They let in Revs like Everett—probably just to piss off the Selpes. The gangly official with the pointy red hat and snooty badge hadn’t made a fuss over Ariella, so Everett guessed they were ok with Elitions too. He hadn’t even mentioned her sword. Armed Elitions didn’t seem to be much of an anomaly in Solarin. The official had balked at Everett’s gun and knives, but only until Everett dropped Nightwalker’s name. Then he shut right up and ran off to find someone else to harass.

“Who’s Nightwalker?” Ariella whispered as they turned right at a fork in the walkway.

“Nightwalker is…” A gangster. A thief. An obsessive-compulsive hoarder of secrets. “…an acquaintance of mine. He’s a pretty vile fellow, but he knows better than anyone the comings and goings of Solarin.”

“I take it we are paying this man a visit.”

“Yes. He has spies all over the city, so chances are he knows when Davin arrived, how he arrived, who was with him, and maybe even where he is now.”

“Surely, he does not keep track of everyone.” Ariella looked around, the city lights reflected in her big violet eyes. “There are so many people here.”

“Yes, but a group of Elitions stands out. Or Siennans. Or whatever.”

“I suppose that is true,” she said. “Where are we going?”

They had left behind the paved walkway and its many lamps. This trail was muddy, mushy, and overgrown with wild grass. A red lighthouse sat atop a rocky perch at the end of the trail, the ocean waves battering the eroding, crumbling coastline below.

“Nightwalker’s main base of operations is inside that lighthouse.”

“Nightwalker.” She said the name as though it prickled her tongue. “He’s human?”

“Yes. A former agent of the Avan Intelligence Ministry. They and Nightwalker had a falling out. Rumor has it Nightwalker was a bit too good at his job. All was fine as long as he was gathering intelligence on enemies of AIM, but as soon as he started gathering dirt on his superiors… Well, let’s just say they weren’t all that pleased. They paid him to resign.”

“They paid him?”

She sounded genuinely surprised. That was comforting. From what Everett had heard, most Elitions didn’t have a particularly large emotional range. They could do scary, however. They had at least a hundred different shades of that one. Though minus the creepy sword, Ariella seemed as normal as any woman could be. 

“That doesn’t sound like the Avans,” she said, giving him an odd look.

She clearly wasn’t digging the smirk tickling his lips, so he put on his serious face. She didn’t seem to appreciate that one any more than the other.

“Nightwalker had too much dirt on each of them. They had to pay him to leave. They wanted to prevent that, out of spite, he sold their secrets to the Selpes—or even worse, to one another.”

“This is exactly why I prefer to stay in Elitia,” she said.

“Elitions don’t have secrets?” Everett found that really hard to believe.

“Of course we do. What we don’t do is collect other people’s secrets in order to manipulate them. The Selpes and the Avans are so underhanded. So indirect. Elitions are the opposite. They don’t sneak and skulk around. If someone has a problem with you, they let you know. They confront you about it.”

“You mean they attack you.”

“Sometimes. More often if it’s a Phantom.”

A good reason to stay away from Phantoms.

“But by confront, I just mean they tell you to your face that they have a problem with you. Disagreements don’t usually end in violence. We’re not barbarians. Except a lot of the Phantoms. But Phantoms are kind of weird. They are complete control freaks, and they have this obsession with playing dominance games…” Her voice trailed off, as though she’d decided she had said too much.

“They sound lovely,” he said, wondering if Elitions even understood sarcasm.

Her soft chuckle answered that question. “So, I take it Nightwalker isn’t his real name?”

“No. He made it up, probably because he thought it sounded scary and mysterious.”

“It sounds ridiculous.”

On that they could agree. He teased her anyway. “I’ve heard some Elitions have names like that.”

She gave him a hard glare. She must have been growing on him because he didn’t feel the overwhelming urge to run for the hills. Ariella was nice. It’s her sword that was freaky. Now if the sword had glared at him…

“Our power names are relevant, not silly,” she said.

Power names. He knew that different Elitions had different powers. He just didn’t know anything about these various powers, except that there seemed to be names for them. Ariella had mentioned Phantoms. He didn’t know any of the others.

“Power names?” he asked to prompt her.

“Yes.”

Yeah, she was Elition all right. And this was yet another Elition secret.

The lighthouse was close now. The wind slapped their backs and legs, nudging them toward it. Well, at least it was a warm wind, not one of those ice-fanged things people in the east liked to call a breeze.

“Do you think this Nightwalker is home?” Ariella asked.

Everett passed by the front door, curving around the tower to the back. “I hope not.”

It was there, right where he remembered. A shoddy shed of rotting wood was built into the hill—which actually made it more of a shed door than an actual shed. The door was always unlocked, so Everett just went right in. Ariella followed behind him, sneezing every time she breathed.

“Sensitive nose?” Everett asked, trying not to smile. All the decaying food and carcasses strewn across the ground made it an easy feat. He was breathing through his mouth, and he could still smell it. He didn’t know how Ariella and her arsenal of heightened senses could stand it.

“It smells like death,” she said. “How can Nightwalker tolerate the stench?”

“Nightwalker is big on deterrents.” Everett stopped as they reached the end of the tunnel, his boots slurping against a thick layer of leafy mush.

“What are you doing?” Ariella asked as he reached into his jacket’s inside pocket and pulled out his lock-picking set. 

“Picking the lock.”

Everett couldn’t see her with his face pressed close to the door, but he thought he heard a disapproving undertone to her breathing. Leather creaked, and he looked back to see her standing behind him, her hands planted on her hips, her eyes following every flick of his hands.

“So we are just going to break in.” It wasn’t just her breathing; her words were lathered with disapproval now too. Maybe Elitions didn’t do breaking and entering. Or maybe only the rogue Elitions did.

“What did you expect?” he asked her. “Did you think people would just helpfully point the way to where Davin is being held? Or maybe even set out a path of blinking lights and flashing arrows and signs for us to follow?”

“No.” She reached back to tap her fingers across the hilt of her sword. Maybe it helped her think.

“Chances are that Nightwalker has the information we need.” The door clicked, and Everett pushed it the rest of the way open.

“And can’t people like Nightwalker be paid for their information?” she asked, following him inside the next tunnel.

He slipped his slim tool bundle back inside his jacket pocket as he walked. “People like Nightwalker maybe. Just not Nightwalker himself. He isn’t in the business of sharing his information.” Not to me anyway. Not after how we parted ways last time.

“If he doesn’t want to sell, then I doubt he will take kindly to our stealing from him.”

“The trick to this sort of endeavor is to not get caught.” He grabbed her arm, stopping her before she passed under a bare metal archway. Her eyebrows dipped in annoyance, so he explained, “You were about to set off the alarm.”

She took a quick visual scan of the hallway, then said, “I don’t see any tripwires.”

“Of course not. They are invisible.”

This time she stared longer at the hallway. “Magic?”

“Ultraviolet beams.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Light at a wavelength humans cannot see. Or, apparently, Elitions.” He waved toward the row of lamps that lined each side of the hall. “Nightwalker hid the emitter under that lamp. And the sensors under those lamps.”

Ariella was shaking her head. “I don’t see them. How can you?”

“I can’t. But this isn’t my first time here.” Last time, Nightwalker had turned off the invisible laser web to let him through. That wouldn’t be happening this time around. “Let’s just worry about getting past them.”

“Can you turn them off?”

“Probably not. If we disrupt the beam, the alarm will trigger. We need to step around them.”

“Their invisibility makes that problematic.”

“Maybe not.” Everett pulled a vial of powder from his pocket. “Just watch.”

He tossed some powder past the archway, lighting up the web of lights.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

“Powder.”

“Magic powder?”

“Sure, you can call it that if it makes you feel better,” he said. “Follow me. Don’t touch the beams.”

Ariella looked like she’d rather slash open the lighthouse with her sword, but she stepped in behind him. Everett moved carefully, taking turns tossing up the powder and stepping over the beams. Ariella copied his movements, and together they zigzagged down the hallway. At the end, they took the staircase up, winding around and around the inside of the lighthouse tower.

The door at the top of the stairs was also locked, but Everett made quick work of it. The lock didn’t make much sense behind the invisible laser field. Unless… The lock was an easy one to bypass, but it took some time. If someone did trigger the alarm, Nightwalker wanted to slow them down so his men had a chance to catch up. Sneaky.

Everett nudged the door open just a crack, peeking first to make sure no one was there. The room was empty. He eased it the rest of the way open and stepped inside. Behind him, Ariella gasped.

“Never seen a lighthouse before?” he teased, turning around.

“I have, but none like this one.”

The upper floor of the lighthouse was one enormous room. The floor and walls were made of bare concrete, exposed and ugly. Nightwalker hadn’t even bothered to have it painted. If spies were supposed to be suave and stylish, he sure hadn’t gotten the memo. Instead of color, metal and plastic decorated the walls: a grid of large televisions on one, racks of blinking computers and other devices on the others.

Ariella’s eyes grew wide as she took it all in. They were so wide that she actually looked her age. It was too easy to be blind to all but the Elitions’ magic. Right now, though, Ariella didn’t look like a death-wielding sorceress; she looked like a scared little girl. She backed away from the blinking lights and scraped her shoulder against the treadmill.

“It’s called a treadmill,” he told her as she gave the machine a startled look.

“Sounds…unpleasant. Is it a torture device of some sort?”

“Some people would claim so.”

Her eyebrows slid up.

“It’s an exercise device,” he told her. “The band moves when you turn it on. Then you stand on it and run. You can run as far as you want without ever going outside.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?”

He shrugged. “Convenience. You can do a whole workout in one place pretty quickly. There are all sorts of machines like this in any gym.”

“I suppose I am obliged to check that out next time I’m in Orion.” She shuddered. “Of course, that would involve stepping into one of the Selpes’ gyms.”

“Do you often find yourself in the Selpe capital?” He had been under the impression that she hardly left Elitia. The way she was eyeing the machine said she had left home at least once—and not cared for the experience.

“Only when King River—”

She stopped, gobbling up the end of the sentence. More secrets. With Elitions it was always secrets. They didn’t trust anyone, except maybe other Elitions. And Everett wasn’t too sure about that either.

Ariella had moved to the center of the room, pretty much to the exact spot that was furthest away from all the electronics. She was glaring at them like they might at any time jump out and attack her.

“Afraid of a few harmless machines?”

“They are not always harmless,” she said, her pale skin going even paler. She muttered what sounded like ‘mechanical menaces’ under her breath.

“What happened to you to make you so jumpy around technology?”

“What happened to you to make you so jumpy around magic?”

Fair enough. Everett considered not telling her, but he had a feeling she was no monster. Not like that other Elition. And they were working together. They hadn’t seen the last of people trying to kill them. If they wanted to succeed—and survive—they had to start trusting each other.

“About seven years ago, I took on a mission to capture an Elition who was rampaging through Selpe territory, leaving death in his wake,” he said. “Twelve of us set out. Only two of us returned. The Elition was faster than anyone I’d ever seen, and no matter how many tranquilizers we shot into him, he just kept coming. He did things…impossible things. Threw the guns out of our hands with a single glance. He threw some of us, too, again without lifting a finger.”

“A Phantom,” said Ariella. “I haven’t heard of this incident. Odd. There aren’t many Phantoms, and it’s a big deal when they go berserk. The high king sends people to take care of them.”

“We were the only ones taking care of anything,” he told her. “And mostly he was just taking care of us. Ten men on my team died…most of them were hardly older than boys.”

“I’m sorry,” Ariella said, and she actually sounded sincere. “And since you told me your story, it’s only fair that I tell you mine.”

Everett waited, watching as she looked from the blinking lights, to her own hands, to him.

“It happened last summer. It was only my second time outside of Elitia. My friend and I took a trip to a Selpe resort area. It was supposed to be a nice area where Elitions and Selpes mixed. Well, we managed to get ourselves stuck in some maze of machines that tried to kill us. It turned out to be a training facility for the Diamond Edges.”

The Diamond Edges was an elite unit of the Selpe military—an off-the-books sort of division. There were lots of rumors about them, but no one knew much about what they actually did. Well, except that they were arrogant. Everyone knew that.

“Are most Elitions as freaked out by technology as you are?”

“I don’t know.” She chewed on her lip, her eyes lifted as she considered the question. Well, at least she was actually answering his questions. Maybe she was starting to trust him. “But I don’t think so. Most of them haven’t seen it. Or been nearly killed by it.” She shivered. “Are all humans afraid of magic?”

“Pretty much, I think. Though there are those who are enamored with it.”

She laughed, the color finally returning to her cheeks. “You mean the ones who dye their hair, drink dandelion juice thinking it will give them magic, and dress up in…very interesting outfits?”

“Everyone needs a hobby, I guess,” he replied. His eyes fell on a stack of recent reports on the desk. He skimmed through them until he found one that looked promising. “Here’s a report from earlier today. It sounds like it might be Davin. The text mentions a hooded Elition being led into Solarin by a group of Siennans. They arrived by…airship. At Piece Station. A group was waiting for them. Some Spirit Reapers. The Siennans turned the Elition over to the Spirit Reapers.”

The Spirit Reapers were the Avan equivalent of the Selpe Diamond Edges, which meant elite soldiers with big egos. They didn’t run random errands.

“What do the Avans want with your brother?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Spirit Reapers don’t run out to take over the watch of just any prisoner. They want him for something. Something important.”

“I don’t know why they want him.” She sounded mostly honest. But only mostly. She was hiding something. So much for trust. “But whatever it is they’re planning, we need to stop them before they do it.”

That was easier said than done. The Siennans had turned Davin over to the Avan military, so there hopefully wouldn’t be any magic-wielding fiends to fight. That was good. But Davin was now in the hands of elite soldiers, men who didn’t go down nearly as easily as street thugs. That was not so good.

“Ok, now we at least have an idea of where he was,” Everett said. “I think we should first—”

The door to the room slammed open, banging as it bounced off the wall. Men dressed in black came out of the stairwell, pouring into the room with guns raised. And these weren’t some silly toy guns. They were heavy duty Avan rifles.
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FOR ALL THEIR fancy weaponry, these men weren’t Avan soldiers. They were Nightwalkers’ men, which was almost worse.

“I never thought you’d have the nerve to show your face around here again,” one of them commented. Neither his smirk nor his gun wavered as he spoke.

Everett seemed to remember his name was Deadbeat. Or was that Deadpan? No, Deadshot. His name was Deadshot. That didn’t bode well for Everett and Ariella.

“Shall we shoot him now or shoot him later?” the youngest of the bunch asked. He sure sounded way too chipper about the prospect of shooting them.

“We don’t shoot him,” another of them said. “The boss will want to shoot the bastard himself. He’s a dead man already.” Everett knew this one’s name was Bullseye. It just kept getting better and better.

Between Bullseye and Deadshot, Everett didn’t see an easy way out of this. As their names suggested, they were both a good shot. And those guns spewed out bullets fast. Even Ariella wasn’t quick enough to evade the splattering of bullets from those two, not to mention the three other men standing there. The young one was new. Everett didn’t know him or his name. He did, however, know the other two. Savage and Sneak. With all those fancy names, Nightwalkers’ gang fancied themselves Elition.

“Hey, how did you even get up here without triggering the alarm?” Newbie asked.

Well, that answered what Everett had been wondering about. He had thought he’d been careful to avoid the lasers, something thrown into question the moment the men stormed into the room. And he had been careful. Good. Better to be unlucky than incompetent.

“Oh, he’s a devious one, he is,” said Deadshot, glaring right on through the smirk. “The boss will enjoy making you squeal.”

“What exactly did you do to this man?” Ariella muttered to Everett.

“Speak up, honey. Not all of us here have superhuman senses.” Savage was looking her over. From the spark in his eyes, Everett had a pretty good idea of what he was thinking.

“She’s seventeen,” Everett told him.

“And?” Unabashed, Savage just kept on checking her out. “I like ’em young and feisty.”

Everett didn’t know how to respond to that, so he didn’t even try. Ariella was glaring at Savage. Since the man hadn’t yet burst into flames, Everett figured she was the wrong kind of Elition to pull off tricks like that.

“Savage, knock it off,” Bullseye said, authority in his voice. Well, well, it appeared someone had been promoted since last time. Maybe he’d shot enough people to move up a notch in the hierarchy. “Siennan girl, repeat what you said, this time loud enough that we can all hear.”

Ariella’s eyes flicked down to his gun, then back up to his face. “Actually, I’m Elition.”

Bullseye sneered at her from behind his gun.

Gritting her teeth, she said, “I asked him what he did to make your boss hate him so vehemently.”

“And what is your answer, you duplicitous, good-for-nothing swindler?” demanded Bullseye.

It was a long story. Nightwalker was a prickly fellow, and there were a whole lot of people he’d threatened to shoot on sight should he ever happen to see again. Most of those people were dead by now.

Everett shrugged up his shoulders. “Nothing much.”

“Nothing much?” Deadshot spat back his words.

Ok, so Nightwalker had hired him to steal something from the Selpes. And Everett had stolen it. He would have brought it back to Nightwalker too, except that he’d gotten a peek at what it was: a Xenen artifact. The Xenens were a people centuries gone from this world, but even over five hundred years ago they were more technologically advanced than anyone now. In addition to being advanced, the Xenens were also about as depraved as people came. They’d made all kinds of horrendous weapons. Some pieces of their technology remained to this day, and everyone from scavengers to the Selpe and Avan Empires themselves went hunting for them.

Everett hadn’t been certain the thing he’d stolen from the Selpes was a weapon. It sure had been shaped like a gun, though. He couldn’t bring himself to give something so horrible and destructive to anyone, especially a man like Nightwalker. And so he had destroyed it. He’d offered Nightwalker his money back, but the psychopath had been too busy trying to shoot Everett through the head with bullets to take it. Which had only reaffirmed Everett’s belief that he had done the right thing by destroying the artifact.

“Nothing much, you say?” Savage said. “The boss sure doesn’t think it’s just ‘nothing’.” He turned his eyes on Ariella once more. “What is a beauty like you doing with a lying, cheating, scruffy mercenary like that?”

The other men looked at Everett and burst into fits of chortling chuckles.

“I take issue with being called scruffy. Especially by someone as scruffy as you,” Everett shot back.

Savage’s fingers tightened on his gun. “What did you say?”

“If you shoot him, the boss will shoot you,” Bullseye warned, though he didn’t look too bothered by the idea. The gang’s sense of camaraderie was charming.

Even as Everett backed up slowly toward Nightwalker’s desk, he kept his eyes trained on Savage. “Personal grooming, my man. Washing your clothes.” Keeping his hands behind his back, he reached under the desk, sliding out a tiny plastic piece the size of a lighter. “Even consider washing yourself now and again. Baths are quite pleasant, I assure you.” He tucked the device into his palm and sauntered over to Ariella, as though he was just pacing. “And lay off the garlic. A little is good, but you absolutely reek of it. It’s literally seeping out of your pores, covering me in a thick garlic mist.” He looked at Ariella as he stopped beside her. “Just ask her. Elitions have sensitive noses, you know. She’s probably nearly passing out over there every time you open your mouth.”

All the while Everett had been speaking, Savage’s jaw had clenched tighter and tighter—and his grip on his gun too. Now, though, he turned to Ariella. He just couldn’t help himself.

“I…well…yes, the garlic is quite potent.” She seemed to know something was up, just not what. “Perhaps try a breath mint or, um…”

Everett pressed the button on the device, opening up a hole in the floor beneath his and Ariella’s feet. The moment they began to fall down the slippery chute, Everett spun in the air, clicking the opening shut. Roaring curses sounded from above, past the locked trapdoor. The curses gave way to the staccato beat of bullets firing in rapid succession. As the drop leveled off so that Everett and Ariella were sliding, no longer falling, something exploded against the trapdoor. A thunderous echo heralded in an avalanche of crumbling concrete that poured down after them.
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THEY SLOWED TO a stop and hopped off the slide into a brightly lit tunnel. Nightwalker’s men kept throwing around exploding things up top. Larger chunks of the walls broke off, but the door hadn’t come crashing down yet. Ariella looked up, wondering just how much longer it would hold before the whole ceiling came rushing down the chute.

“The door is reenforced,” Everett said, following her gaze up. “We can thank Nightwalker’s paranoia for that. All of the ways in and out of his base are locked with doors reenforced to take a beating—or bombing, as it were. Or they are protected by alarms and traps, just like the entrance under the hill.”

“When they stop trying to blow a hole through the door, they might figure out how to simply open it. As you did.”

“Not without this, they won’t.” He opened his hand palm up, revealing a tiny dark grey device with a single button. “The remote. It controls the door. I swiped it from Nightwalker’s desk.”

So that’s what he’d been doing over there. “They might have a few more of this ‘remote’,” she pointed out.

“Just one other. And Nightwalker carries it. Before long, they’ll remember to call him back to the base. They should have done it when they first caught us up there, but they were too busy tormenting me with promises of my own demise.”

“How long do you think we have?” she asked.

“Not long.”

When Everett started walking down the tunnel, she followed. He set a brisk pace, navigating the forks without pause. There was a row of bright white orbs on either side of the tunnel, and they were doing a more than sufficient job of lighting up the area. Ariella could have done without quite so much light. Like the top room of the lighthouse, the tunnel’s stone walls were a bland shade of dreary grey. They were as ugly as anything she’d ever seen.

“This one will lead us up into the city,” Everett said at the sixth fork.

“How do you know these tunnels so well?”

“Nightwalker’s band uses them to get around the city. And I used them a bunch of times back when I did a few jobs for him. That was before Nightwalker started wanting me dead.”

“About that…”

She was being nosy, and she knew it. She just had this feeling—a feeling that what had gotten Everett into trouble with Nightwalker was not greed but rather morality. The mercenary seemed like a decent man, not at all the sort to set mechanical menaces on people. From her time up in that lighthouse tower with Nightwalker’s men, she certainly hadn’t gotten the same feeling about their boss.

“It’s a long story,” he said with a sigh—but told it anyway.

When he was done, Ariella took in a deep breath of the stale air, then said, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not giving Nightwalker the Xenen weapon.”

“I’m not sure it was a weapon. I only suspected that it was.”

“People shouldn’t be digging up anything the Xenens left behind, weapon or not. No good could ever come of messing around with those things.” The Xenens had done enough damage with their gadgets in their time. There was no need to revisit the experiment in this one. “They are all tainted.” 

“Everything the Xenens ever made?” he asked.

“Yes.”

His lip twitched. “Even their toilet seats?”

“Everything.”

“Ok, but I should tell you that the city of Solarin has ancient origins. It was built upon an enormous Xenen complex that had fallen into ruin.”

Ariella’s boots slid to a stop, and she turned to give Everett a hard glare. “You didn’t think to mention this before?”

“What’s there to mention? It is what it is.” He reached his hand into the inside pocket of his leather jacket. “Why are you staring at me?”

“Glaring, not staring. And I was hoping the power of the glare intensified with time.”

He countered her glare with a grin. “Like wine?”

“I’m not familiar with the rituals surrounding alcohol.”

“Ritual, huh? I like that.” His smile was so wide that her glare didn’t stand a chance; she felt it soften and dissolve from her eyes. “So, you don’t drink on principle?”

“I didn’t say I don’t drink. I just said I’m not familiar with the rituals,” she replied. “But, no, I rarely drink. I’m afraid it will make me crazy.”

He laughed so hard, he nearly dropped the package he’d pulled out of his jacket. “It often has that effect, that’s for sure.”

But she wasn’t talking about intoxication and all the silly things people did because of it. She meant literally crazy. Alcohol was a pretty potent ability stimulant for Prophets. Considering the volatile nature of that gift, it wasn’t generally a good idea to start stimulating away at random. It was just one of many ways Prophets could lose their mind.

Humans didn’t know a thing about Elition chemistry, and it was better that way. She didn’t think Everett would use the knowledge against her, but if he was unsettled by a fake glowing sword, he’d run the other way when he learned that she could use a serum to, for instance, borrow some other powers. Sure, the effects were temporary, but any assurances that she made would be insufficient to keep him from running off the moment she set her sword on fire with Phantom Flames. Assuming she could even do that. She’d never tried. Still, she was convinced that the less Everett knew, the happier he’d be.

“But I gave up on drinking just to be crazy before I was your age,” he said. “My parents wouldn’t stand for it. They’re really snooty about the wine. The whole ritual, as you called it. I suppose that comes with the territory when you have your own wine label.”

“Do they? Which one?”

“Black Currant Ridge.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of it.”

“I thought you didn’t drink.”

“I don’t. Not really,” she said. “But I’ve seen the Black Currant Ridge bottles. Those are the ones all the Selpe aristocrats go giddy over.”

“Yep.” He rolled his eyes. “Those are the ones.”

Everett clearly did not approve of his parents’ choice of profession. There was probably a story there, but she didn’t ask it.

“What I find very interesting is that you have had enough dealings with the Selpe aristocracy to know their wine preferences,” he said. “You’re not just some random Elition, are you?”

Ariella shifted her weight to stand taller—not an easy undertaking in a tunnel of that height. Her head kept bouncing off the ceiling. “I’d like to think that none of us are random.”

“You are someone important.”

“I’m not.”

King River was important, but she was just his aide. Her parents were important, but she was just their daughter. Having a connection to someone important did not make her important by extension.

“And you’re trying to distract me from the demons lurking beneath Solarin.”

“I don’t think there are actual demons down there, but yes.” His smile was friendly—and a touch playful. “Is it working?”

“It might have worked if we weren’t standing inside tainted tunnels.” It had been five hundred years since the Elitions expelled the Xenens from the world, but the stories of what those monsters had done had never faded from Elition memory. The Xenens had tortured and experimented on them—brainwashing some, killing others. Ariella didn’t care for the Selpes or the Avans, but they were rainbows and unicorns compared to what the Xenens had been.

“Oh, these tunnels aren’t Xenen,” he assured her.

“You said there is a Xenen complex under the entire city. We are under the city.”

“Not far enough under. The Avans built these tunnels over the Xenen ruins. The facility, or whatever it was, might have once been an impressive structure, but there’s nothing left of it now but crumbled walls and mangled wires.”

There was something very comforting about the idea of a Xenen creation crumbling away into nothingness. Ariella felt her shoulders ease down, and her mind relaxed enough for her to actually see what the package in Everett’s hands was.

“Hungry?” she asked.

Everett peeled off the translucent layer of wrap, one corner at a time, as though they were petals on a flower. “Yum,” he said, chomping down on the sandwich.

“You just ate a few hours ago, and you’re already hungry again?”

He chewed down what was left in his mouth, then said, “How do you know I ate a few hours ago?”

“There was some packaging with sauce on it in the trashcan next to where I met you in Seastone. It looked fresh.” Thinking back to the talk of garlic at the lighthouse, she added with a smile, “And your breath smelled of ketchup.”

He stopped halfway on the way to his next bite. “You’re messing with me.”

Not completely. It had been the subtle smear of ketchup on the lip of his lemonade glass that had tipped her off, not his breath. But the breath was funnier.

“Good for you.” He slapped her hard on the back, as she often saw men do to one another. “I wasn’t exactly thrilled to find out my latest client is Elition.”

“Oh?” She arched a single brow, going for the lady of mystery look. “I hadn’t noticed.”

His amusement was promoted to merriment. “But I am thrilled to discover that even Elitions can have a sense of humor.”

“Planning on seeking more of us out?”

“Don’t push it,” he said, finishing off the rest of his sandwich. “And as for your question. Yes, I ate right before we met in Seastone. And, yes, I’m hungry again. It’s all those people trying to kill us, trying to keep us from saving your brother. Fighting makes me hungry.”

The more Ariella heard Jax’s lie repeated, the weirder it sounded. Something—shock, surprise, disgust—must have crossed her face because Everett was watching her very closely. One thing was for sure: she’d never make a very good undercover agent.

“So, what’s in those anyway?” She nodded toward the second sandwich in his hands, as though it had been the thing to catch her attention. “They have an odd smell.”

“These here are my famous longevity sandwiches. Perfect for the road. They stay fresh for at least a month. And as for what’s in them, that’s a secret.” He held out the sandwich to her. “You’re welcome to have a taste, though.”

Ariella eyed the sandwich with some trepidation. She hadn’t had much more luck with human food than human technology, but she actually was hungry. The last time she’d had anything to eat was breakfast, not long before the band of Siennans had stormed through the Assembly Chamber doors. That felt like a week ago now, though not even a full day had passed.

She took a bite of the sandwich. The flavor was completely unlike anything she’d ever had before, but it wasn’t bad. It was actually much better than she’d expected from the look—and smell—of it. She finished it off in a few quick bites, then gave Everett a smile. She’d needed that sandwich more than she’d thought.

“Ok, now we go up,” he said, stopping at the base of a ladder.

Ariella peered up. The ladder extended up as far as she could see. Everett stepped onto it, his big boots clicking softly against the metal rungs as he made his way up. Ariella hopped on after him and followed. They moved quickly, soon reaching the top.

“Here we are,” Everett said, pressing a button on the wall.

Pale yellow moonlight speckled with icy white city lights poured into the shaft as the hatch slid open. Ariella followed Everett through the opening, surprise nearly slapping her right back down.

“We’re above the city,” she gasped.

“This is the highest point in all of Solarin, even higher than the top of the tallest skyscraper,” he said. “We’ve made it to the top of Seascape Ridge. This is Panorama Station.”

A blanket of lights twinkled down below in the enormous expanse that was Solarin. The city really was gigantic. It filled in the jagged edges of the coast on one side and extended out as far as Ariella could see in the others. She and Everett stood on a raised platform carved into a hill overlooking the city. The now familiar artificial lights spread across the hillside, merging with the lower sections of the city.

“What powers all of this?” she wondered aloud. The city seemed to have almost a magic of its own. A foreign and strange magic.

“It’s called fusion energy. Take some hydrogen and heat it up into some goo. With even more heat and pressure, you get helium and even more heat. That heat is turned into energy. Apparently, there are no other side effects.” Everett’s eyes drifted up in thought. “Or something like that anyway. The bottom line is fusion gives us energy. Lots and lots of energy. Some would even call it unlimited energy.” He scratched his chin. “I must admit I’ve never had a mind for these sorts of things. Weapons I know. Or how to find missing people. The rest is mostly gobbledygook.”

That was for sure. She might not have understood the intricacies of how their technology worked, but Ariella had heard enough to know that it was very powerful. No one should have unlimited energy. No one. Even Phantoms, those powerhouses of raw energy, could not keep on going forever. Eventually, they went dry and needed a rest. And a snack.

But this power seemed to go on forever, without pause or rest. A glowing sword had nothing on a city with more light than a million glowing swords. The lights flickered and shifted. Music poured out of the flung-open front door of a nearby building, and it was as though the city lights were dancing in time to that beat. It was mesmerizing to be there, watching and listening to the display of light and sound.

“You’re staring again,” Everett said.

“Am I?”

“Haven’t you seen a city before?” he teased.

“Sure. I’ve seen Orion. But not like this. Not from above.”

“The view is even better from up there.”

He pointed up at an airship hovering over the city. With its rounded belly and rotating tail, it looked a lot like an enormous flying fish—had fish been red-bronze in color and made of weird metals. That was a mechanical menace if she’d ever seen one.

“You couldn’t force me onto one of those at sword point,” she said.

“Or gunpoint?”

Ariella shook her head, trying to dislodge the images of her time in that Selpe maze. The poisoned bullets. The storms of mechanical flying balls. The legions of roaring machines…

Her gaze shifted down from the airship in the sky. Streaks of red and green light flashed across the city, moving faster than anything she’d ever seen.

“They don’t have those in Orion. What are they?” she asked Everett.

“Our ride,” he replied as one of the streaks slowed to a stop right in front of them.
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“IT’S CALLED A train,” said Everett.

Ariella would have preferred to walk instead of getting onto that train.

He sighed, reading her hesitation all too well. “It simply isn’t practical to walk halfway across a city as large as Solarin.”

Everett was right. They couldn’t walk, at least not if they wanted to get to Davin while the trail was still hot. If they didn’t hurry, the Avans might move him—or, worse yet, finish up whatever they were planning to do with him. So she clamped her lips shut and allowed him to nudge her inside. The doors closed, and the train slid out of the station.

“It’s smoother than I expected,” Ariella said, her hands clenched around the bars, her nose pressed to the window. Outside, streets and houses zipped by, nothing more than momentary streaks in the landscape of night. “And I suppose it’s better to be inside a train than outside on the street, trying to avoid being run over by cars.” Or motorcycles. They were even worse. They zipped and zapped with zero regard for not only their lives, but also the lives of anyone in their path.

Ariella and Everett took the train to Piece Station, the stop mentioned in Nightwalker’s report. The ride hadn’t been that bad, but as soon as the doors opened, she ran right out. Everett got stuck behind the wall of slow-moving bodies. By the time he joined her beneath a palm tree that looked quite out of place beside the streetlights of Solarin, the train had long since left.

“So now we need to find the Spirit Reapers?” Ariella asked.

“Not yet. First, we need to pay Ratface a visit.”

“Ratface?”

“Another of Nightwalker’s gang. He’s assigned to this part of the city and is the one who wrote up the report on Davin.”

“Their names are abhorrent, each one worse than the last.”

“Ratface would surely agree with you. I can’t imagine he chose his own name. It sounds more like a punishment than a spiffy codename. Someone was just being nasty. Maybe Savage. Or Bullseye. They never got along very well with Ratface.”

“Perhaps something we can use to our advantage,” she suggested.

“Precisely. His surveillance spot is the roof terrace of that big blue building across the street. We’re going to find out what else he knows about your brother’s abduction. I’m betting he saw where the Spirit Reapers took him.”

“And you think he will simply tell us what we want to know?”

“It might take a little convincing,” he admitted. “But not much. He’s good at surveillance, which is why Nightwalker hired him. He’s just not as battle-hardened as those fellows you met back in the lighthouse.”

Ariella followed Everett across the street and into the blue glass house. He seemed to know what he was doing, so she didn’t mind letting him take the lead on this. And he was anyway better equipped to deal with all the lights, blinking or invisible or otherwise.

This time, Everett opted for the front door, which was unlocked. Just inside, a colossal staircase spread out before them. Its steps were swirly splashes of pink and white marble so glossy that Ariella could see her reflection in them. Now wasn’t the time to primp her hair, however. Matching Everett’s pace, she ascended the stairs in silence beside him. On the way up, they passed open restaurants, closed tea shops, a club playing quiet piano music, and a hundred locked doors.

“Ok,” Everett said as they stopped in front of a closed door at the top of the staircase. “I’m going to pick the lock and burst through this door with a lot of drama. You climb around to the other side and head him off there if he tries to make a run for it.”

Ariella looked at one of the side windows. “You want me to climb over the roof?” Though she could do it, she wouldn’t exactly call it fun times.

“Only if you want to.” He snickered, pointing out a door leading outside. “The terrace is just out there. It wraps around that side of the building, so you can just walk to Ratface’s window. Unless you get your thrills scaling high-rises in high heels.”

“My boots don’t have high heels. And I can assure you that what little heel they do have is entirely functional.”

A hard-heeled kick to the face—or even the foot—did a lot more damage than a normal kick to the face. Everett was smirking, so she hurried on toward the door. Even walking at a relaxed pace, it didn’t take long to follow the stony terrace around to the window. It was actually a glass door, and it was slightly ajar, as though Ratface had rushed back inside all of a sudden. An open bottle of juice sat on a lopsided table in the corner, a shiny metal lid right beside it.

Inside, a hunched-over man sporting a grey sweatshirt and a shiny bald head stood with his back to her. Everett was opposite him, twirling his gun between his fingers in lazy loops. The mercenary sure knew his way around any door. Her walk on the terrace had lasted all of fifteen seconds, and he’d made it past the lock in less than that.

“Hello, Ariella!” Everett said as she stepped inside. He sure was piling on the excess cheer.

Ratface turned around. The moment she got a look at his face, she knew how he’d acquired the name. His cheeks were long and hollow, his nose and chin were in vicious competition to be the pointiest appendage she had ever seen, and there was a rather sallow look to his skin. He looked about as healthy as a featherless chicken, which almost made her feel sorry for him. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. He knew where Davin was. That was information she needed. And she needed it now, before it was too late.

“A Siennan. You have brought along a Siennan,” he said in dull monotone. He pivoted back around to Everett. “What do you want?”

“Actually, she’s Elition. You witnessed another Elition being brought through here earlier today,” said Everett. “Tell us where the Spirit Reapers took him.”

“I already filled out my report to Nightwalker. You can read the contents of it at our base.”

“Been there, done that. Something seems to be missing.”

“You went to the lighthouse?” Short, sharp bursts of laughter pulsed out of Ratface’s mouth. “Everett, you have a death wish.”

“Or not. I’m still alive.”

“Did you run into Bullseye? After you left him stuck in that sewage drain, he’s pretty ticked with you.”

“Bullseye. Deadshot. The whole merry gang. Bullseye, in particular, looked like he really, really wanted to ignore Nightwalker’s wish to shoot me himself.”

“And?”

“As I said, I’m still alive,” Everett said. “But they might not be once Nightwalker sees what they did to the base. There may have been bombs involved.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing it. That is…” He glanced back at Ariella again. “…if I survive this encounter.”

Everett was making what appeared to be sword-fighting motions with his fingers, but he desisted when Ratface turned back to him. “Tell us what we want to know, and no harm will come to you.”

“And if I don’t?”

“If you don’t, well, my companion here has a pretty scary sword.”

On cue, Ariella slid her Serenity sword out of its sheath. At the telltale screech of steel, Ratface spun around so fast he almost tripped over his twisted ankles.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, his eyes glued to the blade of her sword. “The Spirit Reapers escorted the Elition in question to the Solarin villa of Lady Scarlet Alluvia.”

“We appreciate your cooperation.” Everett gave Ratface a nod, which he didn’t see because he just couldn’t seem to peel his eyes away from the Serenity. “Ariella, I think you can put the sword away now.”

“Ok.” The moment she did so, Ratface set free a puff of imprisoned air. Apparently, Everett wasn’t the only one spooked by Elitions. Maybe the Siennans in Solarin had roughed him up a time or two.

“You got off easy,” Everett told Ratface. “The last man who met that sword got to see it glow.”

“It…glows?”

“Yes, it’s a magic sword.”

That had to end right then and there. If she and Everett were going to make it through this, he had to know what she could and could not do. The sword was item number one on that list.

“No, it’s not,” she told Everett.

“It glowed,” he said. “For a long time.”

“A trick. I needed those hooded men gone. So I dusted it with a special powder in order to intimidate them.”

Everett turned his hazel eyes on her, staring her down for a good five seconds. Then he burst into laughter. “Clever, devious girl.”

“So then her sword isn’t magic?” Ratface asked, taking a step back from her.

Ariella drew her sword in one swift motion, bringing it down like a gate before he could take another step toward the desk. “My sword might not be magical, but it is sharp. And I am magical. And fast. That combination will leave you with severed fingers long before you make it anywhere near that button.”

“Those are some good eyes you’ve got there.” Everett reached under the desk and cut a bundle of cables with his knife. “An alarm button. Or what’s left of it.”

Ariella didn’t move her sword, and Ratface didn’t move either. “What do we do about him?”

“You promised you wouldn’t hurt me if I helped you,” Ratface said, turning his pleading eyes on Everett. He probably thought she was a psychopathic sorceress, and she wasn’t about to deprive him of that convenient notion. It was keeping him right where she needed him to be.

“That was before you tried to rat us out. To people who don’t even like you, by the way. That’s stellar logic for you.” Everett turned to Ariella. “What do you want to do with him?”

“There sure are a lot of wires.” She nodded toward the mass of mangled wires on the table. “Tie him up. Let his comrades find him like that.”

Everett raised his eyebrows in appreciation. “I like the way you think.”
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THEY LEFT RATFACE tied up in his own wires, and headed for Lady Scarlet’s villa. Everett said it was just a few streets over on Empire Boulevard, so they walked rather than hopping onto another train. That was just fine with Ariella. She had a hard time putting her trust in a machine that could move that fast.

“Lady Scarlet,” Everett said.

“What about her?”

“Do you think that’s her real name—or just a naughty nickname?”

Uh… “What do you mean?” she asked, hoping that sounded at least a tad more eloquent.

“You know, scarlet because…” He stared her right in the eye. “You don’t have any idea of what I’m talking about, do you?”

No, not really.

“Just forget about it. Oh, look, we’re here.”

Here was Lady Scarlet’s villa, and a villa it surely was. The building was as large as King River’s palace at Laelia and far more extravagant. Excessive or opulent would perhaps have been a more apt description. The villa boasted eight towers, each one fitted with multiple levels of panoramic windows. The main building itself was made from six different types of brick, ranging in color from rust red to pale beige. A row of pillars lined either side of the path leading up to the house, and a canopy of roses dripped down over it. There it was, the clearly marked path to Davin, barricaded behind a high metal fence.

“It’s electric, isn’t it?” she asked Everett.

“Yes. And there’s problem number two right in front of it: a pair of Lady Scarlet’s guards.” There wasn’t the slightest hint of amusement in his voice when he said her name this time. Right now he was all business.

Ariella peeked out of the prickly bushes they were hiding behind across the street from the villa. There was no dignity or comfort to be found in their hiding spot, but she didn’t care. If it meant saving Davin, she’d hang upside down from a cactus—and she’d do it barefoot too.

“Do we have a plan?” she asked Everett.

“Always.”

She could feel the precursors to a sigh conspiring inside her chest. “That plan is to break in there, isn’t it?”

“How ever did you guess?” he said, smiling.

Despite herself, she smiled back. “Because mercenaries are trouble.”

“Truer words have rarely been spoken.”

“And maybe with a little help from the power of foresight.”

Everett’s hand froze on the gun he was drawing from the holster behind his back. It didn’t look much different from his other gun. “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know anything about that.”

“Planning on shooting the guards with that?” she asked.

“Maybe later. First we need to get them to turn off the brain-sizzling charge on those wires and open the gate for us.”

“And how do you hope to convince them to do that?”

“Not me.” He tapped his finger against her shoulder. “You.” Before she could stammer out a protest, he continued, “Go over there and just start talking to them.”

“About what?” She took a good look at the guards’ guns. From a distance, they were big. Up close, they’d be even bigger. “About whose weapon is the biggest? And shall I pull out my sword to compare?”

Again, he stared at her. And again, he broke out in jolly chortles. Ariella wished she knew what the joke was all about.

“I really can’t decide if you’re completely innocent or just plain wicked.”

“Both probably.”

“Probably,” he agreed. “As for the guards, just tell them you’re with the Siennans and that there’s something urgent you need to tell Lady Scarlet about the prisoner. They’ll let you in.”

“Without showing my sword?”

“You really like pulling it out, don’t you?”

“Holding it makes me feel safe.”

“Like cuddling a teddy bear.”

“I don’t have any toy animals. And if I did, I’d want a unicorn.”

“I can actually picture that,” he said. “Ok. The guards.”

“I’ll go talk to them.” Whatever it took to get Davin back.

She rose out of the crouch and walked toward them. It wasn’t until she was about halfway across the street that they noticed her. By the time she was standing in front of them, they had their guns raised.

“Hello,” she said, smiling sweetly.

At least, she’d thought the smile was sweet. The suspicious glowers the men gave her were hardly welcoming.

“What do you want?” one of them demanded. He had short hair that was as black as the guard uniform he wore.

“I’m here to see Lady Scarlet.”

“The esteemed Lady Scarlet does not entertain visitors after dark,” the second guard said, his tone polished and pompous.

Beside him, Short Hair snorted—and received an elbow jab to the gut for it. Pompous didn’t even look back; he kept his hard eyes locked on Ariella.

Maybe I’ll need to pull out my sword after all. Davin could have talked his way past them. But she was not an Enchanter. Unlike Davin, she could not exude soothing vibes that made anyone nearby trust her. She usually had to resort to less subtle means. She decided to make another attempt at sweet-talking, even though she had a feeling it was really kind of futile.

“I need to speak to Lady Scarlet about her Elition…guest.” Yeah, guest. That’s the wording the Avans and their Siennan allies would have used.

“The prince?” Short Hair asked. “What about him?” He jumped back to dodge a second elbow jab from his colleague, and the big gun strapped across his back brushed against the fence. He scrambled forward, looking startled but unharmed. Shame. Things would have been so much neater had he knocked himself out on the electric fence.

“We cannot allow anyone inside who is not on the official guest roster,” said Pompous.

His snooty nose was really starting to grate on Ariella’s nerves. Before she could throw him at the fence, though, Short Hair spoke.

“Are you Samira Huntington?”

Before she could pretend to be this Samira Huntington, whoever that was, Pompous yanked his colleague to the side. “Idiot!” he growled in an angry whisper, forgetting that Ariella could hear him just fine.

“What?” he whispered back. “It’s a reasonable question. This Samira Huntington that Lady Scarlet is expecting is Siennan.” His eyes darted to Ariella. “She looks Siennan.”

Ariella could hear Everett rise from the bushes and start to creep toward them. Even though he must have been in plain sight on the well-lit street, the two guards were too preoccupied with their hissing whisper exchange to notice him.

“Siennans look no different from Elitions.”

His head dropped to a sheepish angle. “Oh. Um. Well.”

“You stay back and keep your mouth shut. I’ll handle this.” He turned to look at Ariella. “Lady Scarlet is not seeing any visitors without an appointment. If you have an appointment, you may call her secretary and…” His gazed shifted to past her shoulder, focusing right about where Everett was. “Who are you?”

Ariella hammered her fist against his temple, and he collapsed before he could even think about shooting his gun. Then, just as Short Hair realized what was going on, she turned and kicked high at the gun he had raised up beside his head. The heel of her boot met his gun, slamming it hard against his head. Before he could even let out a gasp of surprise, he was down.

Everett stepped up beside her, looking at the two unconscious guards on the ground. “What was that?”

“They didn’t want to talk.” And when smiles didn’t work, other means became necessary.

“I saw that. What I meant was, what was that crazy move with the kick, knocking him out with his own gun?”

It was a flamboyant move, to be sure, and not one she’d have risked on another Elition. They were too fast. But it worked on humans, as long as they weren’t ready to shoot. She was pretty fast, but there was no way she could outrun bullets.

“You didn’t like it?” she asked, smiling as she hooked her hands behind her back.

“It was…impressive.”

“And kind of scary?”

“Yep. That one too. Definitely. Your leg moved so fast, it was just a blur.”

“I have magic. You have technology.” She patted down Pompous’s jacket until she found a device not dissimilar to the one Everett had used to control the lighthouse’s trapdoor. She tossed it to him. “We’ll just both have to deal with it.”

“I think you’re right,” he said as he pressed a button on the remote.

The gate slid apart, opening the way to them. Past the trees and statues and decorative fountains stood Lady Scarlet’s house—and, Ariella hoped, Davin.
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ARIELLA WANTED TO charge straight for the house, sword drawn and slashing. Everett could see it in her eyes—that special flavor of desperation which overrode all sense. She was a sweet girl, but if he didn’t stop her, she was going to get them both killed.

“Come on, let’s have a look,” he said, nodding toward the guardhouse just past the gate.

“Why?” She planted her hands on her hips and gave him a challenging stare.

“Because we can’t just go storming into an enormous house with no clue of where we’re going. What’s the security like in there? Where in the house is Davin being held? Is he even still in there? We need information.”

Her hands dropped to her sides. “You’re right.”

“I’ve done this a time or two more than you.”

“That I do not doubt, Everett. I’ve broken into more buildings in this one night than I have in all the years previous.” She joined him at the door to the guardhouse. “Ok, information. What is in here that can help us?”

The guardhouse was small—only just large enough to seat two—but it was packed with uncommon efficiency. Everett had a hunch that the self-important guard was at least partially responsible for the organizational scheme; he seemed to possess the necessary dose of obsessive-compulsiveness. His colleague, on the other hand, had been a real doofus. As for the other guards, wherever they were… Everett hurried into the guardhouse. The other guards were bound to come around. Probably sooner rather than later.

Everett took a seat at the desk, looking up at the grid of monitors on the wall. Each one displayed a different part of the house. Some were external views of the surrounding grounds. Lady Scarlet sure had a lot of security cameras.

 “Do you see him?” he asked Ariella.

She leaned her hands against the desk and studied the video feeds. “There,” she said almost immediately. She pointed to a room where a man sat on a lounge sofa, his hands folded neatly in his lap. He looked surprisingly calm for a prisoner.

It would have taken Everett at least three times as long to find him. With the videos in black-and-white, it was hard to spot an Elition. Their unusual eye and hair colors were what made them stand out.

“Let’s get him out,” Ariella said, the impatience resurfacing in her voice.

He caught her arm as she turned to leave. “Wait.”

“For what?”

“You’ll see.” Everett typed a few things on the keyboard, and the feeds all went blank. “Ok, now we won’t be seen.”

“You turned them off.”

“The cameras? Yes, I did.”

“I didn’t realize how easy it was to turn machines off.”

“If you know your way around the technology, then sure.”

Ariella gave the wall of static video feeds a wary look. “That’s the problem then. I don’t know my way around technology.”

“You’d have fewer problems if you changed that.”

“The same could be said about you and magic.”

She had a point. But Everett wasn’t planning on making a habit of getting himself mixed up with Elition business. When he was done in Solarin, he was going to find himself a nice, simple job. Something like tracking down escaped prisoners. Human escaped prisoners.

“You may be right,” he said, pulling out his spare tranquilizer gun. “But we’re in Solarin now, surrounded by technology. If we were surrounded by magic in Elitia, then I’d have to focus on my own hangups.”

If the thought of the Wilderness hadn’t frozen his breath in his throat, he might have laughed. Dealing with Elitions here, where they were well out of their element, was one thing. Dealing with them on their own turf was quite another. They couldn’t force him at gunpoint into Elitia and that went double for their electricity dead zone they called the Wilderness.

Ariella gave the gun he was holding out to her a stony glare. “What do you expect me to do with that?”

“Shoot, if necessary. You know how to shoot a gun?”

“Yes. But I prefer swords.”

“Guns have a longer range.” He pushed the gun into her hand. “Take it. You might need it. It’s faster than kicking people in the head. Especially when you have multiple targets.”

“I don’t want to kill them. Just knock them unconscious.”

“Perfect. This gun is loaded with tranquilizer darts. Five of them. Remember that.”

Ariella was still giving the gun the evil eye. “How fast do they work?”

“Pretty much instantly. Normal tranquilizers work far too slowly to be useful in a fight, but I recently got these new ones. They work faster than anything.”

She took the gun, lifting it to her nose. As she inhaled, her eyes widened with surprise. “It’s magic.” She looked at him. “Your darts use magic.”

“What?”

She smelled the gun a second time. “Ice Root, from the smell of it. It’s a magical plant generally used to calm Phantoms who’ve gone into a rage. How did you get your hands on Ice Root? It’s not something we share.”

“The merchant didn’t mention it was magic.” And the two of them would be having a little chat the next time he was in Hope. “I was wondering how he’d gotten the tranquilizers to work instantly.”

“Because it’s magic,” she said smugly, tucking the gun beneath her black belt. Then, she rushed out of the guardhouse.

Everett held the interior map he’d torn off the wall beside the desk, leading them around to a backdoor in the house. They slipped past the two guards patrolling around there, brushing the door softly shut behind them. There were more guards walking the hallways inside. They managed to avoid those too—up until a hawk-eyed pair caught them outside the second floor stairwell.

“Stop!” one of the guards shouted, likely alerting the whole house with his echoing bellow.

Ariella stepped forward, looking ready to deal out a repeat of her performance in front of the gate. But before she could knock them out with their own guns, one guard launched a stun grenade. It hit the ground at her feet, expelling a deafening bang and flash of blinding light. Ariella stumbled back and bumped against the wall. Everett had been further away—and he’d known to shut his eyes, plug his ears, and open his mouth. This also wasn’t his first encounter with a stun grenade. After a few dozen times, he’d gotten somewhat used to the disorienting effects. Or at least accustomed enough to still be standing.

The two guards were closing in on Ariella, who was blinking hard to clear her vision. This was one of those times that heightened senses must have been a major pain in the butt. The guards lifted their guns, their attention completely focused on Ariella. They’d clearly had dealings with Elitions before because they were moving cautiously. They were outright ignoring Everett. Now, he could get all indignant that they didn’t consider him a threat, or he could take advantage of it. It was a good thing he was a pragmatist. He opted for the latter. He raised his gun and shot each of them in the back with a tranquilizer.

“Are you all right?” he asked Ariella, loading two darts to replace the ones he’d shot. Chances were that he’d need them.

“Ok. I can hear again at least. And kind of see again too.” She looked down at the sleeping guards. “Thanks.”

“No problem. Now, let’s hurry. That stun grenade shook the whole house. The other guards will be alert.”

They ran up the rest of the stairs to the next floor. According to the map, the room where Davin was being held was at the end of the hallway. As expected, there were two guards standing outside the door, and they looked ready to fight. Everett ducked back into the stairwell.

“How many?” Ariella asked from behind him.

“Two. But they have their guns drawn.”

Ariella took a quick peek. “They will be able to shoot us before we get anywhere close to the door. We need to find a different way.” Impatient or not, she was not stupid.

“There.” He tapped his finger on the laminated map. “There’s another hallway running parallel to this one. We can take it, then cut across and try to sneak up on the guards.”

She nodded in agreement, then they ran toward the other hall. That meant exposing themselves for about half a second, but the absence of shouts and bullets meant the guards hadn’t noticed. With muted steps, they hurried down the hallway, stopping just before the end. Ariella motioned for him to follow her, and she crept around the corner. She took a deep breath, then burst out from their hiding spot. Everett heard shocked grunts, then two bodies hitting the floor. He curved past the corner, stepping over the guards in his path.

“All right,” he said. “You should go in first. Davin knows you, so you’re the first person he should see coming through that door. He doesn’t know me and therefore has no reason to trust me. I don’t want to end up being attacked by the person we’re trying to rescue.”

Ariella turned the knob and stepped inside. As soon as he saw her, Davin rose to his feet. She ran at him, tackling him with a rough hug that nearly knocked them both over. Everett was about to follow her inside when the door slammed shut, locking with a series of loud, ominous clicks. Footsteps marched up behind him, and he turned around. But the men weren’t household guards this time. They were Spirit Reapers.














14. Enchanted

526AX June 2, Solarin







ARIELLA RACED FOR the door, even as a dozen locks clicked into place. The door looked heavy. And thick. She couldn’t hear anything from the other side. She didn’t need to. The guards knew they were there. The self-slamming door was evidence enough of that. If there weren’t already guards outside the door, there soon would be. She grabbed ahold of the doorknob, receiving an electric jolt for her efforts.

“It’s no use. I’ve tried that before. We need to find another way out,” Davin said.

She turned around. He looked good—really good. Neither being attacked by Siennans nor being manhandled through Solarin had roughed him up in the slightest. He wore a black button-down shirt and grey dress pants, both of which looked as immaculate as if he’d just put them on. Only his cocoa-bronze hair was even marginally disheveled, and he did that on purpose. The tousled hair was carefully architected. King River hated it. He’d told Davin to tidy it up, but Davin never did. He said he liked the look. Ariella did too. It almost looked like he’d just gotten out of bed… She shook the thought from her head. She should be imagining a way out of this mess, not imagining Davin in bed.

“What do the Avans want?” she asked quickly, before her mind could wander down that path of no return. “Why did they abduct you?”

Davin sat back down on the sofa, looking up at her with his bright teal eyes. “It’s ridiculous. They are ridiculous. The Avans have gotten it into their heads to play matchmaker.”

“Meaning?” she asked, looking away from his gaze. Those eyes were too mesmerizing. Too hypnotic. And she really needed to concentrate right now.

“They’re trying to find me a bride.”

Her heart gave a heavy, ominous thump. “How thoughtful of them.”

He snorted. “They are not being thoughtful. They are only furthering their own interests.”

Ariella started to pace in front of the door. She wasn’t going to think about Davin with some Avan lady. Right as she decided that, an Avan lady strolled in from a connecting room. She wore her black hair in a high twist, a bouquet of curls cascading down her back to brush the tops of her shoulders. Bright scarlet accented with threads of gold, her dress contrasted beautifully with her dark hair. It was also fit to her every curve—and she had a lot of those. Her waist was as small as Ariella’s, but Ariella was more skinny than curvy. The lady’s chest looked like it was about ready to burst out of her skin-tight bodice, and she swayed her hips in a provocative way that would make any man stop and stare. Next to her, Ariella looked like a skinny, awkward, little girl. It just wasn’t fair.

“Davin, dear, are you all right? I heard a loud noise,” she said with smooth, even grace. Her eyes froze on Ariella. “Who are you?”

Rather than answering, Ariella just glared at her. The lady didn’t seem to care. She slid onto the sofa beside Davin, turning her doting eyes on him.

“Ariella, this is Lady Scarlet,” he said, removing the lady’s hand from his thigh.

“Oh, are you his sister?” Lady Scarlet asked, even though they looked nothing alike. That farce had only worked on Everett because he hadn’t actually seen Davin.

“No,” Ariella said, grinding her teeth. She really wanted to punch Lady Scarlet. Really, really.

Davin stood up and moved beside Ariella. Lady Scarlet followed him like a lovesick puppy, pushing herself between them.

“The night is still young, Davin. I can order us in some dessert. My chef makes this delectable chocolate raspberry cake. A real aphrodisiac,” she purred, giving her perfectly sculptured eyebrows a seductive lift. “Your…friend can wait downstairs.”

Ariella stared at her for a second, then punched her right in her smirking face. Lady Scarlet went down even faster than her guards. She probably wasn’t used to taking a punch.

“Your future bride falls over too easily,” she told Davin, stepping around Lady Scarlet’s feet. She was wearing gold sandals with heels so high and pointy, they could be wielded as weapons.

Davin looked from Ariella to Lady Scarlet. His lower lip twitching, he said, “She’s not the one the Avans want me to marry.”

“Oh.” Ariella kicked away a corner of shimmering scarlet skirt with the toe of her boot.

“They think if they can bind the crown prince of Elitia to one of their Siennan allies, Elitia will cut ties with the Selpe Empire and ally with the Avans. So they are trying to set me up with a Siennan woman who has a close connection to Empress Avan.”

“Not Nemesis, I hope.” The image of Empress Avan’s personal one-woman Siennan killing machine slammed against her mind. Yes, machine. Nemesis was as frightening as any machine. Behind those mad red eyes lay pure power.

“No,” he said. “The woman they’re trying to get me to marry is a young, pretty Chameleon. She actually seems nice.”

Ariella didn’t say anything until she was sure she wouldn’t choke on her own tongue. “I hope you’re not seriously considering going along with this.”

“Of course not.” He rolled his eyes at her. “Don’t be silly. The Avans’ plan was stupid from the start. Even if I had fallen for this Siennan, Father would never end the Selpe alliance to join us to the Avans. He despises the Avans.”

Because the Avans had killed Jasmine Cross, his wife and Davin’s mother. Elitions had long memories. It would take more than eleven years for King River to forget about that. In fact, Ariella would be shocked if he could even forget about it after eleven decades.

“If I were to marry a Siennan the Avans wanted me to marry, Father would disown me for being an idiot, though.”

Ariella set her hand on his shoulder. “That’s not true.”

Davin and his father had a rocky relationship, but King River cared about him. She’d seen the look on his face when he’d realized Davin had been taken.

“Maybe not,” he said. “But only because he’s short two children at the moment. I’m all he’s got.”

Davin’s younger siblings, the twins. The boy, Sorin, had been kidnapped by Avans when he was just a baby. No one knew where he was. The girl, Terra, had been a powerful Prophet long before her abilities should have surfaced. An Elition’s unique ability—whether they would be a Prophet or a Phantom or one of the many other talents—did not become clear until around the age of twelve. Because Terra’s abilities had emerged early, she’d had that many more years to fight the madness the power of Prophecy threatened to bring with it. It had been too much for her young mind. From what Ariella had heard, she was hidden away somewhere, but no one but King River knew exactly where. All they knew was she was well out of reach of the Avans and the Selpes. There were enough people amongst the Selpe aristocracy who would want to exploit Terra for her gift, alliance or not.

“Your father does care. He sent me to rescue you,” Ariella told Davin. “If we can just get out of this room, I have a mercenary nearby who can get us out of the city. He knows all the secret passages and tunnels into, out of, and within Solarin.”

“Where did you find a useful guy like that?”

“Your father hired him.”

“I see.” Davin’s eyes flittered around the room, finally settling on Lady Scarlet. “You know, I’d just about gotten her enchanted enough to instruct the guards to show me out, and then you had to go knock her unconscious.”

Ariella felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. “Um, maybe we can wake her?”

He shook his head. “No. The enchantment wears off with sleep.”

It never wore off on her, no matter how many times she slept. In fact, it often flared up in her sleep, especially when she dreamed. Maybe that was because she wasn’t really enchanted, at least not in the magical sense. An Enchanter like Davin could send out a certain resonance that made people want to please him. They became very cooperative. Sometimes they became enamored. Not that he needed his ability to do that. He was charming enough already without it.

He sure hadn’t enchanted Ariella, though. She would have felt it. No, she was just plain old lovesick. She had been for years, even before they’d become friends. Davin didn’t seem to notice that she loved him. She didn’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved by that.

“Are you all right?” Davin asked. He might not have had any idea that she loved him, but he wasn’t completely oblivious. He could tell something was bothering her.

She smiled. “Fine.”

“Ok.” His eyes lingered on hers, telling her he wasn’t the least bit fooled. “I have an idea on how to get us out of here. First, could you help me lift Lady Scarlet onto the sofa?”

He took the half of the sleeping lady with the head, and she took the half with the pointy, high-heel weapons. Once Lady Scarlet was lying on the sofa, Davin rearranged her so that she appeared to have dozed off for a quick nap. He gave her head a long, scrutinizing look.

“She’s already starting to bruise,” he said, standing up to look Ariella in the eye. “Did you really have to hit her that hard?”

Yes. And she didn’t feel the least bit bad about it, though she probably should have been. She was feeling pretty petty right now.

“I didn’t hit her that hard.” At least not harder than she’d hit a battle-hardened enemy combatant. “Humans bruise easily. You know that.”

“Yes, I know that. It’s just inconvenient. Anyone will see at a glance that she’s been in a fight.”

“It wasn’t much of a fight,” she muttered.

“Ariella.”

“Sorry.” And this time, she did feel guilty. Every second they wasted made it that much harder to escape. “You were saying something about a plan?”

“Yes. You’ll see. Just try not to hit any of them.”

Ariella took a step back to lean against the wall, waiting in silence as Davin called in Lady Scarlet’s ladies. There were four of them, each of them dolled up with curls and gowns that were beautiful—just not as beautiful as Lady Scarlet’s. They swarmed around Davin, every last one of them completely enchanted by him. Davin hadn’t been sitting on his hands, waiting to be rescued. He’d been busy.

“Lady Scarlet has fainted,” he said.

The ladies cooed and booed, pouting out their lips and putting on sad faces.

“How about you all go get some help for the poor lady.”

They hung on his arms—and on his every word. The woman in the pink and yellow dress sauntered on over to the panel beside the door. She tapped out a combination of six buttons—which Ariella made sure to memorize—and the locks clicked open one-by-one. When the woman closed her hand around the knob, she wasn’t hit with an unpleasant jolt. The door swung open, revealing an empty hallway outside. Either Everett had managed to find himself a good hiding spot, or he’d been captured. Ariella stepped into the hallway and looked back. Davin stood stuck in the doorway, his four fawning followers clinging so tightly to him that he couldn’t fit through.

Trying hard not to throw up what remained in her stomach of the sandwich she’d eaten in the tunnels, Ariella turned fully around and said, “Now may I knock them out?”

The women were too enthralled to take any notice of her words, or even Davin’s nod. They probably thought he was agreeing with their lewd jokes and suggestions. Ariella grabbed hold of Davin’s hand. As she pulled, he shot forward through the doorway, and the four ladies tumbled back onto their frilly-skirted bottoms. They’d barely swayed to their feet when Ariella ran through the door. She reached behind her belt, drawing the gun Everett had given her. One, two, three, four. The tranquilizer darts shot out of the gun, hitting each of them in the chest. They went down almost as one. Everett was right. Shooting four targets was fast. She stepped back into the hallway, closing the door on the room of napping ladies.

“Wow,” Davin said behind her.

Ariella pivoted around, sidestepping when she realized just how close he was. She’d nearly stepped on his foot. He caught her hand to steady her stagger when she did actually step on her own foot.

“Impressed with my marksmanship?” she asked, hurrying past the awkward moment.

“Impressed and shocked. I didn’t even know you could shoot a gun.” He was still holding her hand, the beat of his pulse popping against her skin.

“Required training for my combat classes at Rosewater. We were supposed to be able to just pick up any weapon we found on the field and use it in a fight. And non-weapons too. Honestly, I’d have preferred to just knock them over the head with a frying pan, but this works.” She slipped the gun under her belt again. According to Everett’s count, she still had one shot left. From the way the evening was deteriorating, she would definitely need it.

“It looks good on you.” He dropped her hand and stepped back to look her over. “In fact, you should add a gun to your repertoire. It looks great next to the Serenity. A very menacing combination.”

“I think this is just a one time deal.”

The gun wasn’t so bad. It didn’t have any blinking lights or beeping noises. And it hadn’t tried to move on its own initiative. But it was just so clunky compared to the elegance of a sword.

“Too bad. It’s very sexy.”

She might have thought he was kidding, if not for the smoldering stare he gave her. But it lasted only a second. Then his eyes looked away to scan the empty hallway.

“Where is your mercenary?”

“I don’t know,” she said, marching off toward the stairwell. Moving kept her mind from dwelling on Davin—and that look he’d given her. “But I’m going to find out.”
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THE SPIRIT REAPERS moved Everett at gunpoint down to the basement of the house. There they prodded him into a big room with a refrigerator, a two-burner stove, and an assortment of sofas arranged around a large television. The soldiers shooed out a pair of guards lounging inside the break room, rattling off a series of commands that included tracking down ‘the intruder’s Elition companion’ and making sure the ‘prince’ was secure. That meant Ariella was still free, and they didn’t have a clue where she was. Everett hoped she was doing a good job of keeping her head low. Hiding from the house guards might not have been the most glamorous endeavor, but it sure beat being captured and handcuffed to a chair.

I would know, Everett thought, twisting his hands within the metal cuffs. Since his hands were bound behind his back, he didn’t think the Spirit Reapers would notice. It turned out, though, that they were actually competent. One of them circled around the chair and slapped Everett’s hands with the barrel of his rifle. Everett glared at the lot of them, standing there with their upturned noses and shiny gold scythe pins on their red uniforms. And these weren’t scythes of the quaint, harvesting variety. They were the scythes of the Herald of Death. The pins were the Avan Spirit Reapers’ equivalent of the diamond dagger brooches the Selpe Diamond Edges wore. Both the gold pins and the diamond brooches were a signature adornment, a warning to all with eyes to tread carefully.

“Stop squirming,” said the Spirit Reaper with two scythe pins tacked to the breast of his uniform.

This here was a clear case of more wasn’t necessarily better. Two scythe pins were worse than one. It was the mark of the team leader. So this was the guy in charge. Good thing he was such a friendly fellow.

“Who are you?” Friendly Fellow asked, his dark eyes hitting Everett with a cold glare probably perfected through hundreds of hours spent in diligent practice in front of the mirror. “And why have you come for the prince? You are not Elition.”

Everett didn’t know anything about a prince, though he was starting to suspect that Ariella had been holding back some things regarding this rescue mission. Chances were pretty good that Davin was this prince the Spirit Reapers were throwing up a fuss about. Chances were even better that she was seriously underpaying him.

“Why have you come for the prince?” Friendly Fellow repeated, thumping out the seconds of his impatience with his big boot. “Speak, pirate.”

Everett was no pirate, but he wasn’t about to argue the point. He didn’t care what this man thought of him. A thousand saucy retorts danced upon his tongue, daring to leap off, but he reined them in. The best course of action was to remain silent. Mouthing off at his captors was only going to get him into even more trouble than he was already in.

“Are you deaf as well as stupid? I asked you a question.”

“Technically speaking, you asked me two questions, and you made a pretty obvious statement.” Yeah, holding one’s tongue was kind of overrated. Especially when they were just asking for it.

Friendly Fellow looked around at the other four Spirit Reapers, a malicious smirk twisting his lips. “Well, boys. It looks like we’ve got ourselves a smart mouth. I do relish in breaking smart mouths.”

“What is it now? Am I stupid or smart?” Everett asked him. “Are all Spirit Reapers this wishy-washy, or are you just special?”

“You are dead. Very, very dead.” Friendly Fellow poked him in the arm with the tip of his gun, his smirk growing more vicious. “Right after you tell us what we want to know.”

Everett rolled his eyes—very, very slowly. “You aren’t very good at this whole interrogation thing, are you? Prisoners don’t tend to be very forthcoming with information if you first tell them you’re going to kill them anyway.”

It was astounding that the man had even made it into the Spirit Reapers, let alone been promoted to team leader. Incompetence like his was only rewarded in people with connections. Maybe his father was a territory lord. Or had enough money to pay off his superiors. But surely the Avan military wouldn’t risk tarnishing the prestigious name of their elite division by putting someone so unqualified in charge.

“Tell us what we want to know, and you get a bullet through the head. Force us to extract the information from you, and I promise we will force it out. And with pleasure.”

One of the other soldiers stepped forward, shifting aside the knife Friendly Fellow had pressed to Everett’s collarbone. “Shall I handle the prisoner’s interrogation, Lieutenant?”

Even though he had asked a question, and addressed Friendly Fellow with all the usual procedural rigidity militaries relished in, there was an authority in his voice that the other man lacked. Friendly Fellow backed away to make space for him, moving as though he was walking through a well-practiced routine. This second soldier was clearly the team’s real leader, the one the Spirit Reapers had assigned to babysit Friendly Fellow while he played the role.

“Let’s try this again,” Real Leader said, smiling down at Everett. As opposed to Friendly Fellow’s psychotic smirk, his smile was professional and courteous. That calm reserve, indicative of a man in perfect control, was a hundred times scarier. “Please state your name for the record.” He picked up a notepad and pen.

“Marvin Macaroo,” Everett said.

It was the go-to name he used when he got caught. Marvin Macaroo was a former Hellean city guard. One day, he grew bored of seeing the world only from above and flew down from the floating city of Pallas. He found his calling as a mercenary. He made lots of money, sending most of it home to his wife and little girl. Marvin Macaroo had a whole story, one Everett had crafted to optimize his chances of survival when faced with the prospect of an imminent interrogation. A surprisingly large number of people released him straight away when he told them that he was Hellean.

Floating high above in their floating cities in the sky, the Helleans mostly ignored the spat going on between the Selpes and Avans. They did sell the two empires airships and a few bits of other non-combative technology. The Helleans had the most advanced technology in the world, and for that reason no one wanted to piss them off. That’s why Everett had invented a Hellean mercenary in the first place. The trick worked.

But not on this Spirit Reaper. He simply gave Everett a disappointed sigh and said, “Your real name.”

Everett was contemplating the risks of trying to maintain the charade, even knowing Real Leader wasn’t buying it, when the door to the break room crashed inside, slapping the floor like a soggy slice of toast. Ariella zipped into the room, dropping into a roll as the Spirit Reapers made a solid effort at splattering the wall red with her blood. The second their bullets were exhausted, they threw down their guns and drew their knives. These were men who had fought Elitions before and understood their speed. They knew full well that they didn’t have time to reload.

Ariella looked past the Spirit Reapers at Everett. “There are only five of them?” she asked him as the line of soldiers closed in on her. They’d turned their backs to Everett. “Shame I don’t have enough shots left.”

Everett couldn’t say how he knew what she was planning. He just did. Maybe it was something in her eyes.

As she took a running start at the wall, dancing up and over the soldiers, Everett scooted a step to the side and smashed his chair against the metal desk. Ariella’s feet hit the floor again, and she rolled the landing, hopping to a stop right in front of him. He reached back, sliding his tranquilizer gun from its holster and tossing it up in one motion. Ariella snatched it out of the air and immediately unleashed all five darts on the Spirit Reapers. They collapsed like a falling house of cards.

“Nice shots,” Everett said.

Ariella circled around him to unlock his handcuffs with the key she had pilfered from one of Friendly Fellow’s jacket pockets. “Thanks.”

“You should consider adding a gun or two to your ensemble.”

“Let’s not push it.” She tossed him his gun, then turned to the open doorway. “Still there, Davin?”

Davin stepped inside, his teal eyes scanning the room with an intensity usually reserved for private times behind closed doors. He didn’t otherwise seem to be in an amorous mood, so it was probably just his usual look. Everyone knew Elitions had pretty distinct features—especially when it came to the color of their eyes and hair—but Davin was at a whole other level. It wasn’t just the color of his eyes; it was the energy behind them.

“What can he do?” Everett asked Ariella.

She met those eyes too for a moment before shaking herself and looking away. “He’s an Enchanter.”

“So if I look his way for too long, I’ll be hypnotized?”

“Not if he behaves himself.” She shot Davin an irate glare.

“I apologize,” he said with a congenial smile. His words were smooth and polished, and there was the distinct flavor of charisma bubbling just below the surface, as though he was trying to contain it. “I understand from Ariella that I have you to thank for this rescue. You have my sincere gratitude. Without your help, chances are she would have gotten herself lost trying to sidestep every last piece of technology in Solarin.”

“Hey!”

Davin shrugged. “It’s true, and you know it, Ariella. Don’t even try to deny it.”

Everett snorted, causing her glare to shift from Davin to him.

“Chill out,” Davin told her, sounding a whole lot more human than any Elition Everett had ever met.

Ariella’s eyes stalled mid-roll when he slid his arm around her. And she blushed a very sweet shade of pink when he kissed her cheek.

“He’s not your brother, is he?” Everett asked, though the answer was obvious. Sisters didn’t blush when their brothers gave them a kiss on the cheek.

“Is that what you told him?” Davin’s voice skipped with amusement he was clearly trying really hard to contain.

“It was Jax’s idea. I just got stuck playing along with it,” she said. “He thought it prudent to keep your identity a secret.”

If Davin was someone of importance, that actually made a lot of sense. Still, it miffed Everett to realize that Jax hadn’t been as honest with him as he’d thought. First, he’d lied about being half-Elition. Then, he’d lied about who Davin was. Who knew what other lies he’d told.

“The Spirit Reapers said you’re a prince. Which one?” There were sixteen Elition kingdoms. That much Everett did know.

Davin looked ready to spill, but Ariella spoke first, “That’s classified.”

It was a phrase she’d likely picked up from Selpe soldiers or intelligence agents. They loved to say things like that. Elitions’ favorite answer to questions they didn’t care to answer was no answer at all. They were the masters of cryptic silence. But these two young Elitions seemed different, Davin especially but also Ariella. She might have a rocky relationship with technology, but she had picked up some Selpe mannerisms. Everett had too. That was just part of growing up on a Selpe colony. Even eighteen years after declaring their independence from the Selpe Empire, those quirky sayings and behaviors were still alive and well on the Rev isles.

“What do you do for work?” he asked Ariella. Whatever it was, it put her into contact with the Selpes.

“She is my father’s aide,” Davin said, which earned him another irate glare.

“But you two do not have a completely professional relationship?”

Ariella’s soft pink blush erupted into a sunset-red flush.

“We’ve been friends since we were in school together,” Davin told him.

Ah, so it was like that. Ariella was pining for him. From the look in her eyes, that pining had been going on for years. It certainly didn’t help that Davin kept flirting with her. Or was that just the way he acted? Maybe it was part of being an Enchanter. Everett wasn’t fighting an overwhelming urge to throw himself at Davin, but that didn’t really mean much.

“Ok, let’s go.” Ariella seemed to be getting a hold of herself. She’d put her battle face back on. “We need to be gone before any more guards or soldiers find us.”
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WHEN THEY CAME out of the basement, the house guards were nowhere in sight. They were probably still dealing with the exploding pots fiasco Davin had masterminded. Ariella had to admire his efficiency. He sure had been busy since their escape from the zapping-door room upstairs. First, he’d talked a guard into telling them where Everett was being held. Then, he’d enchanted a few of the kitchen staff to set up over-boiling pots on every stove. He and Ariella had left the kitchen to the screech of ringing smoke alarms and the hiss of raining overhead sprinklers.

Their luck held as far as the front gate, where it plummeted to a long overdue death. Twelve guards stood in their path, a solid line of muscle and metal. Ariella considered pulling out her sword, though she didn’t know how much good it would do against twelve guns.

“They won’t shoot if they can help it,” Davin said.

“How do you know?” Everett asked, his hand easing down toward his gun. During their stealth creep through the house, he’d loaded it with his five remaining tranquilizer darts.

“They’re under orders to keep me alive. If they kill me, it will mess up the Avans’ master plan.”

“Which is?”

“As always, politics. They want to marry me off to a Siennan in the hopes of gaining my father’s allegiance.”

His mouth falling open, Everett stared at Davin for a moment, not knowing what to say. He finally settled on, “Well, I suppose there are far worse schemes they could have come up with.”

“Indeed.”

Ariella frowned at them. They weren’t taking this seriously. “May I remind you two that there are twelve armed men standing between us and our freedom?”

Davin shrugged. “As I said, they won’t shoot.”

“They may not shoot you, Davin, but they won’t hesitate to shoot us,” she said.

At those words, the faint smile faded from Everett’s lips. “You’re right.” He looked from Ariella to Davin. “Are you two fast enough to take care of them?”

“I prefer knocking people over with words, not blows,” said Davin.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Davin isn’t really a fighter,” she told him.

“At least not in close quarters.” Davin nodded toward Everett’s tranquilizer gun. “Hand me your gun, and I’ll help you out from back here.”

Arching a single skeptical brow, Everett slid his gun from its holster. But he didn’t hand it to Davin—not yet. “Can you shoot as well as she can?”

“Better.” Davin gave Ariella a teasing wink. “I actually practice.”

His practice buddy was Aaron Pall, his Selpe friend. But Aaron wasn’t just Selpe; he was a Selpe Diamond Edge. And he wasn’t just any Diamond Edge; he was the leader of the Diamond Edges. He was also a complete ass.

“All right.” Everett set the gun in Davin’s hand, holding onto it just long enough to look him in the eye and say, “Just try not to shoot me in the back.”

Davin nodded, and Everett drew his knife. Considering the mercenary’s trust issues when it came to Elitions, he’d sure handed his gun over easily. Maybe he was starting to realize that most Elitions were not actually blood-thirsty, death-dealing psychopaths.

Ariella didn’t bother to draw her sword this time. She didn’t think the guards would cower and run—not with the numbers stacked so heavily in their favor—and she wasn’t keen on killing anyone if she could possibly avoid it. Instead, she circled around to the side, forcing the guards on the end to turn if they wanted to keep her in their sights. At the other end of the line, Everett did the same.

She darted to the side to avoid an unfriendly greeting of bullets. Davin was right. The guards hadn’t tried to shoot her as long as she’d been standing beside him, but now that she was alone, they weren’t holding back anymore. It was a good thing they were only armed with pretty basic handguns, not the enormous behemoths their comrades outside the gate had worn. Not knowing too much about guns, she couldn’t be sure how many shots these twelve guards had between them, but she didn’t think their guns could hold too many bullets.

The tranquilizing gun went off, and Ariella heard someone on the other end of the line hit the soggy grass. She rushed the closest guard, grabbing ahold of his arm to pull him in front of her. Two of the other guards scuffled sideways, trying to get around her human shield. She turned to keep them in sight, waiting until they were nearly on either side of her. One of them crept forward, and she heaved the man she was holding at him. As those two guards tumbled into a tangled mess, she dropped low. She swung out her leg and pivoted around, tripping the guard still standing…and the other two just as they got to their feet.

She hoped they’d take the hint and just stay down, though that was, of course, wishful thinking. One jumped up right away. She evaded the punch he swung at her head, then hammered her fist against his shoulder. A crisp snap told her she’d broken bone, and she moved on to the next guard, who was running toward his fallen gun.

Ariella dashed past him as he reached toward the ground, slamming her fist down against the bridge of his nose. He collapsed onto his gun and passed out. The third guard was about to rush at her; an unplanned foresight told her that much. She shook the broken black-and-white image fragment from her mind and slipped to the side to avoid being tackled by the large man. His momentum carried him forward. She caught his arm as he passed by. Holding to that arm, she kicked him in the back. He slammed down, hitting the ground like a stiff plank. The impact knocked him out cold.

Ariella turned around to find the grass strewn with snoozing guards. She did a quick count. One, two, three…eleven. There were only eleven. She scanned for the twelfth and found him tucked away behind a tree. He was given away by the silvery reflection of the full moon against something in his hand. She squinted into the shadows for a closer look. He was throwing something.

Oh, not again, she thought as the clunky metallic cylinder plummeted down toward them. She covered her ears, closed her eyes, and opened her mouth—just as Everett had told her to do if she ever happened to meet one of those horrific stun grenades again. The mouth-opening part sounded stupid, but he’d explained it had something to do with not losing balance and falling over. Since staying on her feet sounded like a good idea, she followed his advice.

And it worked. When she opened her eyes again, she was surprised to see that Davin was still standing too. But she had no time to wonder about that. The guard was raising the gun, aiming for Everett. Ariella grabbed the gun out of her belt and shot the final tranquilizing dart. The guard went down, thumping his head on a thick, gnarled branch as he fell.

She jogged up to Davin. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” He wasn’t injured, but he did look shaken. She could hear his heart racing.

“Is he all right? I’m the one who just very nearly got shot,” Everett grumbled as he joined them.

“I don’t need to worry about your nerves. You are used to throwing yourself into a firefight. Davin is used to shooting at paper targets. Last time I checked, they don’t shoot back.”

“I’m not sure which of us is supposed to be more offended,” Everett said to Davin.

Davin laughed, a sign that he was feeling better. His heart rate had settled down too. “Thanks for the gun.”

Everett lifted his hand, testing the weight of the gun Davin had set down there. “You used all five darts?”

“Hit all five targets too,” he said, his lips giving a smug curl. “That’s one more than you, Ariella.”

“It’s not a competition.”

“Says the warrior woman who lost to the hapless prince who apparently can’t pick up a sword without cutting himself.”

“You used a gun.”

His impish grin reminded her that arguing with him was completely pointless. So she didn’t bother.

“How did you know what to do against the grenade?” she asked instead.

“I learned it from Aaron. He figured that Elitions would be more sensitive to the effects than humans.”

Aaron’s concern for Davin was…well, concerning. It was just so much easier to dislike him when he didn’t do anything nice. But even though he seemed to be a good friend to Davin, she didn’t trust him one bit. He had this scheming look about him.

“Who’s Aaron?” Everett asked.

“Davin’s Diamond Edge friend.”

He gave Davin a concerned look. “You sure do like to live dangerously, don’t you?”

“To be fair, being kidnapped by Siennans and held hostage by Spirit Reapers was not exactly my idea.”

“True enough.” Everett’s hazel eyes shone with a hint of mischief. “But hanging around with Ariella and her freaky glowing sword is nearly as dangerous.”

“Since when does your sword glow?” Davin asked her.

“It doesn’t. I just coated it with Zephyr Dust to scare off some thugs.”

Davin laughed. “That would certainly do it.”

“And I don’t know why you keep fixating on my sword, Everett. I told you it was just a trick.”

“Did you also happen to mention to him what the Zephyr Dust is actually supposed to be used for?”

No, and I won’t. Ariella tried to contain the heat rising in her cheeks.

“I’ll give you a hint,” Davin said, looking at Everett. “It isn’t intended for weapons.”

Then he leaned in and whispered into Everett’s ear. Ariella hummed the Hymn of Rosewater really loudly in her head, trying to block out Davin’s words. She knew what he was saying, of course, but hearing him say it was a whole other thing.

“Oh, I see.” Everett looked at Ariella, fighting to keep a straight face. “Well, I think it’s time for us to leave. Unless you’re in need of a little of that dust…”

Davin wasn’t even trying not to laugh. Ariella wouldn’t have been surprised if the whole house could hear him. The remaining guards needed only to follow the reverberations of his exuberant howls to find their escaped prisoners.

Everett pressed the remote that controlled the gate. It began to slide open—slowly. Mechanical screeches sounded from behind, but Ariella was afraid to look back. If there was an army of machines closing in on them, she really didn’t want to see that. The screeches were joined by a continuous, thundering growl from above.

The gate had opened far enough for them to run out without zapping themselves on the electric wires. Ariella took up the rear, daring a quick glance behind her as she followed behind Davin. She shouldn’t have dared. A hovering contraption was flying toward them, its spinning blades roaring, its searchlights blinding. A helicopter. That’s what it was called. She turned her gaze back forward, blinking past the dark spots dancing in front of her eyes.

“Where do you think you are going?!” a deep voice rumbled. His echoing words fired down the entire length of the street, shattering glass and shaking concrete.

Ariella didn’t have to look; she would have known that power anywhere. A Phantom. She ran faster.

Davin looked at her. “No.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You don’t have to. I know you. And I’m not letting you take on that Phantom alone.”

“Maybe he’s a mellow one.”

The corner of a nearby building exploded.

“No,” Davin said again, his voice as hard as the fragments of broken bricks that were showering down upon them.

Ariella pushed him toward Everett. “Get him out of here. I’ll hold off the Phantom.” She held out her hand. “I’ll need your gun. One with actual bullets this time.”

Everett pulled the gun from his hip holster, but he didn’t hand it over. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Sure, I fight Phantoms all the time. It should be easy.” She snatched the gun from his hand. “And I’ll be right behind you.”

He gave her a sharp look, one that said he knew she was full of it.

“The job is to save Davin. Do you want to get paid or what? Go!”

Everett frowned at her. So did Davin. But they continued to run. She skidded to a stop and turned to face her doom. Two amethyst eyes shone out at her, phasing darker with every step that the Phantom took. By the time he stopped walking, they were nearly black. Only half a city block separated him from Ariella. A whole continent would have been better.

The Phantom did not speak again. He just stood there, his eyes burning with an energy both primal and powerful. Behind him, the helicopter hovered in the air like a gigantic mechanical insect, the boom of its spinning blades positively deafening.

An invisible wave hit Ariella hard in the chest, spitting her against a nearby house. Concrete cracked and shifted behind her back, the river of crumbled pieces sliding her down the wall to the ground. She jumped up—and nearly fell down again. Her head was spinning, and she was pretty sure that was blood she felt oozing down her neck. She rushed forward, not making it three steps before a second mind blast slammed her against the wall again.

This isn’t working. She peeled herself off a cracked wall that looked almost as bad as she felt; and her blurry eyes couldn’t even focus well enough to see the worst of it. The Phantom was too powerful. She couldn’t get near him.

Maybe she didn’t have to. She raised the gun. When the blurry blotches had settled down to only intermittent visitors, she focused on the Phantom. He was moving toward her. Cast in shadow, he was just one big black blob. All but those dark purple eyes. So she aimed for them…

But he was too fast. They were always so fast. Her head was swimming, her eyes were blotchy, and if that confounded helicopter didn’t shut up soon, she was going to jump up and rip the blades off of it.

The helicopter. She raised the gun again. The bullet shot past the shadowed Phantom, tore through the front window of the helicopter, and hit the pilot in the shoulder. The helicopter swerved, and the Phantom dashed away to a safe distance. Ariella’s head had stopped pounding enough for her to push away from the wall. She was about to make her escape, when a gunshot went off. And then the helicopter exploded.

“Ariella!” Davin hissed.

She turned to find him peeking out of a second-story window. Beside him, Everett was lowering his gun.

“Hurry!” said Davin.

She didn’t see the Phantom anywhere. Hopefully, he was stuck on the other side of the burning heaps of helicopter debris. Or, better yet, under it. That probably wouldn’t kill him, but it might keep him off their tails for awhile. Ariella ignored her still-throbbing head and ran for the house. Davin and Everett were waiting for her just inside. The Rev led them right through the house—and out the other side.

“You’re insane,” Davin growled, low and angry, as they ran through the alley. “That Phantom could have killed you. If Everett hadn’t blown up the helicopter—”

“How did you do that?” Ariella asked Everett. Her head had stopped throbbing enough for her to deflect.

“Shot the gas tank,” he said. “Like I told you before, the key to defeating technology is understanding it.”

A familiar chorus of roaring behemoths sounded behind them. Ariella stole a glance back; it was as though she couldn’t resist torturing herself. Motorcycles. Of all the mechanical menaces, motorcycles were one of the worst. She should know. A band of them had once tried to kill her.

“In there!” Everett said, darting down a staircase that led to an underground train station.

Around and around, deeper and deeper, the stairs seemed to go on forever. Ariella couldn’t see the motorcycles anymore, but she heard them screech to a stop way above. A few seconds passed, then she heard an echoing chorus of rolling thumps.

“They’re driving down the steps?” she gasped.

“It sure sounds like it,” said Davin.

The staircase zigzagged down at sharp, abrupt angles. The motorcyclists were out of their minds. Unless they weren’t people. The memory of those driverless motorcycles etched an icy shiver down her back.

The stairs ended at an old train platform that seemed to be currently out of favor. A cursory glance was all it took Ariella to see that it hadn’t been used in years. A dusty train on dusty tracks sat on the right, five doors with chipped and peeling paint lined the wall on the left. Everett headed for the third door and yanked it open, waving Ariella and Davin inside. Then he pulled it shut, and darkness enveloped them. Outside on the platform, metal ground against stone as the motorcycles hit the bottom.

“That glowing powder would come in real handy right about now,” Everett commented.

“I used it all.”

“Another flaming rock?”

“Also all gone.”

“Shame. Well, I guess we’ll just have to feel our way down the tunnel.”

“Someone is already feeling their way over my foot,” said Davin.

“Sorry,” Ariella muttered.

Usually, she didn’t have trouble seeing in the dark, but this wasn’t so much dark as pitch black. There was no light getting through from anywhere, not even the door. The three of them stumbled and bumbled their way through the passage. It was so narrow that Ariella’s hips scraped the wall on either side; and she wasn’t even curvy. A few steps ahead, something thumped against rock and Everett swore under his breath.

“Won’t they follow us in here?” Ariella asked.

“I don’t think the motorcycles would fit,” said Davin.

“Not the motorcycles. The motorcyclists.”

“First, they’d have to figure out which way we went,” Everett said. “And then they’d need to make it past the door. I jammed the lock.”

“Where are we heading now?” she asked.

“There should be a door in another…two or three hundred meters, I’d say. It leads into another tunnel, one that we can follow to the docks.”

“Surely, the city guards have been alerted by now,” Davin said. “They will be waiting at the docks, scrutinizing every passenger trying to board one of the ships.”

“They will be watching the passenger ship docks, for sure,” agreed Everett. “But we are not going there. We are taking passage aboard a cargo ship. They dock in an entirely different part of the city. My guess is they won’t be watching for us amongst the barges and fishing boats.”

“I hope you’re right,” Ariella said. She was sick of fighting the machines. And guns. And grenades.

Everett must have been thinking the same thing. “I’m fresh out of darts. And I don’t have any bullets left either. There have been too many people trying to kill us tonight.”

“That’s what comes from breaking into people’s houses.”

“It comes from having a boyfriend who’s too valuable.”

Ariella was glad no one could see her right now because her face was surely as crimson as an Avan soldier’s uniform. Davin chuckled; she couldn’t decide whether that was good or bad. Maybe he’d thought Everett was joking. Or maybe he just found the idea of being her boyfriend completely hilarious.

A million torturous minutes later, Everett stopped and announced, “Here we are.”

The door creaked open. Ariella threw her arm in front of her eyes, shielding it from the flood of bright yellow light. They ran through the tunnel, making it to the shipping docks in under five minutes. A big cargo ship with a painting of a mermaid on the side was waiting for them. There were no guards or soldiers or even members of an organized crime unit. Ariella almost couldn’t believe it.

“Just for you.” A smirk on his face, Everett pointed up at the flag rippling smoothly in the soft balmy breeze.

Like a rainbow, an arc of text looped over the mermaid’s head, the words ‘The Enchanted Sea Mistress’ printed out in large, curly letters.
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EVERETT HAD CALLED ahead with one of those electronic communication devices. As the sun rose over Seastone, Jax was waiting for them at the docks, his feet dangling over the edge. He was sucking from a straw jammed into a coconut. His feet were bare, his hair was damp, and he looked about as relaxed as anyone could possibly be. Ariella supposed that meant the band of hoods hadn’t given him any more trouble. As she, Davin, and Everett stepped off the boat, Jax hopped to his feet. After he and Everett exchanged manly back thumps and a sequence of bizarre hand slaps, he turned to Davin.

“A pleasure to see you safe again, Your Highness,” Jax said, his courtly words clashing with his beach shorts and bare feet.

“Elitia thanks you for your assistance. As do I,” Davin replied. The courtly behavior was as natural on him as a layer of chocolate coating was on a strawberry.

Ariella’s stomach growled. It had been a really long time since that sandwich in the tunnels, and more than a few dozen people had tried to kill her since then. As soon as she got back to Laelia, she was setting herself up with a snack. And then a good, long nap. Fighting was exhausting work.

“Ariella,” Jax said, clasping her arms. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I hope we will have the chance to work together again sometime.”

“Thanks, Jax.” She gave him a hug. He deserved it. Without him, she wouldn’t have had Everett. And without Everett, she would never have gotten to Davin so quickly, if at all.

“Do I get a hug too?” Everett asked.

He did. Ariella was hungry and so tired she was hardly able to stay upright, but he had pulled through for her. Words were inadequate to express her gratitude. Sure, he was being paid, but it wasn’t the sort of job most people would have taken, reward or not. He probably hadn’t expected there to be quite so many people trying to kill them. She’d have to tell Jax to give him a little extra.

Ariella and Davin left them there and headed for the portal. They stepped through it. A jolt rippled through Ariella, and then they were inside the Gateway at Laelia. Davin greeted the guards they passed. Outside, the morning sun shone through the translucent petals falling from the trees, making them glow like pink stars against the cerulean sky. They walked toward the palace side-by-side, not saying a word. Davin didn’t look as tired as she felt, but he was far better at hiding things than she was. She did know that enchanting people took an enormous amount of energy, even more than channeling foresights.

After yesterday’s attack, Ariella had feared the Siennans might make another attempt on King River’s life. If they had, there were no signs of it anymore. There were, however, ten times as many guards walking the halls as normally. Four guards stood outside the doors to the Assembly Chamber, a Phantom named Chimera the most conspicuous of them all. He had been one of Ariella’s instructors at Rosewater—and the man who had taught her how to fight. She felt better knowing Chimera had been watching out for King River. Against him, the Siennans didn’t stand a chance.

The guards allowed her and Davin to pass. Chimera even gave her a wink. It was so quick that she almost missed it. They entered the Assembly Chamber, which had been tidied up since yesterday afternoon. The dead Siennans were gone from the floor, as was their blood. Ariella couldn’t even smell it anymore, which meant someone had done a very thorough job of cleaning up.

King River sat alone at the head of the table, his tea cold, his breakfast untouched. As soon as he saw Davin, he pushed back his chair and stood. Relief spread across his face, but he did not rush over to his son and embrace him. The two of them did not have a very touchy feely sort of relationship. It was weird because neither of them were so stiff with anyone else.

“Ariella, you have done well,” King River said. “I know you are tired, but I would appreciate a brief report now on what happened in Solarin.”

So she told him. He didn’t look too happy that the Avans were making a play for Elitia, but he said nothing. That wasn’t uncommon for him. King River hardly ever interrupted. He listened and stored things away for later. Ariella didn’t know how he could keep all those things in his head. Politics sounded a lot more exhausting than fighting.

“Ok,” he said when she was finally done. He turned to Davin. “This is the second time the Avans have gone after you. And it won’t be the last.”

Davin folded his arms across his chest. “You have a plan on how to deter them,” he said drily, as though he knew he wouldn’t like it.

“I do.”

“I hope it doesn’t involve locking me up. Winter’s Gate is supposed to be drafty this time of year.”

Actually, Winter’s Gate—or the Shroud, as it was often called—was drafty all year round. It wasn’t just the coldest Elition temple, though; it was the craziest. There were a lot of Elitions locked up inside the Shroud for their own protection, most of them Prophets who had gone mad.

“I’m not going to lock you up, Davin,” said King River. “I’m just going to make you unappealing to the Avans.”

“I don’t like the nefarious gleam in your eyes.”

King River’s eyes didn’t look any different than usual. At least not to Ariella.

“The Avans want to acquire Elitia by marrying the future high king to one of their Siennan allies,” King River said calmly. “The solution is simple: we change the right of succession. Your right of succession.”

Now it was Davin’s eyes which took on a nefarious gleam. Ariella saw that clearly enough. “You are disinheriting me.”

“Let’s not be melodramatic. Let me explain.”

“You are disinheriting me for something the Avans want to do,” Davin said. “I have no intention of marrying their Siennan friend.”

“But they definitely want this marriage badly, and sooner or later they will find a way to make you agree. At which point we will have a problem. The most sensible course of action is to prevent this problem before it happens. Before you may succeed me as high king, you must first be married to an Elition. An Elition, not a Siennan.”

“Father—”

“I will have Muse draw up the necessary official documents and send copies to the sovereigns of the Selpe and Avan Empires. That should quell the Avans’ thirst to abduct you.”

“This is absurd!”

King River turned a cool stare on Davin. “This isn’t up for discussion.” His tone softened as he added, “I am not throwing you aside, Davin.”

“It sure looks that way.”

“I know.” He set his hand on Davin’s shoulder. “Look, nothing is changing. Your job doesn’t change. Your authority doesn’t change. You are still the crown prince of Elitia. It just means that before you can be high king, you need to find an Elition woman willing to be your queen. But the contract will only be good for as long as it takes the Avans to find a way around it, so you had better get married soon.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“I am very serious. And we’re done talking about it. We have another crisis to deal with. I need you both to pack up. We are heading to Orion. Early this morning, there was an attack in the Selpe Western Territories. Emperor Selpe has convened his Advisory Council.”

Though not part of the Selpe Empire, Elitia was closely allied with them. King River sat on the Selpe Advisory Council to the emperor. When the council convened, he had to go to the Selpe capital city. That meant Ariella also had to go. Davin usually did too.

“What kind of an attack? Where?” Davin asked, his face at once serious.

“The city of Decia.”

“Was it the Avans?” Ariella asked.

“The Selpes don’t yet know who bombed their city.” King River’s eyes drifted up in thought, then settled back down. “We will leave for Orion in half an hour.”

Ariella bowed her head, then left the Assembly Chamber, heading for her room. She had packing to do. And if she was going to make it through the day, she’d need to chug down an Energy Serum or two. Behind her, footsteps clicked hollowly against the floor as Davin caught up with her.

“I didn’t have a chance to thank you for coming for me,” he said.

“Someone had to save you from the horror of being married off to a pretty Siennan.”

He laughed softly, a sound so beautiful it almost hurt. Despite his outburst to his father, he seemed to be handling things all right. Maybe it had been all for show. Maybe he wasn’t really worried. After all, there were enough women enchanted by him. He could have his pick of potential Elition brides. Ariella sighed—if only inside. They said nothing more until they stopped in front of the door to her room.

“I’ll see you in half an hour then.” She gave him a quick, sidelong glance, then reached for the doorknob.

His hand closed over hers, freezing it midair. His other hand curled over her hip, and he turned her to face him. They stood there, as though out of time, so close that his breath was warm on her skin. He stared at her, not even blinking, and she didn’t dare blink either. He leaned into her, and her breath stuttered in her chest. 

His cheek brushed against hers. “Thank you,” he whispered, the caress of his words dissolving against her ear. He kissed her once, his lips feather-soft on hers. “I’ll see you soon.”

Ariella watched him turn and walk down the hall. Only after his footsteps had faded, did she go into her room. As she changed her clothes, she realized that she reeked of metal and salt and blood. And Davin hadn’t said a thing.
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EVERETT AND JAX went to a little seaside cafe for breakfast and coffee. Three hours later, Everett was stuffed and wired up on enough caffeine to keep him awake for at least another week. Since he had only an hour to catch a quick shower at the hotel before his boat set sail, that was a good thing.

“Your payment has been transferred to your account,” Jax said as they walked along the pier.

“Those Elitions pay fast.”

“They pay well too. You’ve gotten a bonus of an extra two thousand Crowns.”

“Fantastic. I need a new pair of boots.”

“What’s wrong with those?” Jax asked, looking down.

“Dashing as they look on me, it turns out they’re not actually so practical when it comes to high-speed chases and fire fights.”

Jax laughed. “It sounds like you sure had a wild time, man.”

“Too wild.” Everett made his voice go serious. “Jax, do me a favor, would you?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t pass along any more Elition jobs to me. They will be the death of me.”

“Ariella is nice.”

“Yes, she is. But Elition business is messy business. There are always at least thirty people trying to kill you,” Everett said.

“So, you’d like me to only pass along jobs where fewer than thirty people are trying to kill you?”

“Basically, yeah.”

“Sure thing, Everett,” he said with a low chuckle.

They had reached his hotel, Salt and Brimstone. It didn’t have the most enticing name, but its beds were enticing enough. They were big, soft, and fluffy. There was also free coffee available in the lobby twenty-four hours a day. Everett decided he’d have to grab a cup on the way up to his room. The five cups he’d already consumed were wearing off faster than he’d expected. He was getting too old to stay up all night.

Everett waved farewell to Jax and went into the hotel. Half an hour later, he and his clothes smelled of fresh soap, not stale sweat. Sipping from his pleasantly steaming coffee cup, he picked up the remote to turn on the television. As the screen flickered to life, Everett nearly dropped his drink. He could do nothing but stare at the montage of broken images—explosions of bombs, crumbling high-rise buildings, a ground littered with shattered glass and warped steel. There were no voices, no music, no sound whatsoever. The silence was as terrifying as a thousand screams.

The montage cut out abruptly, replaced by a news anchor in a pitch black suit. “You are seeing here footage from the attack on Decia three hours ago. Since the attack, there has been rioting reported throughout the empire, especially in the Western Territories. The perpetrator remains unknown. There has been no official statement from the Orion imperial palace…” The man paused, his finger lifting to his earpiece. “Emperor Selpe has just called a press conference. We’re going live to Orion right now.”

The picture switched to the ballroom of the Selpe imperial palace, the place where the Selpe emperor and his advisors made all their official declarations to the media. Emperor Ambrose Selpe tottered up to the silk-draped podium, a feeble old man who looked hardly strong enough to stand, let alone rule over an empire that covered half of the world. Rumor had it that it was his advisors who were really running the show nowadays.

Emperor Selpe stood in silence, looking out at his hushed audience. When he finally spoke, his words were sharp, not feeble. “My fellow Selpes, the cowardly assault on our magnificent city of Decia shall not go unavenged. The Revs, those bearers of devastation, will regret the day they attacked the great Selpe Empire.”

Cameras flashed and voices rose up, beseeching him with their questions. But the emperor only stepped away from the podium and disappeared behind a curtain.

Everett was already throwing his clothes into his pack, and a minute later he was running down the stairs. The Selpes were coming. It didn’t matter that the Revs hadn’t been responsible for Decia. They couldn’t have, even had they wanted to. Those were some really powerful bombs. The Revs didn’t have that sort of technology. Everett wasn’t even sure the Selpes or Avans had it either.

But this was not about truth; it was about revenge. The Selpes had been looking for an excuse to attack the Revs for years. Since they had no one to blame for Decia, they just blamed the Revs. The Selpe public was probably just eating that right up. Even two decades later, they were still sour about Rev independence.

Everett ran past the docks, racing toward the ship. It would be setting out for Hope in twenty minutes. He had to be there. He had to get to Hope. Then he could…

Could what, Everett? he asked himself.

He didn’t know. All he knew was that the Selpes would attack the Rev isles, and they’d strike Hope first.

And you will stop them? You alone?

Maybe he could help them escape. Some could get to safety. They realized the Selpes would attack, right?

The boat came into sight. Everett charged down the pier toward it—not thinking anymore, just running. There was no one there but a white-haired man standing in front of the entrance.

“Hey, there, sonny,” he said, looking over his fat clipboard. “No need to rush. The trip’s been cancelled for today.”

“Cancelled?” Everett gasped between heavy breaths. “Why?”

“The captain’s not prepared to risk sailing into Rev territory. It’s not safe there right now, you see.”

Everett didn’t have time to argue. He’d have to find another way. Somehow, someway, he had to get to Hope.
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THE NORTHWEST DOCKS of Seastone were full of ships with unrealized voyages. No one wanted to venture anywhere close to the Rev isles—not when the Revs’ destruction was imminent. Even most traffic to the neighboring Selpe Western Territories had been suspended. Several hundred kilometers from the Revs was apparently too close for the collective captains’ comfort.

Everett didn’t have that luxury. He was a Rev. Maybe it was crazy—maybe he should have steered clear too—but he just couldn’t. He had to do something. He wanted to believe the Revs would flee before the attack, but he wasn’t so sure. Two decades ago, his people had declared independence from the Selpe Empire, and they had been sticking their tongues out at the Selpes ever since. They thought they were invincible. They thought the Selpes were all talk.

They were wrong. The Revs didn’t have fancy fighter jets or airships. They didn’t have unlimited energy or big bombs. They didn’t even have very big guns. The Selpes would crush them. Completely. The end.

The Revs hadn’t listened to him over the phone, but they would listen to him in person. They had to. He would make them listen. But first he had to get to the Rev capital. First he had to get to Hope.

Everett peered out of the airship’s tiny window, watching the island of Seastone fade into the distance. Below, the calm waves of the Emerald Sea rolled and swayed in gentle loops. Above, there wasn’t a single cloud to be seen in the night sky. It was all too beautiful—too unreal.

Everett shifted his weight to get away from the watermelon-sized ball that had been lodged against his leg since he’d sat down on the storage closet’s floor. It certainly wasn’t first class seating, but when you were a stowaway, you couldn’t exactly be choosy. The media airship had been the only thing heading anywhere in the west. It was flying to Hope to film the city’s destruction, all for the entertainment of the Selpe masses.

“There’s a storm coming,” said a man’s voice in the hallway.

Everett didn’t know what the airship’s internal walls were made of, but whatever it was, sound pierced them with a sharpness that scraped his eardrums. He slowed his breathing and kept perfectly still, even as that stupid ball rolled back and thumped against his thigh. He had no idea what it was. He did, however, know it was made of metal, which was why it hurt so much when the damn thing whacked him.

“You always say a storm is coming. Every time we set out on an assignment,” replied a second voice, this one belonging to a woman. “It’s not lucky, I tell you.”

“There have been reports of clouds over Hope.”

Stiff, stuffy fabric scratched together, the telltale shrug of the woman’s shoulders. “It will make for more dramatic lighting.”

Bastards.

The airship turned, and a quadcopter fell off its shelf and nearly whomped him over the head. Pale silver in color, the machine was a robotic flying camera—one of many robotic flying cameras onboard the ship. They allowed the Selpe media to film death and destruction from a distance, without ever throwing themselves in the path of danger.

“What is Kent doing up there? Piloting this thing drunk?”

The female reporter snickered. “No, I’ll bet he spilled his coffee. Again. We’d better go check on him before he loses his bagel, too, and goes into all-out panic mode.”

Two sets of footsteps clunked a few meters down the hallway, stopped, then a door banged shut. There were three other reporters on board, plus the pilot, but Everett didn’t hear any other voices. They were probably all holed up on the airship’s bridge, debating things like lighting and which camera angles were best for filming the decimation of a city.

Thanks to those remote-controlled cameras, the depraved aristocracy of the Selpe Empire would have front row seats to the demise of the Rev people, something that they had been fantasizing about for the past two decades. Everett could picture them clear as crystal—standing in the imperial ballroom at Orion, all decked out in their finest evening wear, drinking wine and munching on finger food as they watched the live stream. They would cheer at every explosion, relish in every death.

They were completely sick.

Anger pulsed through Everett’s fingers. As a second quadcopter tumbled off the shelf to attack him, he reached out to catch it. He clenched it, squeezing against a hard surface that refused to yield. It was stronger than he was—and it had friends. The airship turned again, and a third fell down. He fought the temptation to throw every single one of them at the wall, or at least throw them out a window. That would certainly put a damper on the Selpes’ entertainment. The problem was it would also alert the reporters to his presence aboard the airship.

He settled for giving the quadcopters a cold glare. That turned out to be the wiser option, Everett decided as two more reporters walked past the closet. They must have been inside one of the back compartments. What they’d been doing there was anyone’s guess, but it certainly wasn’t securing their equipment—not if the hazardous chaos of the storage closet was any indication.

“Kent sure is flying strangely today,” one reporter said as the airship lurched.

“Maybe he took a nap,” replied the other, and the door to the bridge slammed shut.

This was all taking far too long. According to the reporters, the pilot was either drunk, sleeping, had spilled coffee over the controls—or all three. Whatever the case, he certainly wasn’t flying at full speed.

I should have hijacked the airship rather than hitching a ride on board. If only he knew how to fly it.

Everett stretched out his neck to look through the window—and rose to his feet when he saw Seastone below. It was just a distant blob against the horizon, but he would have recognized that blob anywhere. That solid border of wooden docks—a wall of boats parked below, a row of airships hovering above—was very distinctive. Everett groaned. They were right back where they’d started. And now they were even heading in the wrong direction, toward the empty seas of the south.

“That man is a horrible pilot,” a voice in the hall said. He sounded sick, like at any second he might throw up all over the floor.

“I think he’s doing it on purpose,” replied a woman.

Neither of those voices belonged to any of the reporters. Everett rose to his knees and squinted through the keyhole. A man and a woman stood one door down the hall on the opposite side. They didn’t look like reporters either.

The woman’s leather jacket—if it could even be called that—was cropped high to expose her midriff. It was held closed by a single thick buckle over a white lacy brassiere that showed more than it covered. She wore knee-high leather boots over skin-tight, chocolate-and-periwinkle striped leggings. The same striped pattern was printed on the ribbon band tied around the gigantic hat on her head. Her gun belt held two guns, one against each hip.

The man wore a black leather vest for a shirt and matching fingerless gloves on his hands. His taupe-colored tights were every bit as skin-tight as his companion’s, and the boots he wore over them had enough buckles to make a dozen belts. He had twice as many guns as she did, as well as two knives.

Pirates. Everett’s hand lowered instinctively to his own gun—only to remember that he was fresh out of both bullets and darts. His tromp through Solarin had cleaned him out.

“He was trying to warn the others that we’d taken control of the airship, not that it helped them,” said Lace-and-Leather. Looking at the other pirate, she let out something between a snort and a giggle. “And now he’s just doing it to make you sick.”

“When I throw up, I’ll make sure to do it all over him,” grumbled Many Buckles. “Ok, now you disable the Selpes’ remote control device. I’ll stand watch outside.”

“We’ve already taken care of the reporters. The ship is ours.”

“Just in case.” He nudged her toward the engine room door. “Close the door after you, ok? The heat is making my head spin. Try to disable the device quickly. As soon as the Selpes figure out we’ve taken over the ship, they will turn it on and tow us into one of their ports.”

“You just want me to hurry so that you can go lie down.”

“That too.”

Lace-and-Leather gave him a wink of her long eyelashes and went inside the engine room, closing the door behind her. Her queasy companion drew one of his guns and planted himself in front of the door.

Of all the days and all the ships, pirates had chosen here and now to hijack an airship. And if Everett wanted to get to Hope on time, he would have to stop them. He frowned, hating the stupid pirates already. Because of them, he’d have to help the Selpes. He hated helping Selpes, so much so that he’d made a policy of never doing it. Well, it looked like he’d be breaking that policy. This was a week of broken promises: first helping Elitions, then Selpes. He hoped he wasn’t making a habit of it.

Everett turned from the keyhole and looked around the closet. Without ammunition, his guns wouldn’t be of much use against the pirates, but there had to be something in there that he could use. His eyes fell on the silver mystery orbs. He briefly considered throwing one of them at the pirates, but he quickly discarded that idea. They were so heavy that he could barely lift them, let alone throw them. He opened a box and found a camera set: camera, lenses, an enormous flash… He mounted the flash on the camera, then looped the strap around his shoulder. The combined weight of the equipment pressed down, pinching his skin. It was almost as heavy as the orbs.

Everett peered through the keyhole. As soon as Many Buckles was looking the other way, he opened the storage closet door just wide enough to slip outside and began walking toward the engine room. The pirate’s head snapped around at the click of Everett’s boots against the wood floor.

“Who are you? Where did you come from?” he demanded, raising his gun.

Everett stopped in front of him and patted the camera at his side. “I was checking the equipment. Who are you?”

Before Many Buckles could respond—or shoot—Everett lifted the camera to the pirate’s face and fired off the flash. Many Buckles stumbled around, his eyes blinking back blindness. Everett punched him in the head, knocking him to the floor. He bound the sleeping pirate with some tangerine-orange tape he’d found in the supply closet. The pirate’s metal-studded belt of guns hissed in protest as Everett began to drag him across the floor. Everett stopped, took the belt for himself, then pulled him clear of the door. The belt sure was gaudy, but chances were he’d be needing those guns before the night was over. He took a quick look. All four were fully loaded with bullets, which wasn’t all that surprising. Pirates weren’t known for gently subduing their targets. They burst into laughter at the mere mention of a tranquilizer dart.

“Who are you?”

Everett spun around to find a man barely past his teens standing further down the hall. The off-white dress shirt under his grey vest had come untucked, and his crinkled sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. His sweat-hardened hair stuck up in a hundred different directions, like the spines of a porcupine.

“Marvin Macaroo,” Everett told the fifth reporter. “Imperial marshal.”

“Troy Mitchell. I’m the team’s technical support.” His shoulders relaxed, but his eyes didn’t stop shaking. “Boy, am I glad you’re here. Pirates have taken over the ship.”

“I’m working on it.”

Troy nodded. “I saw that trick with the flash. It was cool. But why didn’t you just use your gun?”

“That would be a great idea if I wanted all the pirates to hear—and then come running at me.”

“Oh. Right.” Troy’s eyes drifted up in thought. “You could make the flash more effective by using its electrical energy. Basically, you overload it and use that to electrocute someone. Just rip out the lamp and the fuse. That should knock them out quite effectively.”

“You mean, turn it into a taser?”

“Yes.”

“I have a great idea. You do just that,” Everett said, nudging him toward the supply closet. He hadn’t understood half of what Troy had spouted off, but he’d taken in enough to realize the boy would be useful.

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” He closed the door to the closet behind them. “There are boxes of equipment in here. There has to be something you can use to build your knock-out taser flash.”

“Can we really call it that?”

“As long as you work fast, you can call it whatever you want.”

“Cool.”

Several minutes later, Everett walked out of the closet, a spiffy new weapon in his hands. He walked toward the engine room to test it out, praying that the kid knew what he was doing.

“Press these two pins against your target.” Troy’s hand hovered before a pair of metallic fangs protruding from the exposed flash. “You’ll only be able to use it once.”

Everett stopped and looked back at the kid. “What good is that?”

“I’ll make you another one,” he promised, then disappeared into the closet. He was smart enough to stay out of the way. If it came to blows—which it inevitably did—he’d just get in the way.

Everett opened the door to the engine room. Inside, Lace-and-Leather was squatting before an open wall panel. She had her back turned to the door, so she didn’t see Everett enter. The room was humming with a thousand different thuds and thumps, so she didn’t hear him either. He prodded her in the back with the pins. Her body quaked, and she fell to the floor. He bound her hands and feet with a bundle of cabling he’d found inside her toolbox, then stuck on an orange tape smilie over her mouth. One minute later, he had the two unconscious pirates holed away inside the engine room, each one tied to a pipe.

He headed for the supply closet to pick up his next flash. He’d barely made it past the engine room when the door to the bridge opened and two chatting pirates stepped into the hallway. Everett hardly had time to think. He darted into the storage closet before their eyes had a chance to find him. He handed the broken flash back to Troy, then crept close to the door. Peering through the keyhole, he watched the two pirates just stand there, not taking another step down the hallway.

“Where are Trix and Flynn?” one of the pirates asked, turning to look at the engine room three doors down. She wore an open green coat over a brown leather bustier with—surprise, surprise—a row of metal buckles down the front. She also had on a white skirt that bore an uncanny resemblance to a ballerina tutu.

“Potty break?” Her companion’s pierced lips spread into a wide grin. She wore cherry-red fishnet stockings under a pair of tight leather shorts that looked more like underwear than outerwear. “Or maybe they decided to find themselves a cozy closet somewhere.”

Ballerina Pirate looked at the storage closet door, her stare so intense that Everett feared she could see him through the keyhole. He remained still, hardly daring to breathe.

“Yeah.” She snorted, finally turning toward her companion. “Or they needed to combine wits to figure out how to turn off that remote control device.”

“Do you need my help in there?” Leather Shorts asked as the other pirate opened the door to the control room.

“No, this isn’t my first time deactivating a Selpe tracker,” said Ballerina Pirate. “Or an Avan one. Though I haven’t yet done a Hellean one. That might actually pose a challenge.”

Turning off the Selpes’ remote access. Deactivating the tracking device. The pirates sure were being thorough.

“Keep an eye on things out here?” Ballerina Pirate said, disappearing inside the control room. She didn’t close the door, though. Because that would have made Everett’s job too easy.

Everett looked back at Troy, who was still fiddling with a bunch of battery packs all loosely wired up. “Are you done yet?”

“This is a lot more complicated than it looks.”

It actually looked pretty complicated.

“It takes time.”

“We don’t have time. Soon, those pirates will be done in the control room, and we’ll lose our chance to take them out while they’re separated from the rest.”

“Ok.” Troy handed him the flash. “It’s done. Remember, you only get one shot.”

“How about you make one that gives me more than one shot?”

The boy’s jaw dropped. “Give me a few weeks, and I’ll see what I can throw together.”

“Never mind. Why don’t you go through those boxes and see if you can find something else that will help us against the pirates. Preferably, more than one at a time.”

Everett stretched out and set his hand on the door knob. If he timed this just right, he’d be able to run out and knock out the pirate with the flash before she realized what was going on. If he didn’t, she’d shoot him. That would be considerably less cool.

He waited until she turned to speak to the pirate inside the control room, then hurried out as quietly as a full-grown man in cowboy boots possibly could. It wasn’t quiet enough. She turned, reaching for her gun as soon as she saw him. Everett lunged beneath her arms, poking her belly with the pins as he pressed down on the trigger. Not even waiting for her to hit the floor, he barreled past her into the room, knocking Ballerina Pirate upside the head. She fell, banging her chin against a pipe on the way down.

Everett dragged the two pirates down the hall to the engine room, tying them up with more of the cables. He was starting to run out of cabling—and space.

“There are two more pirates on the bridge.”

Everett pivoted around, stopping just in time. He’d almost thumped Troy over the head with the flash.

“I heard them on the radio. The two pirates on the bridge were asking for an update from their four comrades.”

“You shouldn’t just sneak up on people,” Everett grumbled. “It’s a good way to get hurt.”

Troy smile wilted, and he swallowed hard. “Sorry.”

“When they don’t get a response, they will come looking for the others.” Everett looked at the pair of dark sunglasses in Troy’s hand. “You have something new for me?”

“Yes. I turned a flash and battery pack into a high-frequency strobe. It should stun everyone in the immediate area for a few seconds. It might even knock them out.”

Everett hooked the battery pack to the back of his belt. Then, he tucked the flash into his inside pocket, smoothing his jacket over it. “Hence the sunglasses?”

“Yes.”

Everett balanced the sunglasses atop his head, then crept toward the bridge. Troy followed closely behind him.

“Shouldn’t you be going back to that closet?” Everett asked, keeping his eyes forward. A pirate—or two—could come running out at any time.

“Yeah, I probably should.”

Everett didn’t respond. It wasn’t his job to babysit any Selpes, especially not ones who were turning the destruction of his city into a dramatic media event. The pilot he needed; what the pirates did to the others, he didn’t really care.

They had reached the door to the bridge. Everett pulled it open and stepped inside, nearly stumbling over a hand. Keeping low to the ground, he turned his head and panned up the hand to the body it belonged to. It was one of the reporters he’d seen earlier in the hall. He pressed his fingers to her neck. She was dead. The other three reporters were piled up behind her, also dead. Everett raised his gun as he rose up from his knees. When they saw him, the pirates wouldn’t hold back. Neither could he.

Behind him, a body thumped to the floor. Troy had fainted over the bodies of the dead reporters. Everett left him there and moved on to the second door looming before him. Peering through the keyhole, he could just make out the bridge beyond the door. Two pirates stood inside—one beside the pilot, the other fiddling with a radio. Unfortunately, they both had a good view of the door. And they were armed.

“We’ll be at Grind within the hour. Have you gotten that signal blocked yet?” the man standing over the pilot asked, the gun in his hand looping and swaying as he spoke. He wore a pair of goggles atop his head. They must have been purely cosmetic; if he’d known how to fly the ship, the pilot wouldn’t still be alive. The four dead reporters lying on the floor behind Everett attested to that.

“No.” The other pirate swatted the radio with his hand. “And Faith isn’t responding. She must not have finished up with the tracker yet. She’s usually so fast.”

“You know what happens when two women go off together: lots and lots of chitchat,” said Goggles. “She probably hasn’t even started yet.”

The other pirate grunted in agreement and set the radio down. “Maybe I should go give her a hand.”

Everett knew he didn’t have a chance of taking them by surprise, not when they were both turned toward the door. There were two of them, both armed, and the bridge was so small that they could almost hit him without even aiming. That left only one option.

He slid down the sunglasses, swung the door open, and stepped onto that bridge like he had every right to be there. The pirates’ eyes shot to him, narrowing with a predatory gleam. Their guns were already raised—and pointed right at his head.

“What a mess you have made of this job,” Everett said before they could shoot him. “Demonclaw will not be pleased.”

The pirates’ guns lowered—if only a tad—at the mention of their leader. Everett felt the knot in his neck loosen.

“What do you know of Captain Demonclaw?” Goggles asked, gesturing with his gun as he spoke. It was still pointed at Everett, though.

Truth be told, Everett knew basically nothing about Demonclaw. He’d heard that the man ruled over Grind, a hideout somewhere in the southern Emerald Sea. At least this piece of information wasn’t outdated. Pirate bands changed leaders like any decent man changed his socks.

“I know he will not appreciate my report on your performance,” Everett said. “You made such a racket sneaking aboard this ship that the Selpes could nearly hear your noisy bumbling all the way from Orion. You’re lucky that this is a media ship, not a military one, or you would have been discovered for sure.”

“Demonclaw sent an Overseer?” Goggles grimaced.

The other pirate stood up straight and brushed the dust off his long leather jacket. Beneath it, he wore a black shirt and pants, making him the most normal-dressed of all the pirates aboard the airship.

“Which one are you?” Goggles asked, his pale lips thin.

“Marvin Macaroo.”

“Never heard of you.”

“I have,” said Long Leather Jacket, his voice reverent—and even a bit frightened.

Everett had to work really hard not to gape. Marvin Macaroo wasn’t a real person. He was the invented persona Everett used whenever he was captured.

“They say you single-handedly cut through the Selpes’ defenses on Bone Island. Then you freed all the prisoners and led them in a full-scale revolt against the five hundred Diamond Edges holding them there.” Long Leather Jacket stared at him. “Is that true?”

No, it wasn’t like that at all. Every time he heard the story, the number of Diamond Edges doubled. As far as Everett knew, there weren’t even five hundred elite Selpe soldiers. At least, he hoped there weren’t. He suppressed a shiver.

“I am not at liberty to share the details of my time on Bone Island,” he said.

“Wow,” Long Leather Jacket gasped, his eyes teetering on borderline worship. “Just wow.”

Everett hated to be the one to rob the kid of his hero, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. As he holstered his gun, the two pirates relaxed further. They didn’t seem to care that he was reaching into his jacket’s inside pocket, that he was pulling something out…

Everett blasted them with the flash. The eyes of both men were trained on him, which helped—but he didn’t actually know whether it would be enough until their heads hit the floor.

The pilot looked back as Everett dragged the two pirates aside. “You’re not really a pirate.”

“No.” Everett bound the pirates’ hands and feet. He also stripped them of their weapons because, boy, were they going to be pissed when they came to. “I’m an imperial marshal. I’ve been tracking this band of criminals for weeks.”

“Should I fly you to the nearest Selpe port?”

“No, we’re too far behind schedule already.” Everett gripped the back of the pilot’s chair and leaned over for a look at the controls. “Who assigned you to film Hope?”

“Lady Cassandra. She wanted live footage of our retaliation against the Revs.”

Everett wanted to scream at him that the Revs had had nothing to do with the destruction of Decia, but that wouldn’t convince the pilot to fly him to Hope as fast as the airship could go.

“Then you’d best not keep the Lady of Seadusk waiting,” he said instead. “Full speed to Hope.”




* * *

526AX June 4, Hope




They were too late. As the bloody rays of the rising sun stained the horizon, the first bombs dropped on Hope. From the airship bridge, Everett saw the explosions. He saw the buildings crumble like towers of ash. He saw the Selpe planes fill the skies like mechanical locusts. And he couldn’t do a damn thing about any of it.




* * *

526AX June 4, Hope




Hours later, there was nothing left of Hope but the broken, empty shells of buildings and bodies. Everett stood amidst the ruins, the horror of it drowning out all else. He couldn’t think. He didn’t even dare feel, for fear the dull ache in his chest would spread, swallowing him into oblivion. He fell to his knees upon a pile of warped metal shards, tears sliding down his face, despair suffocating his soul.

Time seemed to stand still, frozen at the exact moment Hope had dissolved into nothingness. Seconds, minutes, hours—none of it seemed to have any meaning. An hour later or maybe more, Everett finally unfroze. As he walked through the dead city, a graveyard of its former self, he kept his eyes forward, as though moving would keep him ahead of the chorus of reality screaming out all around him. Hope was gone. The Revs were gone. Everyone he had ever cared about was gone.

Enormous shadows rolled over the wreckage, choking the sun to smother the city in darkness. Everett looked up at a sky overflowing with airships. The second wave had arrived, the one that would silence any voices still left screaming. And so he ran. He ran until he was clear of his broken city. He would survive. And then, someday, he would make them pay.
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Story Summary

Book 2: Wilderness




Veteran mercenary Everett Black is not in the habit of turning down good money. Then again, no one has ever offered him a job to set off into the Elition Wilderness, a vast land where magic reigns and electronics die. As secretive as they are powerful, the Elitions would kill him if they caught him there. He has little reason to risk the Elitions’ wrath just to rescue two teenage princes—especially not the heirs to the Selpe Empire, which destroyed the city he called home and is now hunting down every last survivor. But if he cannot save them, then the empire’s most demented aristocrats will seize power, and things will get a whole lot worse for him.

And to succeed, Everett has to put his trust in three dubious allies: Cameron, a runaway Elition teenager; Isis, a charming young guide with a guarded secret; and Jason, an assassin with a notorious reputation for killing Selpes.

Wilderness is the second book in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.
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1. The Mercenary

526AX June 18, Cypress







IN HIS FOURTEEN years as a mercenary, Everett Black had learned one universal truth: trouble swarmed to him like starving men to a free all-you-can-eat buffet.

Everyone was talking about it. From the Selpe Empire’s capital city of Orion to the Western Territories, they all had that picture burned into their mind: the one of Emperor Selpe’s pasty pale face, his dead eyes frozen open in wretched terror. You’d think that if he would have looked at anything, it would have been the gaping hole in his chest, where his letter opener had found a new home. But no. It was instead his own hand, those five bloody fingers clenched around the murder weapon. Well, the Selpes claimed it was murder, anyhow. How the letter opener ended up in old Ambrose Selpe’s hand was anyone’s guess. Some speculated suicide, but in typical Selpe fashion, those voices were soon silenced. Reading between the lines, Everett could see that the Selpe ruling nobility were pointing their very dirty fingers at Elitia, the nation of sorcerers. Elitia was living up to its reputation of mysterious indifference by coolly ignoring them.

Much as he hated the Selpes, Everett had to admit they had a point. Just think about it. Who else but an Elition could have plowed through the layers upon layers of men guarding Ambrose Selpe? Of course it had been an Elition. Everett shivered as he shelved the thought. They were just downright creepy. They and their eerie eyes, mind games, and inhuman, gravity-defying gymnastics.

Disturbing as it was to picture Ambrose Selpe’s final moments, Everett could hardly feel sorry about his death. He was a Rev, after all, which made all Selpes his enemy. Especially after Hope.

His home city was lost, destroyed by the Selpe Empire. It might have been the haven of delinquent behavior in the west, but all that had been entirely harmless. They had been no threat to the Selpes. Not really. They had not deserved this fate. But the Selpes had been looking for an excuse to attack for nearly twenty years, the consequence of an unhappy breakup. Well, they had finally found it. After the Selpe city of Decia was attacked, they wasted no time in booming out their overplayed accusations of nefarious Rev schemes.

The Revs had not attacked Decia. Everyone with half a brain knew that. It was not even their style. Teepeeing a few Selpe administrative buildings? Sure. Coating their imperially hygienic toilet seats with a generous dose of superglue? Absolutely. Even replacing the treasured art hanging in the homes of the Selpe aristocracy with finger painting drawings would have made the list. Childish stuff, fun stuff. Not the murder of half a million people, most of them as disempowered as the Revs had once been.

The streets of Hope were piled with the bodies of innocents. It was a ghost city now, a graveyard of murdered dreams. Hope was lost. The Revs were lost. Those who had survived the Selpe attack had scattered across the world. With nothing to hold them together, the Revs had fallen, disheartened and dismayed, into chaos. They were no more.

Two weeks later, Everett still struggled with his guilt. He had survived. Could he have even done anything had he been there? A small part of him, the part that fueled his guilt, believed so. Yes, he alone against thousands of Selpe soldiers. He had heard crazier stories.

Everett had missed the destruction of Hope by but a few hours, for he had departed on a job just two days before. He was a mercenary of sorts. A hired man. A professional. He liked to think of himself as an entrepreneur. The Selpes, on the other hand, had branded him a pirate. Not that Everett minded the term. Accurate or not, it did have a certain romantic charm to it.

Admittedly, the reality of his work was a far cry from charming or romantic. It was more akin to selling himself to the highest bidder. Romantic proclamations aside, Everett was honest enough to admit that to himself. He knew the life well, for his parents had once walked the same path. That was before they had cashed in their substantial wealth eighteen years ago, on the eve of Rev independence. With it they bought an island and retired to the quiet life of growing overinflated wine sipped by doubly overinflated aristocrats. They had grown tired of stealing from the Selpes and had settled for the more enlightened—and far less dangerous—thrill of merely ripping them off.

They had survived the decimation of the Rev territories, their lone vineyard island alive amongst a sea of a hundred dead others. Since the attack, Everett’s parents had sent letters to him, but he had not read any of them. It was all too suspicious that they alone had been spared. He really did not want to go home to learn that his parents had betrayed the Rev people.

And Everett certainly would not be content to sell overpriced wine to Selpe lords, all the while laughing at them behind their backs. He was not nearly that refined. He might have experienced the joy of reuniting lost children with their families, but that took a back seat to the pleasant load of a full wallet. Neither, however, could hope to compare to the satisfaction he found in looting treasures from overburdened Selpe estates, themselves built from the bones of the less fortunate. They absolutely deserved it. Absolutely.

Yes, he loved every moment of his work. Well, maybe not every moment. In his thirty-two years, Everett had been chased by angry guard dogs precisely seven times. He had been at least partially submerged in water of questionable quality twenty-three times. On five occasions, he had been shot. He had been brutally stabbed by an Elition. Thirteen hot licks of an Elition knife had etched thirteen scars into his sun-worn skin. And he had never even set foot inside Elition territory. For good reason too. He knew better than to wander into the realm of magic. No, he preferred to stay out of their business and off their lands. He valued his skin, scarred as it was, far too much.

This mild summer night, the sky was clear and the wind pleasantly balmy as Everett rode his roaring motorcycle down the busiest road in Cypress. He had no reason to keep his head low here, for he was hardly the most suspicious character in this underworld of misfits, at the far eastern tip of the Selpe Western Territories. Maybe the motorcycle had been overkill. Or the leather jacket. Or the spurs on his boots. He was never sure how far to take it in this cowboy town. Looking too normal would attract far more attention than anything he could have put on, Everett told himself as he flung open the swinging gate doors of the saloon with a calculated flourish.

It was called the Castrated Pig, a name that did not even raise an eyebrow in this town that fancied itself the capital of the self-reliant and the blunt. This was not Everett’s first time in Cypress, though he remembered that day well. It was here that he’d first heard of the contract that had led to his biggest payout yet. That was seven years ago. His group had been tasked with apprehending a ‘dangerous criminal’ who had turned out to be not at all human. That was before Everett had learned the value of staying the hell away from Elitions, a resolution he’d only broken once since. No matter the reward, it just wasn’t worth it.

And the reward had been generous. As their band of twelve met their mark amongst the sleek umbrella trees of western Greenwood, Everett realized why. The man was not only Elition; he was out-of-his-mind crazy. To call the man dangerous was the omission of the century. He was a phantom of death. The Elition parked six of his comrades at death’s door before they even saw his face; four more fell before he and Ryder finally managed to corner the man. When those intense turquoise and amber eyes met his, Everett saw a hunter, a wildcat unbound by morality. And he began to realize that there would be no taking the Elition alive, assuming they even survived to do the deed.

By some miracle, Everett did survive. Barely. As he and Ryder limped their newly etched bodies, curtesy of one very ticked off and now very dead Elition, toward Lear, Everett swore off Elitions. And for the last seven years, he had done a mostly decent job of it.

As luck would have it, the person waiting for him in the Castrated Pig—his latest employer—was unmistakably Elition. While the rest of the saloon’s clientele blended in perfectly with the boisterous jungle of tasseled suede jackets and hardcore leather, this Elition had retreated into the shadows. Two vibrant emerald eyes, catlike, shone out from the darkness of the corner. They caught Everett’s gaze and held it, waiting. And waiting. Concealing a sigh, Everett turned from the bar and forced himself to stride on over to the cloaked figure in the corner.

Even as he stood before the table, he could make out nothing more of the Elition but the faded black woolen cloak and those fiery emerald eyes. He narrowed his own eyes, squinting to see more than flame and shadow.

“Be seated, Everett Black.”

The voice was weary, as though its bearer had lived to see a thousand years of sorrow. It was the croak of a spent, old man.

Everett sat down and waited, thumping his fingertips against the tabletop, as he often did when anxious. At that realization, he stopped abruptly. There was no need to clue the Elition into how nervous he really was. Whenever he saw an Elition, Everett’s old scars flamed up, as though his skin were being cut all over again. Did that make him crazy, jinxed, or just a coward? None of those options were particularly appealing.

Choking back the rising acid in his churning stomach, Everett set his hands lightly upon the round table and crossed them. The tabletop was so narrow that his fingers almost brushed against the Elition’s crossed hands. Everett swallowed the sudden shock of seeing them, pale and smooth and delicate as a young child’s. They did not belong with that old, scratchy voice. The man was a contradiction. Just like all Elitions, Everett thought to himself.

The Elition’s soft, young lips curled into an amused smile, and the old voice croaked out, “Fascinating. I have read no fewer than twenty-three distinct emotions from you since you entered this bar.”

Everett did not particularly like the idea of being ‘read’. He shook the chill from his spine and steadied his tone to ask, “So you can read minds?”

“Oh, nothing so dramatic as that. I am but a curious observer of bodies and faces. My true talents lie elsewhere.”

Everett did not expect him to elaborate further. In addition to fashioning themselves as mysterious, Elitions were generally close-lipped about their individual ‘talents’, which were given such dramatic names as Prophet or Phantom. Everett was certainly curious, but he was also more than spooked enough not to dwell on the mystery. He supposed that if it ever did come down to his finding out the special abilities of any given Elition, it was probably already too late for him anyway. The thought sent another involuntary shudder down his back.

“Something is the matter,” the Elition said—not asked. His face was far too neutral for comfort.

Everett bit his lip in frustration. He was supposed to be a fearless pirate. No, he was a fearless pirate. “Just tell me about the job.”

“I assume you have heard of Emperor Selpe’s assassination.”

“Of course.” Everett replied with a nod, not failing to note his choice of word. Like the Selpes, this Elition seemed confident that Ambrose Selpe had been murdered.

The Elition lowered his voice and leaned forward, just close enough that Everett could make out his face. His skin was as flawless and smooth as his hands. If he had been human, Everett would have put him at no older than sixteen. But, as those enchanted emerald eyes so effectively reminded him, this man was far from human.

“What you may not have heard is that Hayden and Ian Selpe went missing the very same night.”

Hayden and Ian, Ambrose Selpe’s twin sons, heirs to the Selpe Empire. “Kidnapped, no doubt.”

“So we believe.”

“Who is ‘we’?”

The Elition’s response was an inscrutable smile. He seemed to be enjoying this game they all played.

“So, you think someone is making a power play?” Everett asked him.

“The evidence all indicates something of that nature. Emperor Selpe was assassinated and his sons were kidnapped on the very same night. On the eve of the Selpe attack on Hope, no less,” he added.

That again. “I don’t believe the Revs had anything to do with this,” Everett said, forcing his jaw to relax. He would not clench his teeth. He would not give himself away.

“Of course not. It is a silly Selpe notion,” the Elition replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “The assassination and kidnappings happened before the attack on Hope. Plus, it is not really your people’s style, Mr. Black.”

Everett glanced around the bar to make sure no one was listening. Luckily, everyone seemed pretty occupied drinking themselves into a heavy stupor. “Excuse me?”

“It is obvious you are a Rev. Your accent for one thing. The way you walk. Your clothing,” the Elition said, amusement plastered all over his face. It seemed to be his default emotion.

Everett brushed his hand across the left sleeve of his leather jacket, just over the concealed tattoo. He thought he’d done an adequate job of dressing the biker cowboy part. None of the Selpes seemed to think he stood out.

“They are blind. And drunk,” the Elition told him, watching Everett’s eyes scan the dusty room of unevenly cut wooden tables and lopsided stools. “But mostly blind.”

“I see.”

“No need to fret, Mr. Black. I am no more a friend to the Selpes than you yourself are.”

“I am not fretting.”

The Elition’s eyes lit up, those old, knowing eyes on the face of an innocent. “Of course not.”

“Could we just get on with this?”

“As you wish.”

“So, the assassination and kidnappings are all part of some sort of conspiracy?” Everett prompted.

“Likely. If it were merely a matter of revenge, then the boys would have been killed rather than taken. Someone is vying for control of the Selpe Empire. The question is who. Selpes, Avans, Elitions, Revs. There are so many players.”

“And that is what you wish me to find out?”

“No,” he replied simply, then paused, still smiling. “They say you are good.”

“Yes.”

“Trustworthy.”

“As long as you pay me on time.”

“Brave.”

“But not suicidal. I want to live to see my reward.”

“Unbiased.”

“For a price.”

“How are you with a blade?”

In response, Everett filled the very small table with several very large knives.

“Impressive collection.”

“I first learned to fight with a knife. The Selpes did not let us keep guns.”

The Elition nodded. “I think you are the perfect man for the job.”

“And what precisely is this job? You don’t want me to find out what’s going on with the Selpes. Not that I’m disappointed. I could think of a number of places I’d rather be than poking my nose around the Selpe imperial palace.”

“I am sending you to Elitia.”

Everett could feel his eyes grow wide. Elitia did not make the very long list of places he’d rather be. In fact, it was basically hidden down at the very bottom, possibly beating out being put before a firing squad, or being tortured by Lord Adrian, the infamously ‘creative’ Selpe nobleman. Possibly.

“I have arranged a guide for you at the inn, Crossroads, a tourist waypoint at the edge of Elitia, just inside the Selpe territory of Greenwood,” the Elition continued, ignoring Everett’s obvious discomfort. “From there, you will head to Lear, where you will gather information. We have reports that Hayden and Ian Selpe passed through the town before their captors moved them along.”

“To where?” asked Everett, certain he would dread the answer. He was right.

“The Elition Wilderness.”

Of course. If the tales were true, the only thing worse than Elitia itself was the Elition Wilderness, the home of savage witch cults. Supposedly. Who knew whether the stories were true, but of one thing Everett was certain: human technology did not function in the Wilderness. No cars, no computers, no electricity. That was common knowledge. It was for that reason a truly excellent place to hide high-profile captives such as Hayden and Ian Selpe. The extremely well-funded Selpe military and their impressive array of technological doodads were utterly worthless out there.

Everett, on the other hand, depended on no more than his wits, a few well-chosen weapons, and his hardheaded will to survive. Which was probably why the Elition had sought him out in the first place. Then again, he did rather want to keep what was left of his scarred skin.

“Why can’t you go yourself? Or send a team of Elitions?” demanded Everett. “It is Elition territory.”

“Yes, well it is not so simple as that. Such actions would alert those scheming Selpe aristocrats, you see, for Elitia is sworn to the Selpe Empire. Selpe spies are everywhere, even in Elitia, I fear.”

“You believe the Selpes have something to do with this.”

“Perhaps they do, or perhaps not. That is not for me to say. Or you. Your job is to rescue the boys and keep them safe until you can deliver them to this location,” he said, sliding a folded piece of canvas across the table.

Everett opened it and stared down at the subtle, black-inked loops and lines of the hand-drawn map. “You want me to bring them to Mist Veil?” Mist Veil was one of the northern kingdoms of Elitia, an area of evergreen forests and foggy valleys. Everett could think of few places so remote—or so deep inside Elition territory.

“Yes, and now listen very carefully. We have a cabin up there in Knell Woods, just pass the bend in the Gulch, the river that cuts through the forests. The boys will be safe there until we can figure out what is going on.”

And now it was time for the real question. “Why should I risk my neck trekking up and down the Elition Wilderness for the heirs to the empire that was responsible for the destruction of my home and the deaths of most of my friends?”

“For forty thousand Crowns,” the Elition said, the words like silk on his tongue.

Everett had to work not to raise an eyebrow at that. The Selpes had ordered their coinage into Crowns, Coronets, Circlets, and Crests—all of which were basically one or another type of headwear on the fanciness scale, with Crowns being the fanciest and therefore set at the top of the currency hierarchy. Forty thousand Crowns was a lot of a money. Not enough to retire and spend the rest of his life as a man of leisure on an estate with high metal fences and packs of hunting dogs, but enough to buy himself a boat. Or perhaps a small jungle island that nobody wanted in the middle of the ocean. Not bad for one rescue mission. Then again, he had sworn to himself to keep his nose out of Elition business, and this job would send him scrambling through the wild lands of Elitia.

“You will have to do a bit better than that,” he told the Elition.

“Fifty thousand then.”

“I mean, you will need to give me a better reason than just a whole lot of money.”

“You’re a mercenary, and you want a reason other than a whole lot of money?” the Elition asked his first question of the evening. The smile wilted from his lips.

Now, that was something you didn’t see every day: a surprised Elition. They were always so very smug in their unfaltering know-it-all-ness.

“Yes, I do,” said Everett.

The Elition replied almost too fast, as though he had foreseen this hurdle. “You will take it,” he said, his complete confidence restored.

“And why is that?”

“Because, Everett Black, you know what I, also no friend of the Selpe Empire, know: that they are far less dangerous under the rule of Ambrose’s sons than subject to the whims of their twisted aristocracy.”

Everett felt his chest collapse from the leaden weight now pressing down on it. With Ambrose Selpe dead and his sons missing, the Selpe aristocracy was already moving to seize power. Even he had seen the signs. The old emperor had been frightened and frail. He had not made a decision in years that hadn’t first come through his so-called Advisory Council, a body made up of the Selpe Empire’s most powerful and demented territory rulers. If the Advisory Council took control, things could only get worse for people like him. A whole lot worse.

“Ambrose’s sons are sympathetic to those outside the Selpe Empire. Including your people,” the Elition said.

He couldn’t know that.

The Elition nodded smugly.

Everett sighed. It seemed the Elition knew him better than he’d thought, damn him. He had certainly not selected him by chance from a lineup of mercenaries. But did Everett really want to be that guy, the one who took it upon himself to ‘save the world’? On the other hand, he could not just hide away on a private island, like his parents, as everything crumbled to pieces around him.

“You will need to leave immediately,” the Elition told him.

“I have not said yes yet,” Everett reminded him.

“Not with your lips perhaps, but your eyes have told all.”

“Damn Elitions,” muttered Everett.

The Elition gave him a congenial smile.

“Just so we’re clear, I am still taking the fifty thousand Crowns,” Everett told him. When this was finally all done and through—assuming he survived—he had earned himself an abandoned jungle island.

“Of course,” agreed the Elition, still smiling.

As Everett stared at those emerald eyes, he wondered just how he’d gone from a position of Elition avoidance at all costs just an hour ago, to charging in screaming through the Elition Wilderness in search of trouble.
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CAMERON AND HIS classmate Jared hiked beneath the sweltering forest cover of the wooded umbrella giants of southern Elitia. Even the shade here provided no adequate shelter, however, from the unrelenting glare of the afternoon sun—not during the peak of Pegasus summer. The two of them trudged along the narrow path overgrown with unkempt flowering vines and now-feral rose bushes. Just ten years ago, this had been a skillfully cultivated garden, one of the famed Wondrous Gardens of the Elition kingdom of Pegasus. Today, the gardens—like Pegasus itself—were little more than a memory, a pleasant remembrance of a departed era.

Cameron felt the breeze swirl up and tickle his fingertips, and he took off running for the nearest tree. He scaled it in a few enthusiastic bounds, as though he had feathers on his boots and fire in his heart. Intoxicated with freedom, he looked down at Jared from his high perch, a grin on his face.

“Come on up!” he called out.

Jared shook his head and replied, “No, I can’t climb so well. Besides, I’m afraid of heights.”

He had barely finished his sentence when Cameron was down beside him again, speaking into his ear, “Who’s ever heard of an Elition that’s afraid of heights?”

Jared jumped in surprise. “Yeah, well…” His voice trailed off, and he looked rather sheepish. “Whoa, you’re fast! I didn’t know you were a Phantom.”

“I’m not,” Cameron said, wishing desperately that he were. “I’m a Prior.”

“I’ve never seen a Prior move that fast,” Jared said, his words heavy with skepticism.

Cameron shrugged. “I’ve learned to be fast. All those times I’ve escaped from school, you know. They’re on to me by now.”

“How many times have you snuck out of Black Moss?”

“This is number fifty-two.”

“Wow,” gasped Jared. “And is it true you once made it as far north as Mist Veil?”

“Yeah, they had a fun time trying to track me down.” Cameron chuckled.

“Wow,” Jared said again, then added with a nervous laugh, “This is my first time. I hope they don’t expel me or anything.”

“If only it were that easy.” Cameron sighed. “But I don’t think they will let you go for anything less than burning the temple to the ground.”

“Is it also true you set the library on fire?” Jared whispered, as though afraid of the answer.

“That was an accident.”

“Oh.” Jared’s eyes grew wide. “Um, shall we continue on then?”

And without waiting for Cameron to respond, Jared set off at a hurried pace along the path once more. They did not speak again for several minutes. The silence was broken only briefly by Cameron’s ‘almost there’ as they passed a burnt tree, the marker for the portal. He felt a slight jolt, and then they were walking through a forest just across the channel. The trees, the path, the thick air were so nearly identical that the jump was hardly noticeable.

They were in open territory now. Cameron slowed and inhaled deeply, drinking in the fresh air of freedom. He nodded to Jared, who paused to wipe his dripping face with a cloth, which he then tied around his head, concealing his eye-catching raspberry-red hair. He stopped beneath the next tree and leaned his boot against the dark bark as he shook the device in his hands, hoping to joggle its scrambled screen into submission.

“Put that away, Jared. It won’t work here so close to the Wilderness,” Cameron told his companion as he passed by.

He did not stop, but rather picked up the pace. Now that they were on the mainland, all of Elitia and beyond seemed to stretch out before him, beckoning him forward. Cameron, too, checked to make sure his hair, a striking shade of light white-gold blond, was still concealed beneath his hat. He then obscured his icy blue eyes behind a pair of deeply shaded sunglasses. Elitions were endowed with hair and eyes of uncommon, sensational shades, just beyond the ordinary. While this led to the general consensus that they were the most beautiful and exotic of all peoples, it also made them the most conspicuous. And in this place, the haunt of many an unsavory folk, one could not be invisible enough.

Beside him, Jared was looking rather skittish, and Cameron was worried that he would at any second lose his nerve. Poor Jared was obviously thinking of Luna, their stern old instructor, who had set them the task of milking nectar from the Hestial flowers beside the lake. Cameron had assured him that they would make it back long before anyone noticed their absence, though he was not entirely certain he could actually keep that promise. He tried not to feel too guilty about that.

“So, what’s your talent, Jared?” Cameron asked to fill the silence.

“I’m a Cipher. Well, sort of,” he added weakly.

“So, you’re good at solving puzzles and codes and such?”

Jared nodded.

“Well, then,” Cameron began. He swung his heavy backpack to his front, removed a piece of thick parchment from the outermost pocket, and hooked the loose strap back over his shoulder—not missing a step as he plowed through the knee-high underbrush. He unfolded the creaseless sheet and brushed his finger across the silky surface. A black brushstroke artfully began to loop and curve, drawing a map of their immediate area.

“Hey, that’s a Delineation Scroll! Where did you get it?” Jared asked.

“From the library.”

“We’re not supposed to have those. They’re antiques. They’re rare. Luna said there’s no one alive who even knows how to make them anymore.” Jared’s fingers twitched as they stretched forward.

“Then we’d best be careful not to damage it.” Cameron stopped to show Jared the map. “What do you see?”

His classmate eyed him with obvious suspicion. “You didn’t really get it from the library, did you?”

Cameron shrugged. Well, technically it had been in the library, just not in any section they were allowed to browse through.

Several times, Jared looked from Cameron to the Delineation Scroll, but his curiosity eventually won out. He brushed his index finger across the map, and the black forms of trees and paths scrolled past as newly drawn illustrations appeared.

“There,” Cameron said, stopping his hand.

“There is our treasure?” asked Jared. He rested his finger against three circles positioned to form a triangle. The map zoomed into the three marks. Now at a size large enough to fill much of the page, they were more obviously stones.

“I believe so,” Cameron replied.

“Now, that’s interesting,” Jared commented softly, his eyes fixed on the map.

“What is?”

Jared showed him the zoomed-out map, which displayed most of the Elition southwestern coast. He indicated the drawing of two eyes side by side, one open, one closed.

“What do you think that means?” Cameron asked.

“I have no idea,” breathed Jared. He pointed to the drawing of a twisted dagger. “But I know what that means. Avan soldiers. They are nearby.”

“Then we’d best hurry,” Cameron said, snatching the parchment. He set off at a brisk pace down the path, leaving Jared to catch up. 

At this new pace, they soon came upon a ruins site. Huge, heavy square slabs of rock extended in stacked columns high above them, forming a passageway just wide enough for them to walk single file to the end. There waited a fountain bowl formed from dull silver rock. The fountain had gone long undisturbed. Bright purple flowers grew out of slender fissures in the stone, and though no one was left to tend to it, the basin was filled with clear, fresh water.

“And now what?”

Cameron shushed him and squatted down to look the fountain over. He ran his fingers across the basin rim and its underside, then down along the cylindrical base, over the flowers and against the fissures. He felt his thumb catch on an unnaturally smooth edge. With a smile, he applied steady pressure to it, and gentle ripples formed on the water’s surface. Cameron rose in his knees and, slipping off his sunglasses, peered into the basin, where three unremarkable grey stones now sat.

“That’s it?” Jared said in disappointment. “We cut class, snuck off the grounds, and risked disciplinary action all for a few worthless, dirty rocks?”

“They are hardly worthless,” said Cameron. “Legend has it they play a crucial role in a very old and very powerful Elition ritual of mental clarity.”

“Like they make you smart or something?”

“Kind of.”

“Well, then, I suppose they might be worth the trouble after all,” Jared decided and snatched the stones from the basin.

“Wait!” Cameron exclaimed as his companion took off running. “There could be…traps.”

But Jared had already run past the rock columns, chanting, “I’m going to ace my exams, my exams, my exxaaamms!”.

Cameron heard an ominous, thunderous crack from above. His eyes widened as he looked up to the unsteady tremble-jolt of a massive tree falling. As it tumbled down from far above, ripping through the forest’s lesser trees, Cameron sprinted past the stacked stone columns, which also began to vibrate with angry energy. Racing, racing, racing, he jutted forward as an especially violent corner of the nearest column exploded and vomited razor sharp broken stone debris at him.

Just as Cameron dashed free of the crumbling rocky passageway at top speed and dove for the shelter of a nearby tree cluster, the columns tensed and erupted in a brutal spectacle of leaden boulders and jagged, eye-piercing dust. He dropped his heavy head to the mossy ground and blacked out.
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Cameron opened his eyes. He jumped up and spun around, gulping in his surroundings. Very little time had elapsed since he had passed out—half an hour, maybe an hour at most. The light had not even changed. He stepped up onto the path. Jared was nowhere to be found, but the sight of the three light grey stones could not have been more obvious. There they waited, in plain view on the worn trail, as though they had been set out where he could not overlook their presence. Cameron shivered at the thought as he tucked the stones into the inner pocket of his olive green cargo pants, concluding that his skittish classmate must simply have dropped them in the midst of his ecstatic escape.

He froze suddenly at the sound of muted rustles against the trees. His breathing quickened as he closed his eyes and rotated in slow, nervous circles, around and around and around on the spot, listening intently. This wayward twirl stalled and halted, and Cameron opened his eyes. He did not know what lay before him, why he had chosen to stop in the direction of a rather uninteresting bundle of saplings, but he felt with unwavering certainty that whatever he sought was there.

He stepped with light feet through the fresh leafy mulch and parted the interwoven branches. Here, in this open clearing, Cameron found Jared’s body.

He hung by two thick ropes, one knotted around each outstretched arm. His throat was slit and his clothes torn; his pockets had been turned out. Whoever had done this, they had been looking for something. Cameron clasped his pocket. They had been looking for the stones.

He heard the crunch of boots against dried fallen leaves and a distant rustle in the trees. There were too many of them. He was surrounded. First slipping on his sunglasses, Cameron turned to face his doom.

Dumbstruck, frozen, he watched five pairs of dark boots march forward. His eyes slowly panned up to five men, dressed in camouflage wear, all holding long jagged knives that glimmered in the sunlight. The front man, the leader, wore a thin golden chain around his neck. His comrades—one with a black bandana, one with the tattoo of a large bird across the left side of his face, one with a shaved head, and one with a handheld gadget similar to Jared’s—stood impatiently behind him. They were itching for a fight.

Soldiers of the Avan Empire.

Cameron fumbled for his own dagger—only it was actually an undersized pocket knife, the kind they used at school to sharpen their pencils or cut the wispy binding off their exam booklets. The knife jumped from his quivering hands. In his effort to recapture it, he bumped into the hanging corpse, displacing his sunglasses. He shouted out in alarm. The Avans roared with laughter.

The leader met his exposed eyes. “Oh, looky, looky what we’ve got here. A stray Elition baby chick.”

As the men looked him over, Cameron had the sinking feeling that they were summing up how much he would be worth.

“Now, boy. I think you have something that doesn’t belong to you,” said the leader.

Cameron shot the corpse a nervous look. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. I was just hiking here, getting a bit of fresh air.”

The leader tapped his knife against his free hand. “Fresh air, you say? Just a hundred meters from an ancient Elition vault? One that now lies buried in the rubble of triggered booby traps? And you don’t know anything about that?”

Cameron found himself unable to speak.

“That’s what I thought. Now, then, where have you hidden our treasure?” the leader asked, looking him over.

“You know what I think?” said Black Bandana. “I think maybe he’s gone and swallowed it. I think maybe we’ll just have to cut it out of him.”

The men stepped forward, their five jagged blades raised. Cameron had no hope of escape. A corpse blocked his way on one side, the advancing Avans on the other. He clenched his fists and waited. He knew he could not fight them off—of course he couldn’t. He had never learned to fight. Actually, he had never learned anything of any real use, he lamented as he stood helpless and stuck. They had sheltered him, babied him, locked him off from the world. This was their fault. Jason’s fault. Oh, how he loathed Jason! And how he wished he could be Jason with all his many abilities and adventures!

Chimes called out upon the wind: a hopeful song. Cameron’s ears picked up a gentle hum, and his eyes honed in on his salvation. An arrow! Cameron could see its destination clearly, as if it were a string ending as a bullseye mark on the Avan’s chest. As the arrow whipped past Cameron, time slowed down to a crawl, freezing it before his eyes. With its long mahogany-brown wooden shaft, bright scarlet head, and feather fletchings the color of mustard, the arrow was a beautiful sight to behold. Especially as it zipped off again and planted itself in its mark: Black Bandana’s chest. The Avan immediately stumbled and fell backward, most decidedly dead. The smirks melted from the remaining four Avans’ faces as their eyes darted about wildly. The rustle in the trees picked up and the jingle of chimes joined in.

“They say these woods are haunted by Elition spirits,” mumbled Tattooed Face.

“Angry spirits,” added Shaved Head.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you superstitious fools. There’s no such thing as spirits,” Gadget said with a mocking chuckle. He swept and shook his device around in sharp, uneven strokes. Cameron could see that like Jared’s, this technological triumph boasted no power here. Its screen fluctuated unhelpfully between scrambled and black.

Once again, the eerie song chimed out like crystal. A whistle cut through the air as another arrow punctured the underbrush. It shot past Cameron and landed with a heavy thud. Skeptical Gadget was the second to fall victim to the angry arrows.

“This place really is haunted!” the leader declared, and the three remaining Avans ran off with a nervous shuffle.

Their footsteps died off, and Cameron was left alone in quiet. It would have been almost peaceful, if not for the hanging corpse. He fumbled along the leafy ground for his sunglasses and shoved them back into place. Deep laughter howled out in glee, followed out of the trees by a brawny man with rugged, outdoor clothes and a dark stubble on his sun-bronzed face. From his left hand hung a wind chime, from his right a bow. He looked very pleased with himself.

“Now, just what did you do to tick off the Avans?” he asked Cameron.

“Destroyed some old ruins they wanted to check out.”

The man burst into laughter and thumped him on the back. “Such nerve!” He extended his hand. “The name’s Everett. Everett Black.”

Cameron pulled away. “How do I know you’re not one of them?”

“Come on. Let’s get out of here.” Everett grinned and started to walk off. He stopped at Jared’s body, his eyes freezing on the bright red hair. “A friend of yours?”

“Not really a friend,” replied Cameron. He looked Everett over. He could trust him. Somehow, he knew he could. “A classmate actually.” He slid down his sunglasses just a tad, exposing his icy blue eyes.

Everett’s face was torn between wariness and delight. “You’re Elition. Marvelous.”

“My name is Cameron.”

“Well, Cameron, you are just the person I was looking for.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have found myself with a very lucrative job to complete at the moment. Big reward. I think I could use someone like you. Someone with your…talents.”

“But I don’t have any useful talents,” Cameron protested, embarrassed. He hated to admit it, especially to someone he had known for all of two minutes.

“Nonsense. You stood up to those Avans all right. Any other fellow in your place, unarmed, outnumbered, would’ve pissed himself silly. You’ve got guts. That’s what I need.”

“And?”

Everett’s hazel eyes twinkled back at him. “All right, you’ve got me. This job will take us through the Elition Wilderness. We’ll be joined by a famous guide named Finch—maybe you’ve heard of him? In any case, there’s no telling what we’ll face there. I could use an Elition. And, well, to be blunt, they’re not so easy to come by, seeing that they’re all either off keeping to themselves or under the thumb of the Selpes. Plus, I like you, Cameron.”

Cameron was glad his sunglasses hid his surely blank stare.

“Did I mention your cut of five percent? And all meals and expenses paid.”

“What’s the mission?”

“Now, we’re talking! I’ll tell you all about it inside,” Everett promised.

“Inside?”

They had just cleared the outer edge of the forest and stood on a high vista overlooking an inn that while undeniably rustic, Cameron was still surprised to see here in the middle of nowhere. He had snuck out of Black Moss fifty-two times, yet he had never imagined there could be an inn nearby. Probably because he was always running deeper into the Wilderness, not in the direction of the Selpe Empire.

As they reached the front door, Everett put out his arm to block the way. Cameron’s eyes panned up to the wooden sign over the door, which read ‘Crossroads’.

“These backwoods inns can get a bit rowdy,” Everett told him. “Violence. Drunken bar fights. Seductive thieves that will leave you with not a coin to be found on your naked body. Narrow escapes and near misses. And they don’t care much for strangers either. So you’d best stay behind me and follow my lead.”

Cameron nodded, and with a mix of apprehension and curiosity, followed Everett inside.
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CROSSROADS INN WAS far from the wild, dangerous place Everett had described, Cameron thought as he sipped his spiced cider. It was quiet—peaceful even. When they entered, the matron greeted them warmly, as though she already knew Everett. A squat, rosy-cheeked woman with rolled-up sleeves and a flour-frosted apron, she was exactly as Cameron had always pictured an inn owner to be.

All eyes immediately turned to Cameron, for it was obvious that he was Elition, but she led them to a cozy table behind the unlit fireplace, secluded from prying stares. She had soon completely filled their small, round table with platters of steaming food. Cameron’s mouth watered as he eyed the warm bread basket. It had been a long time since he had eaten real food. The mantra of Black Moss was moderation, and all its students were victims of that never-ending tedium. It was no wonder he was trapped in a state of perpetual hunger.

“So, Cameron, just what were you doing in an Avan-infested forest in the middle of nowhere?” Everett asked him.

“The Avans aren’t supposed to be here,” evaded Cameron.

“Unfortunately, that has never stopped them before. But that was not my question.”

Cameron sighed. He might as well tell Everett everything. Well, nearly everything. “I am schooled at a nearby Elition temple.”

“I did not see any evidence of an Elition temple.”

“You wouldn’t. It’s accessible only by portal, masked to the outside world by what you humans would call ‘enchantments’. Only those who have been let in on the secret of its location can find it,” Cameron explained.

“Enchantments, huh? I’m not sure I really believe in such things,” replied Everett.

“In that you are not alone,” Cameron told him.

Everett’s eyes narrowed. “Enchantments or not, what were you doing outside your school? I was under the impression that Elition students do not generally leave the school’s grounds.”

“We’re not supposed to,” Cameron admitted. “Jared—that was my classmate who…so, Jared and I kind of snuck out.”

Everett simply nodded. Cameron was grateful that he had not brought up Jared’s grotesque death. He was trying hard to forget it.

“I read in one of the history accounts that an ancient treasure was buried in the forest,” Cameron continued. “I was curious.”

“Do you think the Avans were after the same thing?” Everett asked him.

“Most likely. But the treasure site is nothing but ruins now, so I don’t think anyone will be finding anything there,” said Cameron. He did not mention the three stones tucked away in his pocket. Everett seemed decent enough, but Cameron was not ready just yet to trust him that much.

“What happened there?”

“Booby trap,” replied Cameron. “I almost got flattened by falling trees, then buried in exploding rock.”

Everett laughed aloud and thumped him hard on the shoulder. “I knew I was right in bringing you along. You’re a tough kid.”

“I’m seventeen,” Cameron told him.

“Ok?”

“Elitions are considered adults at sixteen. So, not a kid.”

“Kid or adult, you’re tough,” Everett said. “And that’s what I need. I can’t afford to do any hand-holding on this job.”

“What precisely is the job?” Cameron asked.

Dropping his voice to a hushed whisper, Everett said, “A wealthy man is offering fifty thousand Crowns for the rescue and return of twin sixteen-year-old boys.”

“Hayden and Ian Selpe.”

Everett stared at him blankly.

“I was eavesdropping outside the temple sand pit last week and overheard two priests talking. They said the Selpe aristocracy are trying to act as though the boys have not gone missing. Like that will last. The Selpes are such shameless gossips.”

“Perhaps you are not as innocent as I thought.”

Cameron shrugged. “If I were so innocent, then I would not have snuck out of school fifty-two times.”

Everett studied his face for a moment before a grin broke out from his lips, quickly spreading to his whole face. “I like you, Cameron.”

“In any case,” he continued, leaning forward and dropping his voice to a whisper. “The boys are believed to be in the Elition Wilderness, a perfect spot for the kidnappers to hide them away, as no sane person would go within ten kilometers of the area.” He looked at Cameron and extended his hand. “What do you say? Care to be insane for a go?”

Money. Leaving the temple. Finding his own life. Back to the Elition Wilderness. The thoughts streamed through Cameron’s head. He took Everett’s hand and shook it.

“Excellent! Now, why don’t you go get us some more drinks,” Everett said.

As Cameron waited in line at the bar, he looked back at his new companion. Everett had taken out his bladed weapons and spread them out on the table between the food platters. His boot thumped impatiently against the wood-planked floor, and he cleaned an already spotless knife with rigorous determination.

The barman plunked two overfilling mugs down onto the counter, and Cameron turned to return to their table. He froze, staring wide-eyed at the bizarre scene before him. It was all soft, white, diffused, ethereal. Even dreamlike. Everything and everyone moved in slow, streaky motions, as though he were watching it all just a second after it happened. People walked across his path, splitting out of his way in distorted lines, wrapping outward toward the outer edges, out of his field of view.

All except for one. She was a girl no older than he, bathed in a golden glow, walking straight up to him. Cameron stopped moving and looked at her. Her voice distorted as though underwater, she whispered, “Cameron,” and turned her eyes up to him.

Cameron never did see her face clearly, for he snapped out of the trance before their gazes met. He was thrown back into a place that now felt loud and harsh. He stood in front of their table, a mug in each hand, still trying to adjust his eyes and ears. Even his tongue stung. The air tasted stronger, more bitter than the silk cream meringue he had breathed in, that he had felt tickle his tongue.

“Hey, set down the drinks, would you?”

Cameron complied, taking his seat in a daze. He stared into his cider, swirling the translucent warm brown-beige liquid with a cinnamon stick. Everett unfolded map after map across the table.

“Where is he?” Everett said, ruffling the top map in frustration.

“Who?”

“Our guide. He was supposed to meet us here half an hour ago.”

Cameron had the feeling someone was standing over his shoulder. He looked up, and there she was. The girl from his hallucination had planted herself behind his chair. Her eyes danced out in private amusement, as though relishing in some great inside joke. Cameron wondered what it could be. And there was something about her eyes—bright and blue and staring out from behind a light veil of hair cropped across her forehead. They seemed familiar, like the memory of an old friend. The rest of her hair was braided into a weave of sun-lightened blonde intertwined with green and black ribbons that matched her attire. She had beige cargo pants, not unlike his own. They were lined with a narrow inky side stripe from the hips down to her black boots. And she wore a fitted forest green tanktop. She was too plain for an Elition, yet somehow too extraordinary for a human.

“I’m ready,” she said to Everett.

He turned his eyes up at her and gave her a baffled look. “Ready for what?”

“Ready to guide you through the Wilderness,” she replied. She looked at Cameron and winked before returning her attention to Everett. “I’m Isis.”

Everett looked her over. “I ordered an adult guide, someone a little less fragile. A man by the name of Finch. Have you seen him?”

“He found out you wanted to go into the Elition Wilderness and had a change of heart,” Isis told him. “He’s under the impression that the Wilderness is haunted by angry spirits.”

“That is ridiculous,” Cameron said, though he could not help but think back to Everett’s ruse in the forest.

“These are superstitious parts here. They say no one comes back from the Wilderness quite the same,” Isis said, her tone foreboding.

“Nonsense. What about the other guides?” Everett asked her.

“You mean them?” Isis turned her head toward a group of men seated at the bar.

One was singing drunken songs with the guide beside him, who was burping in time to the lyrics. Another lay passed out, drool oozing onto the counter from his wide open mouth. The final man was for the most part sober, but looked so old and shaky that he could barely walk, let alone survive a journey through Elitia’s wild lands.

“They’re all cowards,” Isis said to Everett’s displeased face. “But I’m not.”

Everett shook his head. “No. You’re too young. And this job is too important.”

“Suit yourself.” She shrugged and walked off.

Cameron watched her go. “How are we going to make it now, without a guide?”

“You know the area, right?”

“Some of it,” he replied. “But not all. They don’t let us out much.”

“Somehow I doubt that ever stopped you,” Everett chuckled.

“Not really,” Cameron admitted, reminiscing fondly on the time he had made it all the way to the edge of Mist Veil before they’d caught up with him. It had been an exhilarating run.

The words had barely escaped his mouth when the front door of the inn flung open, and three soldiers filed in.

“Selpes,” Everett hissed and grabbed ahold of Cameron’s arm.

The Selpe soldiers headed straight for the matron and began to question her. Isis, her back resting against the bar, took a sip from her metal canister and looked to Everett and Cameron’s table, but it was already empty. Cameron slipped through the back door, then eased it shut. Outside the inn’s back entrance, concealed between the building and the compost bins, he stretched tall to peek into the small, round stained glass window.

“We need to move. It’s best to avoid any Selpe encounters,” Everett said.

“Do you think they saw us?” Cameron asked, glancing back at him.

“No, not those three. But there should be three more nearby. Selpe soldiers go about in groups of six.” He frowned. “Or twelve.”

At that moment, the soldiers came through the back door, spotted Cameron and Everett, and rushed them.

“Go.” Everett pushed him forward, and together they took off running. As they passed the front entrance, three more soldiers joined their comrades. Now there were six.

Cameron and Everett passed into the forest. They wove through the trees—detouring from the all too obvious path—running instead upon an uneven ground of cracked branches and soggy mulch beside the swampy lake. Not that it did them much good, though. The Selpes pushed on in stubborn pursuit. Cameron felt Everett’s fingers lock around his arm. He pulled him around a tree and down to the ground.

“Those are nothing but regular Selpe soldiers, not Diamond Edges. If we can just make it into the Wilderness, they wouldn’t dare follow us,” said Everett. He took a handheld device from his pack and shook the screen, but it refused to unscramble.

Cameron wondered when all these people would finally accept the fact that this technology, impressive as it was under normal circumstances, was utterly worthless here. As Everett continued to fiddle with the device, Cameron listened. Instinctually, effortlessly, he pushed Everett’s head down as three throwing knives zipped over them. Cursing under his breath, Everett threw the device into the chunky water.

They jumped up and set off running again. The Selpes were close, and they were gaining ground. Cameron felt a sudden lunge-drop as Everett pulled him down a second time. They slid along the smooth muddy hillside to a low, mulchy area, out of sight. Above them, the Selpes’ foot thumps cut through the leafy underbrush and soon faded out of earshot. Everett smirked, looking very pleased with himself.

“What is this?” Cameron asked in alarm as he felt himself begin to sink. “A bog?”

Everett’s pleasure faded in an instant, and he struggled in vain to move himself to higher ground. Cameron flapped his arms about with no greater success.

“Tsst, tsst. Oh, my, gentlemen. Just look at what you have gotten yourselves into.”

They looked up into Isis’s amused face. She sat on the ledge above. Her legs dangled freely, totally relaxed.

“We’re sinking,” Cameron said with pleading eyes.

“Yes, I see that,” she replied, her smile cheerful. “It must be dreadful.”

“I demand that you help us out of here immediately, you silly girl!” Everett shouted.

“Ok, ok. Calm down and stop screaming. You wouldn’t want those Selpes to hear you, would you now?”

She tested the branch of a nearby tree with her weight. Satisfied, she bent it downward, grazing the surface of the water. She pulled Cameron, then Everett, out and led them into a grove of solid ground secluded from sight.

“You’re just magnets for trouble, aren’t you?” Isis wiped a layer of thick mud from Everett’s left upper arm, exposing the tattoo of a ten-sided sun. “You’re Rev.”

Everett turned from her, holding to his arm. “I was born there, yeah. What of it?”

Isis turned her gaze to Cameron, looking from his conspicuous hair to his prominent eyes. “Selpe territory isn’t safe for gentlemen like you right now. You could at least try to blend in.”

“You don’t blend in so well yourself,” Cameron said, poking the end of one of her hair ribbons.

Isis flicked her hair, ribbon and all, behind her back. “I don’t need to blend. You two very much do.” She pointed at Everett. “Do you not know what the Selpes will do to you if they catch you? After Decia, they have declared death to all Revs.”

“The Revs had nothing to do with it!” Everett exclaimed, his voice shaking with anger.

Isis shrugged. “And you think a Selpe soldier will stop to hear your plea?” She looked to Cameron. “And you! Of all the stupid ideas. What is an untrained Elition doing running around in the open? If the Selpes don’t capture you, any number of other unsavory folk will. Do you not realize how much you are worth on the auction block?”

As she chastised them, she collected wood and built up a fire. They sat in uneasy silence by the flames. Everett threw a jacket on over his top, and Cameron meekly stuffed his unkempt locks under a hat. With the setting of the sun, the sounds of night faded in, and the nocturnal awoke under the rising moon: the insects’ twilight song, the background rustle of the subdued evening breeze against the trees, and all the resonances of life that had been otherwise masked by the overcrowded melody of day.

Cameron stared into the flames, watching as they tickled the wood in a twirling, fiery dance. He found himself mesmerized, brought back into the trance. The red-orange light of the fire became a diffused pink-white blur, and he could not see much of anything else. Everett’s knife shone out in silver streaks as he flicked it around. Isis was masked in the same gold-white glow from his previous hallucination, shining like an angel. She said something to Cameron, but it was incomprehensible, once again muffled as though spoken underwater.

“What?” he asked her. The soft, silken layers slipped down around him, and he felt himself jolt back to harsh normalcy.

“Drink this,” she said.

Cameron took the proffered aluminum cup and drank. He felt his whole body tingle in appreciation as the warm liquid went down.

“You will face many dangers on your journey,” she told them. “That inept group of Selpe soldiers will be the least of your worries. There are dozens of other Selpes, infinitely better trained ones, constantly scouring the countryside. Bandits, bounty hunters, mercenaries, assassins. All of these you are likely to meet along the way. And as you progress deeper into the Wilderness, you may come across renegade Elition camps—ones who, unanswerable to any greater authority, practice a number of grotesque mysticisms.”

She tossed Everett his broken, wet computer. “Such toys are of no use in the Wilderness. Electronic devices do not function there. It is a vast land—a wild land—that seems to defy the very notion of navigation, sending you in constant circles, setting you free only to shoot you straight into the hands of your enemies. “You need a guide,” she stated. “Someone who knows the area. Someone who can lead you around trouble. You need me.”

“How much?” grumbled Everett.

“Ten percent of any earnings from jobs you undertake while I’m your guide.”

Everett jumped up. “Ten percent?! Are you out of your mind? Do you know how much money that is?”

“I know how much money you won’t be making if you end up dead,” replied Isis. “Ten percent. That’s my offer. And trust me when I say you won’t find another guide willing to risk her neck in the Elition Wilderness for such a measly sum.”

Everett looked at her unyielding face and sat down in defeat. “Very well,” he agreed.

Cameron wondered if he should have tried to negotiate himself a better rate. Though it wasn’t like he could be so choosy. He just wanted to get out, away from the mundanity of Black Moss.

“Excellent,” Isis said with a cheerful smile and sat down between them. She pulled out her metal canister and drank. “So, what brings you gentlemen—oh, I didn’t catch your names.”

“Everett.”

“Cameron.”

“Pleasure to meet you. So, what brings you way out here so close to the Elition Wilderness? Where do you need me to take you?”

“I was hired to find two teenage boys. My source says they were kidnapped and brought into the Wilderness just two weeks ago. But we are to look for intel in Lear, on the Rocky Shore. Do you know where that is?”

Isis bit her lip. “I do, and though it is not inside the Wilderness, it is a dangerous path. The area is heavily patrolled by Selpe soldiers because it’s so close to the Avan border. And due to the recent attack on Decia, the Selpes have doubled their patrols pretty much everywhere.”

“Can you get us to Lear?” asked Everett.

Isis perked up and said, “Leave it to me. We should be there in three days’ time.”

“Is it not a one week journey?”

“Sure, if you suffer from a lack of imagination.” She grinned. “But I know a few unused shortcuts. Rest assured, Everett. You are safe with me.”
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ISIS KEPT HER promise with time to spare. By sundown on the third day after joining Everett and Cameron, she led them into a small orange grove just outside Lear, where they made their camp.

The journey had been without incident. Tidy lines of Selpe soldiers marched in plain sight along the main road, and bandits hid in shadow beneath the forest cover, but Isis steered them clear of both. Instead, she brought them along a little-known backpacking trail that followed the coastline. They spent the entirety of the journey with the trail and its panoramic ocean view to themselves.

Even Everett, who though still obviously irked about the ten percent profit he would be losing, had to admit they would not have made it so far and so fast without her guidance.

“Our mission in Lear is straightforward,” Everett began as they sat down to rest beneath the splotchy shade in a grove outside the city border. “The city—and the whole peninsula, for that matter—is not Selpe. Nor is it anything else. It is unallied but of great interest to both the Selpes and Avans, as well as the Varenese, so spies of each of these three groups reside here.”

“Lear is known as the ‘City of Secrets’, as so many are protected and uncovered here,” Isis commented, and she bit down on her carrot stick with a crack.

Everett nodded. “Yes, and it is one such secret that we hope to uncover here. Our kidnapped boys were brought through this area on their way into the Wilderness, so one of the three spies is sure to know something about them.”

“Or one of the three is responsible,” Isis said, amused at his continued omission of Hayden and Ian Selpe’s names. As though she didn’t know which boys he was after.

“Even better,” replied Everett. “So, here’s the plan. According to my source, each night all three men visit an establishment called the Red Leaf. It’s a restaurant, bar, and hotel, and, um…” He gave Isis an apologetic look.  “A burlesque club.”

“Why, Mr. Everett, you are the rare gentlemen!” exclaimed Isis. “But you needn’t worry about me. The Red Leaf is a very tame burlesque club. Women in long evening gowns with silly feather boas and ridiculously large hats, flicking up their rather absurdly-shoed feet and singing off key,” she said, to their great surprise. She shrugged. “I’ve been there. I told you boys I’ve been around.”

“So, then, the first thing we need to do is identify the three spies. I thought we’d listen to—”

“Here’s how we will do it,” Isis cut in quickly. She hopped down from the tree stump where she had been sitting and used her broken carrot stick to draw a map of the city in the dust. “The city police station is here. They actually have identified and created files on the three spies. They just don’t have the ability—or the nerve—to kick them out. We will break into the station records room and snatch the files, then proceed to the Red Leaf, where we will encourage the spies to reveal what they know.”

“Encourage? Just how do we do that?” Cameron asked her.

Isis looked at them and grinned.




* * *
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They headed into the city at nightfall. From a distance, Isis watched Cameron as he walked down the main road, his steps both staggered and rushed. Isis could read the excitement in his eyes, the desire to prove himself shining through with brilliant clarity. Here in Lear, he was free from the need to mask his appearance, for the sight of an Elition out and about was far from out of the ordinary. Still, Isis was thankful that the street was mostly empty, the partygoers already tucked away inside the clubs. Cameron was untried, and she was not entirely certain he would not make a complete mess of their plan.

Finally, he reached the police station. It was one of the tallest buildings in Lear, and yet it was unremarkable. The walls would be laughably easy to climb, and the windows were poorly guarded from entry. Isis supposed no one would bother breaking into such an insignificant station. Well, no one but the three of them, anyway.

As Cameron pushed the front glass door open, Isis sat down on the park bench outside and leaned over her shoes, pretending to fuss with the laces. She watched Cameron head directly for the reception desk, where a boy about his age sat with his feet propped up on the tabletop, reading a comic book with what appeared to be black-clad soldiers on the cover.

Isis tilted her ear toward the open door.

“Can I help you?” the boy asked in a bored tone. He did not even look up.

“That’s a good one,” Cameron said, indicating the comic book.

Isis was positive he had never even read it. Or heard of it. It was not exactly Elition school material. Good for him, playing up the part.

The boy perked up. “I know! Isn’t it, though? And they say it’s really authentic. Just like being a Selpe Diamond Edge yourself, the elite of the elite of the Selpe military. What I wouldn’t give to be a Diamond Edge! They are soooo cool.”

“Why don’t you join up?” Cameron asked him.

“I tried. They wouldn’t have me. They…laughed at me when I asked to join,” the boy said, his tone bitter and brittle. His eyes stared out over Cameron’s shoulder.

Isis followed his gaze through the glass front of the building, down the stairs, and across the street to where a group of men stood. They were decked out entirely in black clothing, with light blue accented borders across their collars, sleeves, and hat brims. Diamond Edges.

Isis’s heart skipped a nervous beat. She took a deep breath and assured herself that they were not after her. On the other hand, this was the perfect chance for Cameron to get that boy out of the building.

“Arrogant blockheads. It’s their loss,” Cameron told him.

“They told me I was better suited to filing trivial paperwork in this irrelevant police station in this backwater town. They told me I would be stuck here forever, while they got to live a new thrill every week. Adventure, action, girls,” he lamented.

“Isn’t there any way you could make them, say, miss their next new adventure?” Cameron suggested.

“I don’t understand.”

The boy really was dense. Isis did not wonder at the Diamond Edges’ refusal to take him.

“Aren’t they breaking any local laws? Couldn’t their misbehavior cause them to be delayed here while it is cleared up?”

The boys eyes lit up in understanding. Finally. “Well, now that you mention it, Lear has a ban on consumption of alcohol outdoors. And they are drinking beer and smoking—another no-no!—outside the bar.”

“Then let’s go show them who’s really in control here,” Cameron prompted him.

“Yes, let’s!” the boy agreed, springing up from his chair.

Cameron followed him out the front doors and across the street to the Diamond Edges, who in addition to drinking and smoking, had attracted a few women in thigh-high skirts into their crowd. The boy looked at the women with big eyes, and would certainly have lost his nerve had Cameron not prodded him forward. As he tallied off their offenses, Isis stood from the bench and silently slid through the open front doors.

She glided down the hall and slipped inside the records room, an area of ceiling to floor file cabinets stuffed with thousands of color-coded sturdy folders. She thumbed through the files until she reached a blue folder, which she tucked into her backpack, then continued on toward the back of the cabinet to find three folders of green, red, and again blue.

She heard the voices of Cameron and the boy as they reentered the building. Taking long, silent strides, she ran further back through the rows of cabinets, past the supply closets, and into the room of confiscated items. She looked up at the small, round window high up on the wall, almost at the ceiling. Hooking her hands into cracks in the stone wall, she slowly worked her way upward. As her foot balanced along the top of a cabinet, it slipped against an unexpected box atop it, almost sending the top item—what appeared to be a cracked Elition sand slate—tumbling downward. Isis caught the slate with her fingertips and returned it to the box, then pulled herself up the final stretch to the window, unlatched the hook, and squeezed her body through the tight circular opening.




* * *

526AX June 22, Lear




Isis sat upon a soft, squishy seat in the front lounge of the Red Leaf. Further in, Everett waited at the bar, stirring his coral pink drink, which he had ordered sans alcohol. Thank goodness. They were not among friends here, and the last thing she needed was to drag his stumbling, semi-conscious body out of there should things go south. But Everett had insisted that he was a professional—that he never drank on the job, for slow wits and sluggish reflexes were the heavy price to pay for such an indulgence, and he simply could not afford that. Not on a mission as lucrative as this. Since it came down to money, Isis was inclined to take his word for it. Everett was a mercenary first.

According to the only useful report she had swiped from the police station—those on the Selpe and Avan spies did not even identify who they were—the Varenese spy Darius Sinf came to the bar every night between nine and nine-fifteen to meet with contacts. Tonight, Everett intended to be one of those contacts, at least as far as Darius Sinf was concerned.

A man dressed in a flamboyant blood-red shirt and stiff, unbroken black leather pants swished past Isis on the way into the bar, leaving a trail of cinnamon-scented cologne in his wake. He took the stool beside Everett. With his thickly gelled straight black hair arranged into a multitude of short spiky peaks, black mascara, and deep purple eye shadow, Darius Sinf could hardly have been more conspicuous.

He glanced at Everett’s pink beverage and black drink umbrella, but did not meet his eyes. “Before nightfall, the barn’s doors are closed. Its caretaker shuns the daylight, but, ever watchful, he does not idle away the hours in sleep.”

Everett kept his gaze low as well. “The mouse sought an audience with the river, but when he stepped into the water, he drowned.”

Darius Sinf nodded. “The creature ought to have aimed lower and achieved higher. There will be no cheese for the dead. But what brings the unicorn into broad moonlight?”

“A unicorn is but a horse in disguise—but what a horse he is! He gallops on water and swims on wind,” replied Everett. “Some days he is a raven, circling the skies, looking to catch a glimpse of the peacock and the scorpion.”

“The peacock and the scorpion are in constant motion, ever dancing around each other but never touching. The peacock enjoys puffing out his chest…”

Darius Sinf shifted his eyes to a man in the lounge area just a few steps from where Isis was. There, the band thumped and drummed away under a mask of flickering candlelight. Peacock wore a nicely-fitted black suit, and from his silk sleeves women dangled like tree ornaments.

“The scorpion cocking his stinger,” Darius Sinf continued.

This time his gaze whisked past a man who sat alone at a back table in the restaurant adjacent to the bar. He sipped his wine and slowly, methodically, assailed the food on his plate.

“Yet they fear the thrash of the unfettered.”

“To be unfettered is to stand skinless before the volcano,” said Everett, and he slid his stool back and walked away.

As he passed into the front lounge, Isis stood. She had exchanged her hair ribbons and braid for an up-twist accented with sparkling hair gems. Instead of outdoor clothing, she wore a slinky evening gown that fell to her high-heeled shoes in silky silver fabric.

Everett bowed to her, and she dipped her head in acknowledgement, following his eyes all the way to the Avan spy in the restaurant. Standing tall, she made sure to click her heels against the tiled floor as she strode over to the spy’s secluded table. When his eyes looked up and saw her, they widened, and he shifted in his seat as she sat down opposite him. They looked at each other silently across the table. Isis’s chin balanced lightly against her propped hands. The Avan’s anxious fingers tapped the tabletop.

“You don’t look like the other girls here,” he finally said.

“I’m not like other girls,” she replied, biting her lip with a playful smile. She stroked her fingers gently against his arms, trying hard not to cringe at his copious coat of thick, coarse hair.

“I have a room upstairs,” he suggested, closing his eyes in pure pleasure. Isis would not have been surprised had he begun to purr like a cat.

Without a word, she locked her fingers in his, leading him out of the restaurant and up the staircase to the red-carpeted hotel on the second floor. The Avan directed her into his room, one of the suites, and shut the door eagerly behind them.

Isis stared at him through long eyelashes, and he looked at her with sick desire, as though she were a delectable dessert that he could not wait to devour. He brushed a loose lock of hair from her forehead then twiddled it between his fingers.

“I’m Morton. Morton Corse.”

“I know,” Isis said, though she had not. She kissed his stinky, grubby fingers.

“Who are you?” he asked in awe, again on the verge of purring.

“A friend. One here to keep you company. I know it can get lonely out here, so very far from home.”

“Did he send you?”

Isis did not know who ‘he’ was, so she cooed, “Don’t you realize how valuable you are? How appreciated your efforts are? Especially in a recent matter.”

His mouth hovered very close to hers. “Oh, I didn’t do anything really. Just made sure they got the boys through here unnoticed.”

“A crucial role. Why else would I be here?” whispered Isis.

“I’m sure glad you are.”

She moved her lips past his cheek and blew the words into his ear, “Tell me, Morton. Tell me the story of how you did it. Tell me how cunning you were.”

He shivered at the feel of her breath against his skin. “It was just over two weeks ago that I received word they would be bringing the boys through Lear. It was a risky move. Chase, that ridiculous Selpe, is always snooping his nose around where it doesn’t belong. But it was their way into the Elition Wilderness. I snuck them through right under the blank stare of that witless Selpe.”

“They have a very long, very dangerous journey ahead of them,” said Isis.

“I’ll say! The Black Ruins are supposed to be buried deep inside the Wilderness. It is a savage, perilous area.” He set his hand on her hip and eyed the bed hopefully. Then he began to slobber wet kisses down her neck. “Not nearly as cozy as here.”

Isis suppressed the urge to gag. She smiled and laid her finger on his slimy lips. “But first, let’s drink to your success. I’ve ordered us some champagne.”

She opened the door to find Cameron standing there. Dressed in the white uniform of a waiter, he rolled in a tray with two full champagne glasses. He met Isis’s eyes for a moment, then handed one to her and the other to the Avan spy. He bowed out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

“To your success,” Isis said with a lift of her glass.

“To celebrating my success,” he amended and emptied the glass in one gulp.

Isis retreated a few steps, watching coolly as his eyes rolled back and he collapsed to the floor. She stepped over his fallen glass on her way to the door. She opened it and once again found Cameron on the other side.

“He should be out for half an hour,” he told Isis as he entered the room.

She grabbed the towel that hung from the champagne cart, ran it under water, and wiped her skin down in disgust. Not that it could wash the taint away. Two hundred rose petal bubble baths could not hope to wash that away.

“Are you ok?” asked Cameron. “What happened?”

“I did seem to get stuck with the most unpleasant task,” she lamented.

Cameron struggled to control the twitch of his lip but failed. It was obvious he was laughing at her. “Well, I don’t think either Everett or I could have lured him up here so effectively.”

“This isn’t funny, Cameron. That man is disgusting,” she pouted.

“Looks like you’ll actually have to earn your ten percent then, no?” Everett stood in the door, a smirk on his face. The unconscious Selpe spy was leaning against him.

Isis stuck her tongue out at him, which smeared a bit of lipstick on her teeth. It was still worth it.

“Help me with this toadstool, won’t you, Cameron?” Everett asked.

Cameron hurried to help him drag the Selpe spy inside, and Isis closed the door behind them. They dumped his unconscious body onto the bed and were just about to leave when Isis stopped them. She had an idea.

“Wait. Just a second.”

She dragged the sleeping Avan across the floor of the room, not being too careful about it either. His big head thunked against the leg of a side table. She heaved him up and dumped him onto the bed beside the Selpe. She then undressed the two men down to their underwear and shifted them into a cuddle position.

“Now they’ll awaken to an unexpected surprise,” she concluded with satisfaction.

Everett looked from the Selpe to the Avan to Isis, then exchanged glances with Cameron. He burst into laughter. Quite pleased with her work, Isis held out her arms, one to Cameron and one to Everett, and they danced out of the room.
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They departed Lear under the same shroud of darkness beneath which they had entered. Back at their secluded camp outside the city walls, Isis and Cameron made the fire as Everett prepared to grill the meat for their evening meal. The meat had been his choice. Her choice, a few fruit-skewered sticks, lay to the side. The Rev gave the fruity snacks a dubious look.

“My dear, you turned a rather dull mission into anything but. That alone was worth your ten percent,” Everett told Isis.

She smiled. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“Hey, don’t look at me like that! Cameron, do you see how she’s looking at me? I’m not upping your cut.”

“Don’t worry. I didn’t do it for you,” she said.

“The Avan got a little hands-on,” Cameron explained.

Everett looked at Isis. “I’m sorry. Do you want me to cut off his fingers?” He actually sounded sincere.

“Goodness no!” exclaimed Isis. “But it was, um, sweet of you to offer.”

“I shouldn’t have sent you in to deal with him,” Everett said, his words heavy with guilt.

“Think you could have lured him up there yourself?”

“Not like you did, honey. You sure looked beautiful,” he told her.

Isis was flattered but offered only a modest shrug in response. “And you couldn’t very well do everything yourself. Besides, I had Cameron there just outside to protect me.”

Cameron’s face went crimson as she gave his hair a playful ruffling-up.

“That’s true. You had Cameron.” Everett grinned and winked at him.

Cameron laughed. “At least I didn’t have to speak gibberish.”

“Man, was that some crazy nonsense,” agreed Everett. “I was worried the whole time that you, even with all your supposed scholarly training, had not figured out the intricacies of the code properly, or perhaps not explained it well enough.”

“Or, perhaps you hadn’t understood my explanation well enough.” Cameron stuck out his tongue. “Maybe I should have spoken with the Varenese spy.”

“No way. Haven’t you read his file? He’s way too dangerous. Had you slipped up just once, he would have killed you before you realized you were dead.”

“He’s right, Cameron,” Isis told him. “That man is bad news.”

“And there was always the risk that whoever compiled the file was just some witless hack. Or worse yet, that the whole code was all some big joke,” Everett added.

“It does seem to be too ridiculous to be real,” Cameron commented.

“One of the things I’ve learned out here is that nothing is too ridiculous, and most things are very much real,” said Isis.

She said this in earnest, but her companions burst into laughter anyway. Does no one take me seriously?

“I’m glad to be a source of amusement,” she muttered.

Still hiccuping laughter, Everett took a swipe from a glass flask. He then offered it to Cameron, who took a gulp and almost choked on it. It was no wonder. Even from a distance, Isis’s nose twitched with the burn of very hard liquor. So when Everett presented the flask to her, she found it easy to refuse.

“Oh, my apologies,” Everett said and hurriedly wiped down the lip of the bottle with a clean cloth. He held it out to her once more. “Don’t worry, no germs will be able to live inside there.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” she replied.

“What, so, you think I’m trying to poison you then? I need you. I would never do such a thing,” he assured her.

“No, Everett Black, I do not think you are trying to poison me. After all, you are a gentleman, as I said before. And as such, if you were to kill me, I would expect you to do so outright, without trickery.”

“Then what?”

“I have my herbal tea here.” She tapped her metal canister. She leaned forward to sniff his bottle, and her nose cringed back in disgust. It was even worse up close. “Whereas you have your most-certainly-not-tea beverage there.”

“You don’t drink alcohol,” said Cameron.

“No, not usually. Nor does it seem do you, Cameron.” She smiled as he once more attempted to swallow down the very hard liquor. “I don’t quite trust myself under its spell.” She rose slowly. “And so I must now take my leave of you both, for it is past my bedtime.”

She left them beside the fire and disappeared through the trees in search of her night’s sleeping spot.
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CAMERON FADED IN and out of sleep. He caught glimpses of their dark camp. Ashes sizzled and smoke rose with unnatural slowness from where their small fire had once been. He dreamed of Jared’s mutilated body, thumping heavily as it hit the neighboring trees. He heard Everett’s deep snores, thick and muffled, and the whistle of sharp blades, like grass singing in the wind. Black boots crept silently across the campsite, diffused as though seen through a translucent white screen. When he followed the body upwards, he saw nothing, for it was cloaked. He wasn’t sure what was real and what was a dream.

Cameron jolted up as rough leather gloves brushed against his lips. He looked from the hand that covered his mouth, suffocating his scream, into Jason’s face tucked away beneath a black hood.

“Cameron,” said Jason Chanz, notorious Elition assassin, and moved his hand away. He slipped the hood from his head, and his tousled hair spilled out to crest the tops of his ears. Like all Elitions, his hair was unusual. It was the color of butterscotch, interwoven with strands of deep caramel and pale gold.

“Jason?” Cameron asked in shock. “What are you doing here?”

His deep obsidian eyes smoldered in silent disapproval. “Following a stray child.”

“I hope you don’t mean me. Or have you forgotten that I am a man now?” Cameron said.

“In age, perhaps, but when it comes to common sense, a child of ten has more by far. What are you doing here so far from Black Moss? And who is that?” He pointed at Everett, whose snoring had stuttered as he rolled over.

“Everett Black. A Rev.”

Jason seldom rose his voice, but his tone was pure, calculated ice. “A Rev? What are you doing with a Rev? Don’t you realize that the Selpes have targeted them? All of them. They are rounding up any strays that fled the destruction of the Rev cities. As if you’re not enough of a magnet for trouble yourself, you had to paint a big red bullseye on your forehead by traveling with a hunted man.”

“He saved me from a band of Avans,” Cameron said.

This response only made things worse.

“You managed to get yourself cornered by Avans? Cameron, between the Selpes and the Avans, I’m not sure I can keep you safe.” He stood and dragged Cameron along after him. “Let’s get you out of here and back to Black Moss before the Varenese or—Aurelia forbid—the Xenens get added to this woeful tale.”

Cameron kicked his feet in protest and struggled free. “I am not going anywhere, Jason. No matter what you’d like to think, I am a man now, and I will decide where I go and with whom I travel. Everett is paying me to assist him in any Elition issues that might crop up,” he said, feeling more than a little proud of himself.

Jason was clearly unimpressed. “So, you’re a mercenary now?”

“More like a finder of missing persons. We’re trying to track down Hayden and Ian Selpe, who were kidnapped,” Cameron threw Jason a smug I’ll bet you didn’t know that look.

“So, I’ve heard.”

Cameron’s face fell. It just wasn’t fair. Jason always knew everything.

“Everett says there’s a big reward,” Cameron added.

“Not from the Selpes, I take it.”

“I’m not sure actually,” admitted Cameron. “Though, of course, Everett does not seem overly eager to meet up with any Selpes.” He managed not to mention the Selpes that had chased them out of the inn. Such tales would only make things worse.

For awhile, Jason was silent, apparently lost in his thoughts. Finally, he spoke again. “We should wake your Rev. You do it. I tend to shock people.”

Cameron nodded. He knelt beside Everett and shook his shoulder a few times.

“What is it, Cameron?” he grumbled. His breath still smelled of that evening’s liquor. “Oh, the fire has gone down? Why don’t you go collect some wood, ok? I have a hell of a headache.”

“Everett, a friend of mine is here. He wishes to speak to you.”

Everett glanced up at the sky. It was dark, but the first hint of blue had appeared, signaling that dawn would arrive within the hour.

“At this hour?” He sat up, wincing. “How did your friend even find—” His eyes locked onto Jason’s. “Oh. I see.”

“Mr. Black, you know who I am.”

“I’ve seen the posters here and there in towns. They made you look more…feral.”

Jason’s face remained unreadable. “Yes, that they do. The authorities, whether Selpe or Avan, share in common their immense love of frightful exaggeration.”

“Was it an exaggeration that you killed the Selpe Lord Jon Garrison, though he was locked behind an elaborate security system openable only from the inside? By the time the Selpes bore through the walls a month later, his body, and the bodies of his three guards, were in a wretched state of decay. They never did figure out how the assassin could have made it inside. There were no signs of entry. And the bodies were clear of marks. It was as if they had all simply fallen over dead. The Selpes suspected you to be responsible, though they could never prove it.”

“Nor have they ever proved anything of which they have accused me,” Jason replied. “Only a fool leaves proof behind to find.”

“How did you do it?” Everett asked, his eyes eager.

“Fear is a weapon far more powerful than any one housed in an arsenal,” was Jason’s cryptic reply.

Everett stared at him wide-eyed. “You killed them with fear?”

He studied Jason’s cold, blank expression for a moment, but looked away quickly.

“Cameron has told me of your job.”

“Has he now?” Everett said, shifting his weight.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Black. I am not here to steal it from you. I am here to join you.”

Relief spread across Everett’s face. “The great Jason Chanz, working with me? Such possibilities.” He held out his hand. “Glad to have you. Oh, and you can call me Everett.”

“Understand, Everett, that my services do not come without a price.”

Everett’s lips thinned. “Naturally.”

“You will give me fifty percent,” Jason said.

“Fifty?!”

“If I do it alone, which I assure you I can, I will get it all.”

Everett chewed his lip for a moment. “I will give you thirty-five, and you will take it because you want to stay to keep an eye on Cameron.” His eyes twitched upward, as though afraid something really heavy would choose just that moment to drop on his head.

Cameron was shocked to see Jason nod in agreement. Everett had out-negotiated him. Such things just did not happen.

“Good,” Everett said, and his relief was apparent. “Now, Jason, word is that the Elition Wilderness has been crawling with Selpe soldiers ever since their emperor was murdered three weeks ago. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“If you’re asking if I killed him, the answer is no. Just because the Elitions of our kingdom severed our ties to King River ten years ago, that does not mean we care nothing for the people of Elitia. Ambrose Selpe was a far better choice to rule than whoever his undoubtedly anti-Elition replacement will be. I’m just wondering—”

He stopped mid-sentence. His obsidian eyes narrowed, and his head snapped left. They honed in on Isis as she emerged from the trees, her arms stacked full of branches for the fire. Before Cameron could blink, Jason was already behind her, pressing a jagged-edged knife to her throat.

“Wait, Jason, stop! She’s with us!” Cameron called out.

“With you?” Jason asked, his knife still held to her neck.

“Our guide Isis,” Everett added.

Jason sheathed his weapon and released Isis, but his eyes remained on her, hard and suspicious. Isis was shaking. She met his cold gaze and walked back, not blinking, not turning her back to him for a second. The four of them stood there and said nothing.

Everett finally broke the silence. “Well, it’s almost dawn, so we might as well have breakfast now and get an early start.”

As the sun burst from the horizon, Everett gathered the wood Isis had dropped and started up a fire. He passed out cups of hot water to each of them.

“You don’t need to worry, Isis. Jason is a friend. He won’t hurt you,” Cameron assured her.

Her eyes still fixed on Jason, she sipped from her canister and replied, “I am familiar with the reputation of the assassin Jason Chanz.”

From across the fire, Jason said nothing, but his eyes bore into her in silent suspicion. Cameron wondered what was more suspicious about a cute girl like Isis than a rugged mercenary like Everett.

Jason snapped his head around. In a streak of movement, two knives, smooth and flat and crafted entirely from dark metal, flew through the air in smokey silver streaks. They pinned a man Cameron had not even seen to a tree trunk. Jason stood beside his dangling feet and looked him over.

“Avan,” muttered Everett from behind him.

Jason stared at the Avan, as though he were looking through to his soul. The man’s eyes pooled over in tears and his body hurled forward, plunging into the blade of the knife still in Jason’s hand. Blood oozed down his chest.

Jason’s head twitched at the rustle of boots on fallen leaves. Cameron could just make out the flicker of shadows behind the trees. Everett waved Isis over. The four of them stood in a circle, their backs to one another, their eyes watching and waiting.

A second man emerged from hiding. As he jumped through the air like a flying squirrel, Everett shot an arrow at him. He was caught by the thick shaft and pinned to a tree, several meters up, the arrow plunged through his neck. The man’s legs twitched for a count, then dangled limply.

Three additional men charged. Jason was busy with one and Everett with another. The third broke through and ran straight for Cameron and Isis. He shoved Isis out of the way and grabbed a hold of Cameron, throwing him over his shoulder. The last thing Cameron saw before blacking out was Isis jump up and take off running after him.
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Warm water sprinkled Cameron’s face, jolting him back awake. He opened his eyes and found Everett standing over him, his fingers swirling a bowl of water. His sleeve was torn and he had a fresh cut over his eyebrow.

“They were Spirit Reapers,” he told Cameron. “We took out four. The other one got away.”

“We need to get moving,” Jason said. “The Avan knows where we are and is sure to direct his friends our way.”

Cameron pulled himself up enough to lean his back against the nearest tree trunk. He could feel the bumpy bark through his jacket. An arm’s length away, Jason was crouched down beside Isis, binding up a knife wound on her shoulder. He said nothing to her, but Cameron noticed he was no longer glaring at her in stony suspicion. Perhaps just plain old normal suspicion.

Everett patted her other shoulder. “Isis, dear, you’re not a fighter. That was beyond crazy to take on an Avan soldier, let alone a Spirit Reaper. Foolish,” he repeated. He flashed an eager smile at her. “Details?”

Isis looked at him but seemed unable to speak.

“As crude as the mercenary just was—” Jason shot a cold look at Everett. He met Isis in the eye. “It would be helpful for us to know what you saw.” His tone was devoid of its usual ice.

Isis nodded and took a deep breath. “The Avan ran off with Cameron, who seemed to have fainted.”

Cameron blushed.

“I followed him to a clearing in the woods. He had set Cameron down and was crouched over him, slapping his face. Cameron appeared to be awake again, and the Avan was shaking him by the shoulders. Then the Avan pulled his knife out. I shouted for him to stop.”

“That was unwise,” Jason told her.

Isis shrugged. “I had hoped to distract him long enough that we could both get away. But he hit Cameron over the head and then turned on me. So I pulled out my own knife.” She looked at Jason with a cautious smile. “And that’s when you came running in.”

“The Avan got you before I could stop it,” Jason said as he finished off bandaging her wound. Cameron knew he could not abide failure, particularly from himself.

“You saved me,” she told him. “When he saw you, he ran off frightened at the very sight of you. Who knows what he would have done to me had you not been there.”

“It is likely the soldier would have escaped with Cameron had you not been there to stop him,” said Jason.

Watching the newly shared admiration in their eyes—or at least lack of cold intolerance on Jason’s part—Cameron felt uncomfortable, as though he were intruding on a private moment. Isis no longer cared that he was a world renown, deadly assassin who had held a knife to her throat just one hour ago. And it seemed Jason had decided her presence in the group was acceptable the moment she had risked her own life to save Cameron’s.

“I’m glad we’ve all made up and are the best of friends, but our troubles have just doubled,” said Everett. “First Selpes, now Avans. What horrid luck.”

“I do not believe this to be the fault of bad luck,” Jason replied. “They are stalking us with a purpose.”

“But why?” asked Everett.

“I suspect because neither the Avans nor the Selpes wish us to find Hayden and Ian Selpe. Chances are good that they are in on this together.”

And with that said, he turned and stared into their shocked faces.
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THE RAIN ALWAYS hit at the worst possible time, Everett thought as he wove through the closely spaced trees at top speed. Though it was not so much rain as torrential downpour, the assault of a thousand angry needles, a vomiting of the heavens. Beside him, Cameron ran in long, powerful strides, his eyes glued forward in intense concentration. But the two of them were still far behind Jason, who led the dash, and Isis, who ran beside him. Everett watched the hypnotic whip of her long braid and almost slammed face-first into a tree.

“This way!” Isis called out as she cut to the left.

As he followed Isis through a wall of burning thistles, Everett could still hear the rustle of the Avans’ footsteps somewhere behind them. He did not want to think about how close they were. Just clear of the bush, he scraped his feet to a stop. He looked down at the cliff he had nearly tumbled over. Cameron tore through the bush. His head was turned back, looking out for Avans. He did not see the cliff.

“Cameron, stop!”

Everett reached out, but Cameron was too fast. He had already shot past him. His feet slipped out from under him, and he slid over the edge of the cliff. Everett’s breath caught in his throat and he leaned over the edge. He was relieved to see Jason pulling Cameron into a small cave inside the cliff. Isis gripped a root that grew out of the rock and looked up at Everett.

“Come on!” she whispered.

She was insane.

“Climb down. Use one of the roots,” she said. “And hurry. They’re coming.”

Everett found the thickest root he could and slid down to the cave, praying all the while that it wouldn’t break. As soon as he was within reach, Isis pulled him inside. Then she rolled four big rocks, one right after the other, to the edge. When they were all lined up, she pushed them over. There was a break of silence, then the sound of four heavy plunges against the pool of water far below.

Cameron was about to speak, but Isis held her finger over his lips, motioning for him to be silent.

“The fools jumped,” said a loud, scratchy voice from above.

“So let’s go in after them,” suggested a deep voice.

“You go in. I’m not jumping that,” Scratchy said.

“Coward,” replied Deep. “Fine, there was a path back there that led down. Let’s go get the others and take it before they get away again.”

They waited in silence until the Avans’ footsteps had faded away, and they could hear nothing but the falling rain. Finally, Jason opened his eyes and said, “They are gone. But we should wait here until they have all left the forest.”

The wait turned into half the day as they waited for the Avans to finally give up their search. At long last Jason declared their hunters to have left the area, and they ventured out of the cave.

It was dark, but the rain had softened into a wispy, misty drizzle. Isis set up a camp site under thick canopy coverage and started up a fire. It gave little warmth, and they could hardly see its struggling flame through the grey fog, but it was better than nothing. Everett sat down to pour water out of his boots and rub his naked feet. Beside him, Cameron pulled a sandwich from his bag, frowning when it turned out to be soaked all the way through.

“It’s a sponge.” His stomach growled.

“Take mine then,” Everett said. Then he saw the state of his own sandwich. “Oh, never mind.”

His sandwich had fared no better. He should have packed plastic storage containers for the sandwiches. He always packed plastic storage containers. But he hadn’t been sure how many months he’d be stuck in the Wilderness, so he had tried to pack light. A stupid decision.

Cameron hunched over and stared into the fire. He sulked for about a minute before he perked up, his eyes alight. He took a stick from the ground and skewered the wet sandwich on it. Everett tried not to laugh. He really did.

It didn’t take Cameron long to figure out that his experiment had not been so brilliant after all. He was left with a broken stick and a half-black, half-soggy sandwich. Jason seemed ready to relinquish his own dry sandwich, when Isis brushed her fingers against his offering hand, holding it back gently. She tossed a tightly-wrapped package across the fire into Cameron’s lap.

“What’s this?”

“What’s it look like, Cameron?” she replied. “It’s supper.”

He felt the packaged sandwich. “But it’s dry!”

“You want to keep the wet one?” She pointed to his sogs-and-flakes sandwich.

Cameron shook his head and dumped the soggy remains of his failed experiment into the flames, where they hissed and sizzled before being consumed. He finished off Isis’s sandwich in four mouth-stuffing bites. Everett had once gone a few days without food, and even he had never eaten anything that fast. Cameron had a talent.

Across the fire, Jason was talking to Isis, who appeared to be content with nothing more than the tea from her canister.

“We’re being chased out of the Wilderness,” she told Jason. “And every time I bring us back in, we’re pushed out even further. At this rate, we’ll hit Selpe territory before the week is up. Greenwood, Lord Adrian’s territory.”

“A place we should most definitely avoid,” said Jason. “The Avans, they’re trying to keep us out.”

“We could try the Pegasus coastline,” Isis suggested. “The going is slower and there are no trails to follow, but in this case that would work to our advantage. The Avans do not know the area as I do. It is unlikely they would find us there.”

“Yes,” Jason agreed. As he met her gaze with his dark eyes, she gave him a shy smile.

They said Jason’s eyes killed his target before his blade did. Obviously, Isis hadn’t gotten the memo.

“Well,” said Isis, standing. “I think I will be off to bed now. We should rise early. The hike to the coast will be long and steep, and tomorrow is sure to be sunny and hot.”

With easy grace, she stepped over to a spot amidst a ring of saplings and laid her head down upon a moist mulch ground. Everett could have sworn he caught Jason’s deep black eyes linger on her long after she had fallen asleep.
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IT HAD STOPPED raining. Cameron awoke suddenly and found himself too thirsty to drift back into sleep. As he opened his eyes and stretched his legs, he noticed that both Jason and Isis were nowhere to be seen at the camp. He wondered what they were up to.

He opened his mouth to receive water from the canister he had lifted from the ground, only to be surprised by a sweet, flowery, subtly minty taste. Oops. He had drunk from Isis’s tea canister. He wiped down the spout with the corner of his shirt.

“Cameron,” said Isis’s voice.

He bent over to set her canister onto the ground, then turned to face her. She stood at the edge of the camp, just off the path that led to a small pond of rose lilies.

“Ah, hi,” he replied, trying not to sound too guilty.

“You are awake,” she commented.

“It’s hot.”

“Yes, the rain has stopped.” She looked up to the clear, moonlit sky. “We will have a sunny day today.”

“So you predicted,” he recalled. “Where is Jason?”

“By the pond. Brewing,” she told him.

Smiling, she bit her lip and looked amused—delighted even—as she said this. Just exactly what had happened there at the pond?

“Well, I’m going to get some sleep,” Isis said. “You should as well. We have a long journey today.”

Cameron was tired, and his thirst was quenched for the moment at least, so he sprawled out on the ground once more. He did not know when he drifted from wake to sleep, or if he even slept at all. But the visions—or were they nightmares?—filled the remaining hours of night. He saw a thousand different faces: faces he knew, faces he remembered like from a dream, faces that he somehow recognized, though he had never seen them before. They shuffled past in erratic flashes, so fast he hardly had time to focus on one before the next replaced it. They were all bathed in a pulsing red light.

He saw Everett, setting down his knife to lift up a tea cup. He saw himself, holding hands with Jason and Isis. He saw the smiling face, pale and glowing, of a ruby-haired, emerald-eyed angel. He saw Jason—bruised, bloody, bones broken—looking up at him. He saw Isis, her head bashed, holding with clenched lips to her abdomen, which was gushing blood freely.

Cameron was jolted awake by turbulent shaking, the sting of sulfur still in his nose. His eyes rolled and his stomach turned. He felt as if the ground would disappear from under him.

“Cameron. Cameron?”

He looked up into the face of Isis. “You,” he gasped. He could almost still smell the blood on her.

“You were screaming in your sleep,” she told him.

“Yeah, we couldn’t wake you up. You had us kind of worried. Are you ok?” Everett asked and helped him to his feet.

“Stop,” said Cameron. They were there. His eyes panned back and forth rapidly, trying to find them. “They’re coming.”

Jason met his eyes, then ran off in a flash into the trees. Seconds later, five Avans charged into the clearing, weapons raised.

“Oh, not these guys again,” moaned Cameron.

“They’re improved. They’ve got swords this time,” Isis pointed out.

Everett shot one with an arrow, then drew his sword as the remaining four moved in close. “How about you two comedians stop goofing off and do something useful!” he shouted at them.

Isis pulled Cameron down just in time. The Avan’s blade just barely missed his head. “And what exactly are we supposed to do?” she demanded.

Everett tossed her a gun. “Try that.”

“A gun?!” She pulled herself and Cameron out of the path of a flying knife. “You’re giving us a gun?!”

“With real bullets too,” he said. “Enjoy.”

Isis looked at the weapon as though it were acid on her hands, then tossed it to Cameron. He did not even glance at it before tossing it back. She gave him a stern look and pushed it his way again.

Everett clashed blades with an Avan. “Would you two stop fooling around already!” he said through clenched teeth.

Cameron steadied the gun and aimed it at the Avan who was fighting Everett. He squinted his right eye. He stuck out his tongue. And shot. He might have looked ridiculous, but at least he hit his target, even though it was only in the foot. Everett gave him a thumbs up and took advantage of the soldier’s painful distraction to stab him hard in the chest. Isis turned away, looking rather green.

Jason had reappeared. His two small knives blurs of black, he was fighting two Avans at once. Another lay at his feet, taken down when the assassin was yet unseen.

“Go, Jason!” Cameron exclaimed.

The Avans lifted their heavy swords and struck. Jason threw the first off of him, but the second sword flung the knives from Jason’s hand. Now weaponless, Jason backed up. The second Avan laughed. He swung his sword. Jason grabbed the other Avan and pulled, using him as a shield. And the two Avans were killed, each stabbed by the other’s sword.

Jason threw them casually aside. “Cameron, are you all right?”

“Fine.”

“Don’t you worry about us. We had Everett to protect us. And you too, of course, Jason. You fight like magic,” Isis said with a wink, though Cameron noticed her eyes were avoiding the mass of bodies upon the ground.

Everett smiled and stood tall. And Jason, too, seemed pleased with her words, even if the only response he gave was a slight twitch at the corner of his lip. Cameron knew him about as well as anyone could, and such a reaction made it clear he cared for what Isis thought of him. The question, then, was why. He knew Jason was grateful that she had saved him the other day, but could it be more than that?














8. Pegasus

526AX June 26, Pegasus







THE SUN HAD risen, and they still had not left camp. Seated with Cameron before the ashes of their former fire, Isis was tapping out the seconds with her foot. Jason was just as eager to be off, but Everett had insisted on checking their food stores first. It was a valid point, Jason had to admit, for the coast of Pegasus was notoriously fickle with its bounty. Should the tide be against them, there would be little to eat save shriveled up old starfish and the sand-dry remains of kelp.

As Everett counted and redistributed the water and newly made sandwiches between their packs, Jason used the time to clean his blades. He only had thirteen in total: one knife hidden inside the holster at his ankle, two slender smokey silver knives slipped into each wristband and three inside the band around each arm, one snug in the belt bound to his right thigh, and finally one dagger strapped at his left hip. Jason did not believe in clinking with metal at every step. Most of his knives were small, made for throwing rather than heaving. Throwing knives were forbidden in Selpe territory, of course.

Despite its alliance with the Selpes, Elitia had not yet been so corrupted as to adopt the ban—a law that had come into effect directly following Jason’s hit on the Selpe aristocrat, Lord Benjamin Redwater. The Selpes did not fancy finding their nobility with the pot marks of seven knives cut into their backs. Though Jason had warned him not to run.

“Done. We should have enough supplies to last two weeks,” Everett announced, swinging his loaded pack onto his back.

Jason did not bother asking what was in those sandwiches that would allow them to survive two weeks in this heat. He had smelled their questionable composition of processed chemicals before sampling the first bite. But Jason had to give this to the Rev: his sandwiches might not have been gourmet, but they were decent backpacking fare.

Isis hopped to her feet. “Then let’s get moving before anyone else decides to attack us.”

She led them toward the coast, cutting through the forests of Pegasus with an easy familiarity that even Jason could not have matched. Though Everett grumbled and stewed over her payment, Jason thought he could not have been paying her enough. Isis was young, but she was good, the best guide Jason had ever seen. He did not generally have much respect for the profession, which seemed to exist for the sole function of leading around caravans of clueless, overpaying city folk from one tourist trap to the next. Jason had no use for such hustlers. Isis, on the other hand, he could use. Maybe when this was all over, he would hire her himself.

“Just another half hour to the falls,” she said shortly before sunset on the second day. They were making steady progress, despite the soft, sandy footing of the beach. “There will be a hidden path along the waterfall, leading up the cliff through some stringy bushes.”

And so there was. The trail was so concealed that it was nearly invisible to those who had not taken it before. Isis took the lead on the way up, and within ten minutes they were all sitting with their feet dangling over the edge of the waterfall, one of the best views in all of Pegasus spread out before them. Below, seagulls bathed in the sparkling, streaming water that slowly fed into the ocean. As the reddening sun eased toward the horizon, unending water as far out as Jason could see, Everett passed sandwiches around and they sat and ate in silence. It was almost peaceful. Almost. Jason Chanz had too many burdens to ever be completely at peace.




* * *

526AX June 28, Pegasus




It was past midnight, and Jason lay open-eyed on the grass patch that was his bed. The fire had burned down to a steady blue flare flower, swaying in the breeze. Cameron mumbled and twitched in his sleep; he spoke so many voices, none his own. Beside him, Everett slept on his back, snorting up breath. His thick hands held to the naked blade across his chest. Alone and still, Isis lay a few meters off, her body coiled tightly into a C.

Jason rose and stepped across broken twigs and past the campsite. He flowed, quickly and tingling with energy, past thin tree trunks. His feet hardly touched the ground. A clearing appeared. Jason crouched and swung his legs over the edge of the cliff. Below, the dark ocean swished and rolled, rippling hypnotic liquid circles.

The moon shone on a glass of water—a reflection, a hint, a mere illusion of the real thing. Jason tried to meditate. It was all he knew to block the jumble of visions falling into his head. He clung desperately to his own thoughts, as a climber held to a rocky cliffside.

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

Jason held back his twitching muscles. Surprise: it was an unsettling feeling. Composed, but still unsettled, he turned to find Isis seated beside him. Why did she often come to him so late, in the hour he spent to collect his thoughts?

Everything around him was overly sharp and clear, high contrast yet partially desaturated, just as was typical when he was hit with the force of Vision. Isis’s form, however, was splattered with sparkles of a dozen different colors, shining in and out like stars in the nighttime sky.

“Dying Falls, they call it,” she said. “How very melodramatic.”

Her legs swung up, down, up, carelessly brushing the cliff’s edge. The waterfall beside him drizzled his legs with tiny droplets, sharp and cold as ice.

“Their true name is Unicorn Falls, and they are far from dangerous. I’ve heard a tale of a truant schoolboy from Rosewater who once fell from the cliff, but it’s hardly a waterfall of death. The people around here have gotten their drinking water and fish from these waters for generations. Still, they insist on believing in ridiculous ghost stories. A whole lot of nothing, if you ask me.” She turned her head up to him. “Don’t you think?”

Strange how she could just sneak up on him like that. The force of Vision was distracting him.

“You know what, Jason Chanz?”

The visions were growing faster, busier. It was getting hard to concentrate.

“You’re not really so scary,” she laughed.

The world around him shifted into higher and higher contrast.

“The stories about you are surely exaggerated.”

He was disjointed somehow. Sounds, sights—they were too sharp, too clear. An orchestra of overstimulation. His eyes stung and his tongue burned with a spicy sizzle.

“Because you’re not at all the monster they say you are.”

Jason closed his eyes. Must concentrate. Slow it down to normal speed.

Isis pressed her hand to his chest. “You have a heart.”

Jason felt his chest pulse under her fingers. He opened his eyes to find his own hand cupped over hers. With her other hand, she stroked his palm, gently tracing the lines. Her face was fresh, fully awake. To her, it was morning. He met her gaze. The eyes—so deep, too deep for her years—glowed back at him. Blue and bright, they were not Elition, and yet strangely extraordinary all the same.

She tilted her head toward him. “Are you all right?”

“I need to meditate,” he replied, retracting his arms.

“Of course.” She kissed his cheek as she stood to leave. “Goodnight.”

Meditate? No, he could not hope to meditate. Jason felt his face. Her kiss was branded there, absorbing into the melody stream of souls within him.














9. The Black Ruins

526AX July 2, Sienna







THEY TRACED THE coastline northward, hiking along pathless sandy beaches. Everett didn’t know much about Pegasus. He did know it was famous for being the only Elition kingdom that had refused to sign the Selpe alliance papers. And for having the world’s most beautiful waterfalls. The coast was no exception. Each day of their journey, they passed at least three falls, each a magnificent free-plunge of diamond sparkles that swirled into the foam fluff of the ocean water. When the tide was low, their path was dotted with tiny tide pool microcosms of sea life. When it was high, they often found themselves clinging to the sea mussels glued to the rocks they were scaling. The eroded coast left them often without even solid ground to follow, or sometimes no ground whatsoever.

“It is better than the Avans,” Isis reminded them as they waded through waist-deep water.

“I don’t know. After being completely drenched for the fourth time today, the Avans are looking mighty cozy,” countered Everett in a concentrated grumble. He was struggling to keep his pack balanced above his head, trying with all his might to keep their food dry.

Finally, after a week along coastal Pegasus, Isis turned inland and entered the Elition kingdom of Sienna. Though they had been in the Wilderness for awhile now, this was true wild territory. There were no cities, no people—nothing but untamed nature. The ancient trees, uncut and unbothered, reached up to tickle the heavens and extended outward in rings that would have dwarfed the houses that were not there. Streams ran over in a dance of unfettered frenzy and oversized pine cones littered the forest floor in a thick, spiky blanket. It was all very beautiful—and at the same time, very eerie. Everett tried not to think about the mad Elition he had fought seven years ago. Even if they came across anyone like him, Jason was here this time. Everett shook his head. Thinking about Jason was no better. He still wasn’t entirely sure the assassin wouldn’t kill him in his sleep.

Only a few days after turning inland, Isis stopped atop a cliff. It was just before sunset, and the sky shone the color of blood. Everett hoped that wasn’t ominous.

Isis wiped a black smudge from her forehead, then took a drink from her canister. “The Black Ruins are just below.”

As Cameron rose to his tiptoes to peer over the high bushes, Jason yanked him down. “Be still. We have no idea who—or what—is waiting down there.” He took a discreet look for himself, then ducked back under the cover of the bushes. “Avan soldiers. On the north end. Looks like ten of them, two groups.”

Everett squinted. “I don’t see anything.” He pulled out his binoculars. “Ah, yes. And look there, on the south side. Is that Hayden? Or Ian?”

Cameron looked, this time just peeking past an open patch in the bush. “Whichever one he is, he’s unguarded.”

“It’s Ian,” Jason said. There was not a hint of doubt in his voice. Not that there ever was. “Now, you all wait here. I will run down and then carry him back up.”

Everett, Cameron, and Isis all spoke at once.

“No way I’m leaving you alone to make off with my reward.”

“What about me?”

“You’ll need help to get him to safety should those soldiers decide to check on their prisoner.”

“Fine.” The word was sharp and cold. “We’ll go together. But don’t make a sound.”

Jason led the way down the hillside, his feet barely brushing the ground of loose pebbles as he sprinted to the edge of the ruins. Everett ran behind him. He didn’t fly, but at least he managed not to slip on the pebbles. Below, Ian Selpe sat chained to the wall, his dusty head drooped low. Everett’s stomach churned as he saw the boy’s skin. He had been cut. Many times. His skin was a web of scars and still-bleeding slashes.

“Hey, kid. Are you all right?” Everett asked, shaking him.

“Be careful,” Jason said. “He’s been damaged.”

“You mean wounded.”

Jason’s eyes were cold and indifferent.

“Stand back,” Isis said as she ran up behind them. “This requires a woman’s touch.”

She brushed her hand lightly down Ian’s cheek and his eyes—brilliant jade in color—opened. She snatched Everett’s water bottle from his side and lifted it to the boy’s dry lips.

When he had finished gulping it down, he stared at Isis with wide eyes and said, “Angel, you have come for me.”

Everett swallowed a laugh. Isis frowned and elbowed him in the stomach.

Ian looked to Isis, then Jason and said, “Hayden said you would come for us.”

As he began to cough, Isis watched him with trembling eyes. “We have to get him out of here.” She stared at his wounds.

“Yes,” Jason agreed.

She braced her arms against the stone wall, looking queasy. Jason was watching her but swiveled around as Cameron’s feet slip-slid down the hill in a wave of falling pebbles and a growing cloud of dust that was sure to be seen from anywhere in the ruins.

“Oh, Cameron, damn it,” he swore.

Jason hurried back to Ian and grasped the chain holding him to the wall. As he yanked the chain apart, Isis screamed. Everett tried to regain his footing, but it was too late. The ground beneath them split in two, and they tumbled into shadow.














10. Trapped

526AX July 2, The Black Ruins







JASON LANDED ON his feet, and he was impressed that Isis managed to do the same. Everett nearly completed the landing upright, but the impact of the high drop made him slip down to his hands and knees. Surrounded by a tornado of dust, Cameron had landed on his rear end. Jason turned a dark stare at him as the hole in the ceiling high above slid shut, enveloping them in near darkness.

“Cameron, if I had not sworn to my dead parents that I would protect you, believe me, you would be experiencing a whole new level of pain right now. One that would leave you begging to return to the boredom of school,” he said.

“Sorry, slipped,” Cameron replied, looking down.

“You can play the blame game later,” said Everett. “Let’s just get out of here.”

Jason looked up at the sliver of light on the ceiling high above, that which had been the hole. He could make out the two metal-backed plates which slid apart to make the trap door. He turned his eyes upon the belly of the chamber. They had fallen into a tunnel of stone and dust. It smelled of leather and lather and musk. Humans had been here. They had put in the trap just hours ago.

“What are you doing?!” hissed Isis.

Jason watched her snatch the candle out of Cameron’s hands, then turn her glare on Everett. The lit match between his fingers fell in a fiery downward whirl to the ground, where it was squelched by a coat of grainy dust.

“No fires,” she whispered.

“But I can’t see a damned thing,” Everett protested.

“We don’t know who is down here,” replied Isis.

“Avans. I can smell them,” said Jason.

“You can smell Avans? How do they smell different than Selpes?” Everett wanted to know.

“Spicier. It’s in the food,” Jason explained.

“In…the…food?”

“Of course. Where else?”

“Anyway,” Isis cut in, her voice strained and high. “We need to get out of here. How about that trap door?” she asked Jason.

He shook his head before realizing she could not see the gesture in the darkness. “They are standing up there right now, just outside with their guns. If I try to blast the door open, I have no doubt they will start to shoot. I could not save you all.”

“We could all hide out of range until they expend all their bullets,” suggested Cameron.

“Assuming they are stupid enough to waste them all if no one is standing there,” Isis pointed out.

“They might. But they have a Siennan with them,” Jason told them.

“A Siennan or an Elition?” Everett asked. “Don’t tell me that they smell differently too.”

“As a matter of fact—”

“So, the way we came in is out,” Isis said quickly. “What are our options?”

There was only one way, and that was the tunnel before them. Jason followed it as far as his eyes could see, but it disappeared around a corner. He closed his eyes and tracked the path further, around and around through twists and turns. At the end stood a doorway, cut into the rock, and there waited a woman in a red leather battledress. Her eyes were turquoise and hard and mean. She had spiked red-orange hair and smug red-orange lips. She looked out at him, a smirk on her face. Jason retracted, snapping back into himself.

“Nemesis,” he growled.

“What is she doing here?” Cameron wondered.

Jason slid his finger across the blade of the knife at his hip, as he often did. It helped him to think. “She has Hayden and Ian Selpe. She is the kidnapper. And perhaps the murderer as well.”

“Must we confront her?” asked Cameron. “Nemesis is supposed to be out of her mind.”

“Who is Nemesis?” Everett asked.

“Trouble,” Jason said.

“A powerful and very angry Siennan,” Cameron elaborated.

“No, Cameron. I think it best if we avoid her,” decided Jason. He lit Cameron’s and Everett’s candles. “But it seems there’s no reason not to have light. No one is right here.”

Too many potential casualties. Traveling with company sure was annoying. It made him slow and vulnerable. Cameron was the biggest liability, for he was always charging with reckless abandon into danger, and Jason had sworn to keep him safe. Isis could stay out of trouble and out of his way, but besides her arsenal of sarcastic remarks, she was of no use to anyone in a fight. Everett could defend himself against Selpes and Avans, but he folded at the sight of Elitions. A practical man. A survivalist. He knew how to pick his battles.

“Then where shall we go?” Cameron asked.

Jason snatched Cameron’s hand and set it upon the stone wall. “You tell me.”

His pale eyes stared out in obvious confusion, then widened slowly until they were as round as icy blue saucers. “It won’t work.”

“It will,” insisted Jason.

“Cameron?” Everett’s voice tingled with the tenor of curiosity.

Cameron sucked in breath, then sealed his lips.

“Cameron?” asked Isis, calm and gentle.

Jason was not gentle. In one swift stroke, he swept Cameron forward until both his hands were pressed flat against the wall. Jason caught the candle before it hit the ground, and handed it back to Isis.

“Just do what you can,” Jason told Cameron, then turned to Isis and Everett. “Cameron is a Prior. He can peer into the past. He will tell us what happened here and find us a way out.”

“Nemesis was here,” spoke Cameron, his voice soft and distant. “With at least thirty Avan soldiers. Maybe more. She was watching them, her eyes hot and vicious. They carved out a hole in the floor of the ruins, triggered by Ian Selpe’s chains. They built the trapdoor. Then they walked out of the cavern down the tunnel…” Cameron’s voice trailed off as he walked, his fingers tracing the wall. He stopped at the mouth of the cavern. One more step and he would have been in the tunnel. His eyelids had been fluttering yet closed the entire time, but now they shot open. “There’s no way out.” His voice went flat and he slouched in defeat. “The tunnel contains booby traps. Lots and lots of booby traps. All of them are nasty.”

“Maybe I don’t want to know, but what kind of traps?” asked Everett.

“Scalding oil. Poison. Very large knives.”

Everett had drifted close to the mouth of the cavern, but he now took a step back. “Friendly one, this Nemesis.”

Jason peeked into the tunnel, careful to keep his head out. He located the first of the dilapidated temple’s presents: the shimmering hints of fifty silver blades hidden inside the wall.

Isis’s hair brushed his cheek as she stretched her neck forward for a look, her extended candle casting patches of dancing light against the tunnel walls. She smelled of milk and honey and of mint most of all.

“Those certainly are very large knives. And see those holes in the rock? That’s where the poison darts are, aren’t they, Cameron? Then past that, the floor is reflecting quite strangely. I’d wager it’s been coated with something slippery. And see that hint of a grid pattern on the walls and ceiling? It seems to be some sort of sticky net. Like a spider’s web, it is likely meant to trap and hold us until our foe descends,” she rattled off, not missing a single trap that Jason could see.

He was impressed, and it must have shown on his face, for she gave him a shy smile and said, “This is not my first time in a booby-trapped Elition ruins site.”

“Is that so?” said Everett.

“Sure, I led some fellows—treasure hunters of some sort—to one just last summer. You are not paying me merely for my good looks, you know,” she told him with a grin.

“I am sure as hell not paying you for your smart mouth,” Everett retorted.

She snorted. “Of course not.”

“What happened?” Cameron asked. “To the treasure hunters?”

“It did not end well,” she said. “They were after some ancient Elition treasure. A palace buried centuries ago by an earthquake.”

“Did they ever find it?” Everett asked her, drawn in by the mention of treasure.

“Oh, sure. Of course, they turned on one another before they could claim it. Three men, not so different from yourselves…dead. Somewhere out there.” She swept her hand in a shaky loop.

“What happened to the treasure?” asked Everett.

“Not sure. I suppose the earth reclaimed it.”

“I suppose you reclaimed it,” muttered Everett.

“Me?” Isis turned around to face him. She extended her arms wide open and pinched her skin, as though trying to find the pockets that were not there. “What would I want with some silly old treasure? What would I do with it? Where would I put it?”

As she spoke, Jason stared at her eyes—so open, so clear. Their guide—this self-reliant girl—looked so young. So nonthreatening. But past those innocent blue eyes there was something else, a feeling Jason could not quite describe. Sorrow and secrets and happiness and hope. Isis was split. She looked at him with trust he did not deserve and at the same time with distrust that he surely did.

His own feelings for her were no less divided. Half the time he did not know if he wanted to drown her for her clever impertinence or smile at her for the very same reason. And Jason did not smile at just anyone. Such was not the expected conduct of a reputable assassin. He was actually disconcerted that he would even consider smiling at an impish human girl he had known for little more than a week.

“So it would seem there is no way out. Nemesis has trapped us well. She need only…wait us out,” Jason finished with a glance at Isis.

She had been watching him oddly, her eyes twinkling with curiosity, her mouth curled up in amusement. He returned the stare with a healthy dose of his trademark smoldering stoniness, which only seemed to tickle her pinker.

“This is hardly funny, Isis,” Everett said.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that Jason’s face was so very amusing. He seemed to flash through at least a dozen different emotions in a matter of two seconds,” she replied, shaking with suppressed giggles. “I did not even think that was possible.”

Everett nodded and said in a whisper, “Elition voodoo, no doubt.”

“Your face was impressive, Jason,” agreed Cameron. “I think I saw more emotions on it just now than I have in the entire ten years I’ve known you.”

“He does seem to prefer just the two expressions: neutral coldness and threatening coldness.” Everett snorted.

“I am pleased the three of you are all having so much fun, but might I remind you of the dire situation we are in,” Jason said, selecting ‘threatening coldness’ just for Everett.

The Rev shivered, though he tried to hide it by speaking up quickly. “Perhaps if we were to wait until night when they can’t see us so—”

“Elitions can see perfectly fine in the dark.”

“But there’s only one Elition. Or Siennan. Or whatever. And she has to sleep sometime.”

“You would be surprised. Some of the priests at Black Moss go days without sleep, mulling away in the library archives,” Cameron said. “I’ll bet a psychopath like Nemesis can go weeks without sleep. It probably only makes her meaner and crazier than—”

From above came the thunder of footsteps and gunfire and the shouts of Avan soldiers. Jason could hear as they fell to the dirt ground, kicking up dust. A bit further out, he honed in on other voices, also human—but Selpe. The Selpes continued to shoot and the Avans to fall. A shrill voice called out, sounding over the booming gunfire. Nemesis summoned the Avans to her, and they retreated.

This was their chance. Jason looked to the trapdoor, and it began to buzz. A second later, it was vibrating violently, and then it flew open, pummeling the Avan soldier still standing there. Before anyone could say a thing, Jason was up on the ceiling, looking out. The Avans and Selpes were fighting on the opposite side of the ruins, leaving their escape path clear.

“Come on,” Jason said, jumping back down to land beside Everett.

The Rev eyed the smooth, sloping walls with skepticism. High above them, red-orange light flooded through a rectangular opening. “I am not a frog. I can’t jump that.”

“Then climb,” said Isis, who had gripped onto a thick vine and was working her way up.

Cameron was climbing up the vine next to hers.

Everett glared up at Jason. “If I fall to my death, I’m coming back for you, Jason Chanz.” Then his face hardened with resolve, and he headed up the wall on his own vine.

Jason leapt and landed at the edge of the opening. He extended his hand down once, twice, three times, until they were all safely above ground. Perched at the ridge line, Nemesis was far away from them, but not far enough away for Jason’s comfort.

“We need to retreat to the woods.” He pointed at the patch of forest just steps away from the open trapdoor. They could lose themselves in the trees while the Selpes and Avans battled it out.

High above, looking down upon them with a smug smirk on her face, Nemesis was holding onto Ian Selpe. Then, the red-orange hair bobbed up and disappeared behind the ridge, dragging her pasty-faced prisoner along with her. The Avan soldiers let off a few halfhearted shots in the Selpes’ direction, then followed.

“Now run,” Jason hissed, and they took off before the Selpes had the opportunity to select them as their new foe.

With Jason at the head, they ran for a very long time. When he was satisfied that they had put enough distance between them and the ruins, he stopped. Everett stumbled down onto a burnt stump and began to wrap up the cut on his hand. Cameron paced, and Isis sat down with her back against a tree trunk.

“That must have been the first time I’ve ever been happy to see Selpe soldiers,” said Everett.

“Definitely. Thank goodness they weren’t closer, though.” Isis plugged her nose. “They always reek so badly, especially after a long march.”

“Do you think they saw us?” Cameron asked Jason.

“Yes,” he replied. “The question is whether they will follow their kidnapped princes or our little band of outlaws.”

“Speak for yourself.” Isis grinned. “I’m no outlaw. I’m but a guide.”

“Who sells her services to anyone desperate enough to pay her fee,” Everett reminded her. “That’s sure to have won you a few enemies by now.”

Isis shrugged, her eyes twinkling. “What can I say? I like pretty things, and pretty things cost money.”

“Then how about earning your ‘pretty things’ by leading us to the princes?” said Everett.

“That’s not how it works, Everett Black. You tell me where to go, and I get you there. I am not a magic compass that points to lost Selpe treasures—gold, prince, or otherwise,” she retorted, then addressed Jason, “They seemed to be heading north. Perhaps to Giantswood?”

“Or further yet. I’d imagine Nemesis is trying to find her way back to her Avan empress, prisoners in tow. She hopes to avoid the Selpes by hiding inside the Wilderness.”

“For all the good that did her. They found her,” Cameron said, leaning his hand against the trunk of a gigantic, gnarled apple tree. 

“Be that as it may, now more than ever she will need to find a portal back across the ocean. There are so few of them.” Jason watched Cameron take his hand off the trunk, shake it out, then set it there once more. “And most of them lead to the Elition Western Continent.”

“Cameron, what are you doing?” Isis asked as Cameron pushed his second hand against the bark.

“I think they were here,” he whispered, setting his ear to the trunk. His eyes rolled back and his mouth dropped open.

“Where did they go?” Jason asked after a long pause.

He waited another minute, and when Cameron still did not respond, he nudged him with his finger. As soon as his skin touched Cameron’s, Jason felt a pop, like the shock of electrical energy. He felt his stomach lurch and drop through his feet, and his knees shook to the point that he could barely hold himself upright. And then the voices came. They were deafening at first, like the rumbling echos of waves on the ocean, but they soon quieted and separated from the tangle until Jason could make out many distinct voices.

“She is magnificent.”

“She has exceeded my highest expectations, for sure, but do not get too attached. She is a tool. Nothing more.”

“As you say.”

Jason could hear the two speakers as though they were standing right beside him, but he could see only shadows and mist. A whoosh of the wind pushed back the darkness, and then there they were: two men standing with their backs against the very same apple tree, looking down over the valley below. Their faces were turned away, but Jason could smell the scent of human sweat on a hot summer day.

And then they were gone. In their place stood Hayden Selpe. He and Ian were identical twins, but there were differences. Though both were the same height, Hayden stood with his head held higher and his chest puffed out further. Ian seemed more like the type to curl up for the evening with a book, while Hayden must have spent his nights partying into the early hours. Ian was thin and Hayden muscular. Ian reserved and Hayden impulsive. Both had soft, fawn-brown hair grown out to the jawline, but whereas Ian’s face was completely smooth, Hayden was already working on a prickly, unshaven look. Someone had likely told the sixteen-year-old prince that this was what women liked. Jason could not argue with that. He had no notions whatsoever of what silly girls wanted in a man.

Hayden set both his hands upon the gnarled tree trunk. His long eyelashes swept up and his eyes opened, bright pools of brilliant jade. Elition eyes. Their Elition blood was too obvious to miss. Jason wondered how the Selpes had never noticed.

“I know you are watching. I felt a Prior amongst you,” Hayden whispered, his lips hovering just above the tree bark. “I know you will come for us. She does not think I’m listening, but I am. They are taking us to Mist Veil. More than that I do not yet know. But I will find out. Watch for me.”

“Hey, what do you think you are doing over there?!” Nemesis’s voiced cracked through the air. “Come walk where I can see you. You know what will happen if either of you try to escape.”

Hayden peeled his hands from the rippled bark. With feigned fear plastered upon his face, he limped on after Nemesis, and then they were all gone.

Cameron opened his eyes slowly. He let go of the tree trunk and took a step back. “Did you see?” he asked Jason.

“Yes.” He turned to Isis. “They are heading for Mist Veil.”

“I will get us there faster,” she promised him with grim determination.

She did not waste a moment. Before Everett was even on his feet, she was already on the move. If the resolve on Isis’s face was any indication, she would have them marching through the nights if she had to, but she was going to lead them to those boys.
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COMPARED TO THE onslaught of the previous week, it was an uneventful journey through the forests of Sienna and on into Giantswood, the Elition kingdom that boasted trees the size of palaces and flowers as big as cats. Under the cool shade of the canopy, Everett slogged along beside Cameron. Too far ahead of them, Isis led with Jason right beside her. It had been not quite three weeks since they’d fled the Black Ruins. Three weeks through rain and mud, through off-and-on hail storms, past streams and under an unbroken stretch of forests. Three weeks of the death march pace Isis had set. She did not appear worse for wear, but it was killing the rest of them. Except Jason. Everett wasn’t even sure the assassin could be killed. But the pace had definitely brought Cameron to the end of his rope. Everett wasn’t faring much better.

Every night, as soon as they stopped to make camp, Cameron dropped to the ground. Everett always had to shake him awake half an hour later for dinner, which the boy ate in drowsy half-consciousness. Everett was trying to tough it out, but even he had his limits. He hadn’t had blisters in years, but he had them now. They covered his feet like an infestation of pox. So he was going to pull off his boots and rub them at the end of each day, no matter how much Jason Chanz watched with disapproving eyes. Not everyone in this world welcomed pain.

Then there was Isis. She trod along hour after hour, day after day, always a smile on her face and a song on her lips. Everett did not know how she did it. Jason’s resilience he could understand; he was a hard assassin. She was only a young girl. She didn’t look so tough. And yet she walked with a skip in her step, as though the hills and streams and unbroken trails were nothing but a waltz in the woods, with never a hint of exhaustion or the slightest whisper of a complaint. He wondered how long she’d been out there, guiding travelers down those overgrown paths. Seeing how natural it all seemed to her, it must have been years. That was no way to spend a childhood.

On the other hand, her resilience was helping Everett. He never would have guessed it at the time, but it turned out hiring her had been one of his better decisions.

“Are you heading for Sequoia?” Jason asked Isis one day.

“I wasn’t planning on it. Why? Do you need to stop there?”

Jason frowned—if you could call a slight downward twitch of his lip a frown. “Not really need. More like should. I should use the sand pit to check back at home. Otherwise, I’ll be hearing about it for months.”

“A girlfriend?” asked Isis.

 Everett could have sworn she paused in her stride—if only for just a fraction of a second.

Cameron snorted. “His sister. The only one who scares the great Jason Chanz.”

“As always, you exaggerate, Cameron. I am certainly not frightened of Lana. She just has a gift for making people feel guilty, and I have no intention of being at the receiving end of that gift.”

“Sequoia is close enough to our path that we will not lose much time,” Isis told Jason, then glanced back at Cameron, who despite his snorts and smart remarks was dragging his feet. “And I do believe we could all use a break and a snack.”

Isis did not need a break or a snack. She looked as though she could continue marching on uninterrupted for another day or even a week, but she was being nice. She seemed to have developed a big soft spot for Cameron. But then so had Everett.

“What is Sequoia?” he asked Cameron.

“A temple and school in the kingdom of Giantswood,” he replied.

Isis cut left and led them down a soft, loose hill, weaving through tree trunks and over a dripping stream until they came upon Sequoia. As the name suggested, the Elition school of Sequoia was set amongst an old-growth forest of colossal trees. The main building was surrounded by a half-ring of trunks cut at varying heights. A smaller house had been built upon each platform, like towers of a castle, and they were all interconnected by a series of wood-planked bridges.

Everett stopped and just stared for a moment. “That is an Elition temple?”

“Of course. What were you expecting?” Jason asked him.

Sequoia was beautifully constructed, but it wasn’t quite what Everett had pictured an Elition temple to be. “I don’t know. Something grander. Something sparkling.”

“Each Elition temple is unique, and very few are ‘grand’ or ‘sparkling’.  We do not relish in ostentatiousness. We are not Avans. Nor are we Selpes, no matter that King River has sold us out. We are Elitions,” Jason declared with pride.

Isis watched him. She looked almost amused.

“Besides, people don’t really believe in Elitions—at least not as we are. And I’d imagine King River wants to keep it that way. To not draw attention to us,” Jason said, glancing sidelong at Cameron.

Everett wondered what that look was supposed to mean. Then decided he’d probably never find out anyway. If there was even anything to find out. Most of the time, it seemed Elitions did things just to be mysterious.

“What can you tell me about Elitions’ supernatural powers?” Everett asked. He’d heard a few hints from Ariella, but she hadn’t been very detailed.

“Not much.”

Typical. Elitions weren’t good at sharing.

Jason surprised him by continuing, “We have powers, but I wouldn’t call them supernatural. It’s just who we are,” replied Jason.

Everett had seen those powers firsthand. And they freaked the hell out of him.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Isis said.

They followed her, brushing past layers of draping leaves to the small cluster of trunk-top houses. As they got closer, Jason passed in front of her to take the lead. He made straight for the central building and cracked open one of the twelve doors that were evenly spaced like numbers on a clock. The inside structure was circular, like the trunks that encircled it.

“This is the temple,” Cameron whispered to Everett. “It was once a tree itself, the largest in the entire forest until fire hollowed it. Then the Elitions of Giantswood built it into a temple.”

The inside of the temple was cool and dark. The ‘windows’ were only small circles, cut out of the wooden walls at staggering heights and fitted with pink-tinted glass.

Jason led them down the hallway, which spiraled ever inward. The floor beneath their boots was dark wooden mulch, and it kicked up a pleasant earthy scent as they walked. As they came to a voluminous chamber, Everett gasped. They had reached the core of the tree. There was no ceiling here in the central ring, but looking up, Everett could see layer upon layer of looping floors on the outer rings, all the way to the tips of the canopy. Because the hollow tree was so high, sunlight poured down in a narrow beam, lighting and warming the chamber.

Jason was about to take the descending staircase into the lower levels when he stopped. His eyes darted upward. Then he snatched Everett’s bow and shot an arrow up to the next level. A man tumbled down and thumped against the ground, dead. He was Avan.

The dead man’s nine comrades flew down the walls on ropes, surrounding them. Jason tossed the bow back to Everett. He slipped a knife out of his wristband, and with a solid flick, launched it at the nearest one, who fell instantly.

“The Avans followed us here,” Isis observed.

“You think?”

Everett knew it was mean of him to snap at her. He’d have to apologize later—when a bunch of Avan soldiers weren’t trying to kill him. He drew his sword.

“A Versatile sword?” Jason’s eyebrow crept up.

Everett shrugged. Elitions made fine swords. He wasn’t going to deny that. Though that didn’t make the sorcerers any less unsettling.

The Avans charged in a fury of steel and sweat. As Everett ran out to meet them, he saw Jason dance across the wall—lightly, horizontally—to come at them from behind. One of the Avans swung his sword at Everett. He blocked and pushed the man back. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Isis. Two Avans were advancing on her, backing her against the wall. She skirted around them and snatched Cameron’s hand, retreating into a back room. The soldiers made to follow, but two of Jason’s throwing knives sank into their backs. The other Avans were too busy to have noticed Cameron and Isis’s escape. They were safe.

Together, Everett and Jason managed to whittle the Avans down to just one. The last man was weaponless. He stood frozen as Everett drew light swirls against his pulsing throat with the tip of his sword.

“Where are the Selpe princes, you reeking pile of rags,” Everett demanded.

“Princes?” croaked the Avan.

“You heard me. Where have you taken them?”

Jason approached, flipping a knife slowly around in his hand. The sunlight caught the silvery blade, reflecting sparkles through the five holes in the flat handle. The man said nothing, but his eyes bulged as he saw Jason approach. The assassin’s eyes actually changed color, darkening to pure obsidian. The man began to tremble. His eyes turned bloodshot. Screaming out, he struggled free of Everett, fumbled for a dropped knife on the ground, and stabbed himself in the chest.

Everett pointed at the small silver knife in Jason’s hand. “I thought you only used black knives.”

“I have a few silver ones. They aren’t very stealth, but the way they reflect the light scares most people.”

Everett nodded toward the Avan on the ground, a large knife protruding from his chest. “Well, he must really have been scared of you to stab himself.”

Jason looked up at the next tier just as a cloaked shadow with bright red hair disappeared over the edge. “Nemesis.”

“Nemesis?”

Jason nodded.

“We are keeping pace with her,” Everett observed. “She must be pushing her Avans as hard as Isis is pushing us.”

“She knows we are following her. And that we will take the princes from her should we catch her.”

Everett shivered, then shrugged, purging Nemesis from his mind. She sounded even crazier than Jason.

“Let’s go get Cameron and Isis,” Jason said.

They passed from one room to another until they came to one at the outermost ring of the tree. Cameron stood at the open door, peeking into a small sitting room. Inside was an old man with a shiny bald head and a long pale white-blue beard. Braided into the beard was a rainbow of colorful beads that matched his equally garish robes. Even his sandals were woven from leather dyed six different shades.

“You are safe now, dear child,” the man said as he set his hands on Isis’s shoulders.

Jason stepped forward. “You are the high priest?”

A priest, huh? The rainbow man didn’t look much like an Elition priest—well, perhaps a priest who had fallen into a few dozen paint buckets. Not that Everett had any clue about Elition priests. Until he had seen this man, he’d always pictured them as frail old men dressed in grey or black.

The priest folded his arms before him and faced Jason eye-to-eye. “I know who you are, Jason Chanz. And I know what you seek.”

“You know where the princes are?” asked Jason.

Raising a thin eyebrow, the priest said in response, “I know of no princes. I am speaking of a princess. The princess of Elitia.”

In a flash, Jason was beside him. “Where is Terra?”

“I did not say I know where she is. I said merely that you seek her,” he replied, and then with a sweep of his garish robes, he withdrew through the black curtained doorway.

Ok, then. Everett wasn’t stupid enough to go digging around in an assassin’s personal business. Most especially not in that assassin’s personal business. He turned and backtracked to the central chamber. This operation was not yet paying for itself, so he might as well scavenge the dead Avans for valuables.

When he returned to the back room, Jason and Isis were staring across the room at each other. Cameron stood somewhere in the middle, looking mighty uncomfortable. Isis’s eyes turned and focused on the heavy, jingling bag swung over Everett’s shoulder.

“Everett, we need to talk,” she began.

“About what?”

“Whoever you all are, whatever trouble you’re plunging headfirst into, I didn’t sign up for this. Being attacked by Avans and Selpes and psychotic Siennan witches at every turn. None of them are even supposed to be out here, in the Wilderness of civilization. They’re here because of you. I can’t even count the number of times I’ve almost been killed.”

“What’s your point?” Everett asked, sliding his finger down the shiny Avan dagger he had claimed for himself.

“My point, Everett, is—” She snatched the weapon from his hand. “—that you are not paying me nearly enough for this lunacy.”

“You want more money? You’re already getting ten percent! Between that and Cameron’s and our famed assassin Jason Chanz’s cuts, that leaves hardly anything left over for me!” Everett bellowed.

Isis shrugged. “Fifteen percent of all earnings.” She eyed his bag of treasures. “Or you can just find your way yourself.”

“What…but…you…” Everett stuttered. The words refused to come. There were none adequate to express the absurdity of her demands.

“I don’t think you have much of a choice,” Jason told him.

So, she’d gotten the assassin on her side. “Fine,” Everett grunted and pushed the bag hard into her stomach. “Take your fifteen percent.”

With a sweet smile, Isis reached into the bag and pulled out a hair comb dotted with turquoise stones. It was obviously something the Avans had stolen in their trek through Elition territory. Beaming, she set the comb into place in her hair and stood before the mirror, admiring her reflection.
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AFTER JASON DISAPPEARED into the cellar in search of the temple’s sand pit, Cameron and Everett decided to fill the wait time by throwing knives across the room at the wood wall. That had been going on for two hours, and even Cameron was starting to get bored of it. But at least his aim had improved. Somewhat.

Close by, Isis had spent the hours in front of a tall wall mirror, alternately decorating herself with a variety of sparkling trinkets from Everett’s loot bag and admiring her reflection in the glass. Cameron rolled his eyes. Even with dirt under her fingernails and leaves in her hair, she was still such an incorrigible girly girl.

Eventually, though, even she got bored with her own reflection. She left the room without a word and returned half an hour later with Jason.

“He decided to lose himself in the library,” she told them.

Jason’s hand darted out, catching the knife Everett had thrown at him. As Jason glared at him, the Rev shrugged and began to whistle a tune.

“As I told you, it was research,” Jason said to Isis.

Cameron suspected this ‘research’ had consisted of raiding the rainbow priest’s records for any hint of Terra. Nothing short of that would have possessed him to abandon the Nemesis hunt for even a moment, let alone two whole hours.

“Jason,” Everett said, tossing Cameron a sandwich. He’d resupplied in Sequoia’s kitchen. “We have been waiting here half the day. Just how much longer is this going to take?”

“We are leaving now,” said Jason. In other words, he had not found anything useful. Or, he had found something and was keeping silent, as was typical of him.

In the days that came, Isis led them out of Giantswood and into the kingdom of Zephyr, where they followed the growth of the Red Woods north. The trees reached up in tall, slender lines to the sky.

“Much as I hate to say it, I recommend we cut east once we’re clear of the Red Woods and take a shortcut to Mist Veil through Selpe territory.” Isis frowned. “It will be a couple weeks in their lands, but it is safer—and faster—than scrambling up jagged cliffs for the next month. Which is what lies before us should we continue along our current path and enter the Wasteland. Once we make it through that corner of Selpe territory, we can reenter the Wilderness where the forests of Mist Veil begin.”

Jason did not appear too pleased with this plan.

“It’s preferable to the Wasteland, and you know it,” Isis insisted.

“No, I do not.” He turned to Cameron. “Which way did Nemesis take?”

As though he were a magic window into the past. Well, as a Prior, that was actually how it was supposed to be, but since when had anything been that easy? Things blew up in Cameron’s face far more often than he managed to unravel mysteries.

“Try touching the ground,” Jason encouraged. “Our gifts are often magnified by contact, those of the Prior especially so.”

Trace steps over land and water, Cameron had heard so many times before—so often that he wanted to trace his boots over those priests’ faces. As he had no better idea, though, he figured he might as well give it a shot their way. He squatted down and pressed his hands against the moist ground littered with fallen leaves and broken branches. At first he heard nothing, and then a whole lot of jumbled madness. Thousands of voices blended into an indistinguishable mesh of chaos. He sifted and sorted, focusing on the uniquely shrill shriek of Nemesis’s voice.

“What has happened here?” Nemesis demanded. Her turquoise eyes flared to red as she looked down on Ian Selpe. His hair was soaked down with sweat, and his nose gushed blood.

“He ran off again,” one of the Avan soldiers said.

Nemesis’s eyes continued to pulse red. “Have I not told you before what would happen should you attempt an escape?”

“I had to pee,” Ian replied, putting up a brave face despite his obvious fear.

“Do you think I am an idiot? You, there! Tie him to that tree. Sixteen lashes this time, one for every year of his miserable mongrel life,” Nemesis commanded. “Let us see if that will not teach our little princeling some obedience.”

Hayden watched as a bald-headed Avan soldier strapped his brother to a tree trunk and pulled out a whip. All eyes—Nemesis’s included—were upon Ian. No one even noticed him stalk off through the slender red-barked trees and press his hands to a thick trunk.

“The trees have ears, they say,” he began. “And I know you will be listening on the other end, Prior. Though they are down a dozen men, there are still so many of them. And that crazy witch at the head. She sees all. Ian has turned her angry eyes on him to buy me these brief words with you. They are taking us to the Evergreen Peninsula, I have heard the soldiers whisper. Why I do not know, but they think it is their way back home. Now, I must go.”

Cameron watched Hayden peel his hands from the bark and return to camp. White, diffused mist enveloped him, and then Cameron was back, the last of the memory dissolving all around him.

“The Evergreen Peninsula,” he croaked out, adjusting back to the harsh bitter taste of the normal world. After the fluffy creaminess of the memory, he might as well have been breathing in acid by comparison.

“That’s on the western coast. Nemesis will take the Wasteland,” Isis stated with complete confidence. “It is along her path, and the only way there without drifting into Selpe territory. Even she is not so cocky as to flaunt the heirs to the Selpe Empire right in front of the eyes of their army.”

“I agree,” said Jason. “Do you know a way we can head her off before she reaches the Evergreen Peninsula?”

Isis nodded. “The Wasteland is slow going. If all goes well, we will be there waiting for her as she enters Mist Veil.”

“When have things ever gone so well for us?” Cameron reminded her, to which she could only shrug.

“We will take the Selpe detour,” said Jason, turning his dark eyes on Everett.

“Yes,” agreed the Rev, who in turn looked at Cameron.

“I suppose we do not have much of a choice. Let’s go.”

And that settled it. Isis nodded in approval, and rewarded their acceptance of her plan by picking up the pace.




* * *
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When they stopped that night, Cameron was exhausted. He was always exhausted. She pushed them along as though they were soldiers, members of Isis’s Death March Boot Camp. As she and Jason collected additional wood for the already smoking campfire, Cameron just tried to stay awake until it was time to eat. He hugged his knees and stared into the flames. Everything blurred and melted before him.

The next thing he knew, someone was shaking his shoulder. Cameron folded back into consciousness. As his eyes focused before him, he saw the silhouette of Everett’s hand, floating in detached blurs and bursts. Cameron blinked his eyes down hard.

“Hey, Cameron. Are you ok?”

Cameron blinked twice more. “Yeah. Ok. I’m fine.”

“You zoned out there for a bit,” Everett said, handing him a roasted ear of corn and one of his special sandwiches. “Like in some kind of trance.”

Cameron heard only the aftershock, a fading shadow of his words. Like an echo in his head, the drum beat down and down. The world was painted fluffy white. The white was streaked with splashes of pink, which danced like fire. And with violet, which puffed up like smoke. Hiss. Tsst. Ghosts sizzled in the fire, their bodies crumbling into charcoaled snowflakes. Cameron slapped his face, once per cheek. Across the fire, Jason rested his arms upon his knee. His body sculpted toward Isis, cloaking her.

“Trapped.”

“What’s that?” Everett asked him.

Cameron shrugged. He did not even know what he was saying, as though a voice his own, and yet not his own, possessed his tongue. Isis took a singed ear of corn. She looked up at Jason, not blinking once as she tore the golden flesh away. Jason said something, but Cameron could not make out the whisper through the thick air. Isis remained silent, slowly consuming the corn three kernels at a time.

“Everett.” Cameron leaned toward the Rev. “What do you think?”

“About what?” he asked, his mouth full. He followed Cameron’s eyes and swallowed. “About her?”

“Yes,” he said, then added in a mumble, “And Jason.”

Everett chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Cameron. I have not known your friend for long, but his reputation as a cold-blooded pragmatist precedes him. He is not the type.” He shook his head. “No, not the type for that at all.”

“But—”

“The little pixie sure is charming,” continued Everett. “But Jason knows—” He paused, and a grin spread across his face. “Or maybe you were thinking of a little friendly company for yourself?”

“Of course not. That’s ridiculous,” Cameron said quickly. “I only meant… I have no interest in… That is… There’s something about the way she… Oh, never mind!”

Everett was unsuccessful in his attempt to conceal a laugh, so he swallowed it, which sent him into convulsive hiccups. Serves him right, Cameron thought, and with his tummy now pleasantly full, he allowed himself to drift off to sleep.
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ACCORDING TO ISIS, they still had nearly a day of travel through the Red Woods before cutting out of the Wilderness to enter populated Selpe territory. Everett and Jason didn’t often see eye-to-eye, but they were united in their wish to stay the hell away from there.

On the eve of the third day after leaving Sequoia, Isis held out her hand and stopped them. “We must be careful. It is said that a renegade band of Elition gypsy mystics hunts these woods. The Night Rose Order.”

Everett scanned the trees, looking for the slightest hint of movement. There was nothing but the sway of branches in the wind.

“They are said to eat the brains of babies and the hearts of virgins,” Isis continued in delight. “And they wear necklaces of human finger bones around their necks.”

“That is an exaggeration,” said a voice.

Everett felt the prick of a knife’s tip against the back of his neck. Suddenly, all around them stood Elitions dressed in a hodgepodge of colorful cloths woven into clothing. A large decorative tattoo was inked on each of their faces. They were the shapes of natural elements: an intricate spider’s web, a spread-winged hawk, an open seashell.

“You don’t feel so funny anymore, do you, girly?” said the web-tattooed woman.

Isis shrugged. Despite her warning, she seemed unconcerned at the sight of the wild Elitions. Perhaps, she had eluded them before.

Everett turned his head to get a better look at his captor. The man’s eyes shone out honey-yellow, like a cat’s. That matched his tattoo, which was in the form of a tiger’s clawed paw. Long, jagged-cut hair of eggplant-black brushed the tops of his shoulders and crests of his brows. He had spent a great deal of time in the sun. His skin had bronzed darker than Everett’s, or even Jason’s.

Where was Jason anyway? He had been there just moments before. And now…

“Drop it,” said Jason’s voice.

The tiger-faced Elition’s blade fell. Everett turned around to find Jason behind the man, pressing a knife to his throat. He hadn’t wasted any time in neutralizing the leader. And that’s what the tiger man was. Everett could see it in the way the others looked at him.

“Jason Chanz,” he said, no fear in his voice. His cat eyes twinkled, and he began to chuckle.

“Braeden Falls,” Jason replied with a curt nod. His knife was still pointed at him.

“You know this fellow?” Everett asked.

“He is my cousin,” said Jason.

Braeden’s lips twitched. “And is this any way to treat your cousin? We are family.”

“You tell them to stand down.” Jason nodded toward the tattooed Elitions. “And I will let you go.”

Braeden flicked his wrist at his band, and they lowered their weapons. In a flash, Jason had returned his knife to his wristband and zipped around Braeden. He took up position right beside Cameron.

“Jason, it’s been—”

“Awhile,” Jason cut in.

“Yes, awhile,” Braeden agreed. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?”

“You remember Cameron?”

Braeden’s eyes lit up. “Ah, yes. How could I forget? Fantastic.”

Cameron’s eyes widened as he ogled at Braeden’s tiger tattoo. Everett couldn’t help but stare at it too. It was just so big.

“Like it, do you?” Braeden asked Cameron and stroked his own face with a smile. “We could see about getting you one—”

“That will not be necessary,” Jason cut in. “Cameron does not want to join your cult, do you, Cameron?”

Cameron looked into Braeden’s eager eyes. “No thank you.”

“Well, then, I can only hope you will someday change your mind,” said Braeden. He turned his hypnotic eyes on Isis. “And who is this?”

But the stare did not seem to have any affect on Isis, who rolled her eyes and looked rather bored.

“That’s Isis,” Jason told him. “Our guide,” he added quickly at Braeden’s raised eyebrows.

He examined her just as he had Cameron. He even ventured to grab the end of her braid, but she smacked his hand away.

“Remarkable,” he said. He did not appear the least bit vexed. “Jason, this one’s prettier than your last girl. Yes, very pretty for a human. No Elition, surely, but pretty in her own way.”

“How very rude,” she said, stepping forward. But Jason held out his hand to stop her.

“And another human!” Braeden said in delight, now turning his attention to Everett. “I’m not sure what’s special about you, sir, to be quite honest, but there must be something, considering you’re on the right end of my dear cousin’s blade.”

Everett wasn’t any more pleased with Braeden’s assessment of him than Isis had been. But at least he wasn’t trying to kill them. That was a nice change from the past few weeks.

“Now, then!” Braeden clapped his hands together. “Cousin, would you and your friends join us at our camp for the night?”

“I don’t think—”

“Please, I insist! We have food and drink and a roaring fire. And plenty of entertainment. Besides, it’s far safer than camping alone here, where the Selpe patrols have been growing more frequent every day. Some of you have a bounty on your head.”

Jason glared at him.

“No need for anger, cousin.” He spread his arms and smiled. “Now, come and enjoy our hospitality. You look as though not one of you has had a decent meal in weeks.”

Cameron perked up at the promise of a hot meal. Everett did as well. Isis, however, was still glaring at Braeden. But Jason nodded in agreement and motioned for them to follow the tattooed band of Elitions.

The way through the trees to their camp was no path, but rather an upward slippery stone journey worthy of a goat. They cut through thick, interwoven tree branches until they reached the base of a steep, seemingly unscalable hill. It was made all the more foreboding by the wide, downward pulsing stream that covered its entire surface. Braeden and his band led the way, followed closely by Jason. Cameron and Isis followed him, and Everett brought up the rear.

Cameron started strong, but his pace slowed with every step, until he was slogging along with as much energy as a felled tree trunk. His foot slipped on a mossy rock. Everett reached out to catch him. He needn’t have bothered. Before Cameron’s body could slide a single centimeter, Isis locked her hand around his arm and gave him a gentle tug forward.

Finally, they reached the top. There they were met with the sight of the tremendous waterfall that fed the downhill stream. Braeden motioned for them to follow, then stepped through the watery veil and vanished. Everett could feel the droplets of mist against his face like a coat of sweat, and as he neared it, the power of the falls threw water at his skin with the force of pebble bullets.

Unconcerned, Jason walked through the plunging water. Isis reached out her free hand to Everett, and they and Cameron stepped through together.

Rather than increasing, the force of the water disappeared completely. Everett opened his eyes to find an entire village all around him. Wide, open fields of grass surrounded him on all sides, planted with wooden houses. There was a well at the center of the village and also an artfully constructed garden of one-person bathing pools, each accented with a flower border. These unusual Elitions, whoever they were, had been there for a very long time.

“A portal,” Isis whispered.

Everett had heard of Elition portals, magical gateways that could transport you across the world in the blink of an eye. He had just never believed in them until now. The more time he spent in the Wilderness, the more he realized how many of the tales about Elitions were actually true.

“Our bathing pools are at your disposal,” Braeden said, leading them to the water garden. “And when you are done, join us at the fire for a meal.”

Well, Everett was dirty. He peeled off his clothes and hopped into the nearest pool—and was shocked to find it as cold as ice water. Cameron laughed at him, the chuckles dissolving into chattering teeth as he hopped into one that was no warmer. Jason seemed to have made a better choice, or maybe he was just immune to ice. Isis wouldn’t even undress until they all closed their eyes. When Everett opened his again, he saw she had selected the pool adjoining Jason’s. She wasn’t shivering, so that was certainly a warm one. Everett didn’t think she was immune to ice.

“I can’t even remember the last time I had a bath.” Isis unbraided her long golden hair from the green and black ribbons, then dipped the back of her head into the rose-petalled water.

“I paid to get you one at the public bath in Lear, so you could ensnare that Avan,” Everett reminded her.

“Right. That really seems like ages ago. Since then, it’s been muddy lake water or nothing at all. I was beginning to stink like you boys.” She laughed.

“You don’t stink,” Jason stated.

It was not exactly a compliment, but more like a fact. Like water was wet. Or winter was cold. Isis beamed at him nonetheless. Jason’s eyes were closed, but Everett thought he looked pleased.

I should have said it first. I’m supposed to be more of a gentleman than a cold-blooded assassin. Though that assassin sure doesn’t act the same way around her as he does around everyone else.

By the time they had finished bathing, it was dark. They made their way to the fire, where Braeden was waiting for them. The eyes of a dozen tattooed faces followed their every movement as they sat down beside him. Everett took the bowl of mystery meat offered to him and tried to ignore their inquisitive stares.

“I would like you all to meet Delilah,” Braeden said, indicating the woman beside him. Her hair, which fell loosely past her hips, shone the darkest of blacks. Her eyes were the palest of blues. And her tattoo was more colorful than those of the others. A red-black butterfly with eyes on the wings looped in flowering vines of green, purple, and pink gemstone tones, one wing along each side of her face. She wore a matching form-fitting dress with a short skirt of colorful fabric strands.

“Delilah has a very special gift. She is a Prophet. She can read your future,” Braeden told them, then turned to Cameron. “Cameron, would you like to know what lies before you?”

Jason looked at Cameron and shook his head slowly. Braeden paid him no mind. But when Cameron didn’t move from his spot, he said, “Please, I insist. It is a great offense to refuse such an offer.”

Cameron moved himself beside Delilah, tapping his fingers against his legs. She pulled a handful of various dried tea leaves from one of the pouches fastened to her ornate metal-studded belt. Then she turned to him with a smile that drew up the wings of her butterfly tattoo.

“Jason, you’re hurting me,” Isis whispered.

Everett turned as Jason looked at his hand. It was squeezing Isis’s wrist so tightly that her entire arm had turned ghostly white. He quickly released her with a subdued, “My apologies.”

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

But he did not respond.

Delilah set her warm hands on Cameron’s cheeks. “Concentrate.”

Her voice was deeper than Everett had expected. She dropped a pinch of dried grass, grated, into the tea cup between them. It smelled good—but not good enough that Everett was tempted to ask for some. Delilah grabbed ahold of Cameron’s hand and drew slow swirls through the leaves with his index finger.

“You don’t believe that it’s possible to see the future?” Isis whispered to Jason.

Delilah stared intently at the mess of leaves, as though she could read a pattern in the chaos. “Interesting,” she said.

Everett leaned forward to take a peek, but it looked like nothing more than a pile of aromatic leaves to him. Delilah swept the leaves into a sieve and was pouring boiling water through them into a new cup.

She placed the cup of crimson tea into his hands and said, “Drink.”

Jason appeared even less happy than usual, but Cameron took a sip.

“Of course, I do. I am Elition, after all,” Jason said.

“Oh, I see.” Isis picked at one of her fingernails. “You don’t believe she can see the future.”

“Precisely.”

“Concentrate,” Delilah reminded Cameron. He was looking back at them, his eyes unfocused.

“The Night Rose Order is a circus act,” said Jason. “They are nothing but frauds who showcase their ‘supernatural powers’ to the crude folk of the world for a profit. They are an embarrassment to all Elitions.”

“We may not all possess your special talents, cousin, but we are hardly frauds, and we do a lot more than profit off of gullible humans with spare change,” Braeden cut in.

Delilah slapped Cameron’s cheek gently to reclaim his attention. “Your future is wrought with hardship. You are a man divided by loyalties. Tormented, torn, you will be forced to choose between old friends and new, between family of blood and family of love, between the exciting and the serene, between your lover and your sister.”

“But I don’t have a lov—”

“You will.”

“Catchall fortune token,” Jason whispered.

It was a reference to those figures of dragons, unicorns, and other mythical creatures engraved with a ‘fortune’ on the base of the pedestal. They were sold as ‘authentic Elition magic’ in vending machines in the Selpe towns along the Elition border. Their biggest customers were desperate human teenagers and gullible tourists.

Delilah shooed Cameron away and her buzzing, long, red fingernail honed in on Jason and Isis. She motioned them forward and hissed, “You two, come!”

Isis took Jason’s hand and pulled him along with her to the fortune teller. “Come on, Jason. Aren’t you the least bit curious about your future?”

“If I were, I would consult a real Prophet at an Elition temple,” he replied.

“It’s just for fun,” she insisted. “Don’t be boring.”

Everett had heard many descriptions of Jason Chanz. Not one of them included the word ‘boring’. But Isis was bolder than most, and her carefree innocence seemed to charm the assassin enough that he indulged her far more than he did anyone else. Had Everett suggested he consult a fortune teller, he would have been treated to that famous granite stare.

Delilah looked at them with her round, wide eyes. “There will be blood and death between you two.”

Jason started to stand, but her spindly fingers closed around his wrist. “I’m not finished.” She looked at Isis. “You will turn on this girl. You will attack in fury. She will die.”

Isis began to laugh.

“This is not funny, girl,” said Delilah, setting her hands on Isis’s cheeks. Her eyes narrowed. “You are most odd. Your future is masked. I can see you only in the futures of others, like a shadowy reflection.” She frowned. “What are you?”

Jason took Isis’s hand and pulled her along with him away from Delilah. “Enough nonsense. We’ve played along long enough. Now if you—”

Everett did not hear anything more, for a scream tore through the campsite, blaring out all else. He turned and saw that the scream was coming from Cameron’s open mouth.
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CAMERON BLACKED OUT. When he opened his eyes again, he sensed at once that something was very wrong. Jason, Isis, Everett, all the tattooed Elitions—they were nothing but blurs of diffused light. They were all standing, facing him. He could tell they were speaking, but their words were nothing but a muffled mess of incomprehensible tones. His own tongue felt light with the fluff of foamed, airy sweetness, but when he tried to speak, the words would not come.

He made his way past them, past the campsite, and into a grove of young trees. Something was leading him on, pulling him along as though with a rope. He continued walking until he reached a small mossy pond. There he found a boy who looked about eleven, just before his Passing. The boy was clutching the tiny tattoo of a tree on the back of his arm. He did not look like the other ghosts of figures Cameron had seen back at camp; he was solid and real and glowing. His words cut through the thick air.

“This is where it happened.”

“Where what happened?” Cameron asked.

“Where Ness and I were playing when they found us. We wanted to explore. It is always so boring in the village. They never let us do anything fun.”

Cameron almost laughed. He could have been this boy.

“So we ran away. But the Selpes found us. And now my sister is gone, and I am afraid to go back.”

“Show me,” said Cameron.

He knew he had asked the right thing, for the boy faded out and reappeared on the other side of the pond. A girl the same age with light brown hair stood nearby, drawing ripples on the water’s surface with each dip of her bare toes. She stared at a stack of pebbles on the opposite bank, and they began to buzz softly, then tumbled into the pond.

She turned to her brother. “Lance, maybe we should go back. We’re not supposed to be all the way out here. We’re going to get into trouble.”

“You worry too much, Ness. And I don’t ever want to go back. They don’t teach us to fight or give us the mark.” He brushed his fingers against his smooth face, which had no tattoo. “It’s not fair!”

“They will give us the mark when we are ready.”

“Which they decide,” retorted Lance. “Just like they do everything. Don’t you see, Ness? We’re like prisoners there.”

“Let us free you then, children.”

Cameron turned to find a man in the uniform of a Selpe Diamond Edge. Five additional men backed him up, similarly dressed. The leader stepped forward, passing right through Cameron on his way to the children. It was an eerie feeling.

Ness looked very apprehensive and concealed herself behind her brother, who said in the bravest tone he could muster, “No thank you. We were just leaving.”

“I wasn’t offering, pip-squeak,” said the leader.

“We’re not supposed to talk to strangers,” Ness piped in, her voice a nervous squeak.

“You’re also not supposed to be out here, are you, little lady? There are all kinds of dangerous people around,” the leader replied.

“Ness, run,” Lance whispered to her.

But the Selpes were ready. Ness did not make it five steps before one of them cornered and grabbed her. Lance danced around them, dodging their heavy swipes, and took off at a sprint. As the boy ran, Cameron could feel his own legs begin to freeze up from exertion and his lungs soon felt as though they would explode out of his chest. Finally, when Lance could run no more, he limped back to the pond in the grove.

“But she was gone,” he lamented. “Those rotten Selpes took her. They got her because of me. It was my idea to sneak out, and then I just left her to them.”

“There was nothing you could have done,” Cameron comforted him.

“I should have fought them.”

“And then got captured yourself?”

“Well, would you have just left your sister to be taken?”

Cameron’s pulse jumped. He knew that in Lance’s place he would have stayed and fought, no matter that he could not fight.

“Look, you need to stop beating yourself up over this,” Cameron told him. “And take solace in your own resolve.”

“To what?”

“To take revenge,” Cameron replied.

The boy perked up at the word.

“But for now, you need to return to your village. You need to tell them what happened, so they can rescue your sister. Then, you need to train until your toes and fingers are ready to fall off, so you will someday be ready to take your revenge.”

Lance nodded. “You’re right.”

And then he faded. As his body vanished, the scene around Cameron returned to normal. The grove was gone and the campsite was back, along with all the familiar faces.

“Jason,” Cameron croaked out and collapsed to his knees.

In an instant, Jason was beside him, helping him to his feet. Isis joined them, looking concerned, and she propped his free arm over her shoulder for support. Still unsteady, Cameron walked between them as they led him back to the campsite. They sat him down beside Everett, who offered him a cup of water.

“What did you do to him?” Jason demanded, glaring at Braeden and Delilah.

“Nothing harmful,” Braeden assured him.

“What did you do to him?” Jason repeated, cold fire in his voice.

“It was only a little Fire Root and lemon grass. And a drop of Hestial nectar,” Delilah added.

Jason’s eyes flashed dark, then narrowed. “Are you out of your mind, Braeden? That is a toxic combination.” His tone was cold enough to give Cameron goosebumps. And he wasn’t even on the receiving end of it.

“Not to someone of Cameron’s talents,” insisted Braeden.

“I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Jason. I know he has the power of Memory. He is the power of Memory. The Elite Prior.” Braeden looked to Cameron. “Did you see them? Lance and Ness?”

Cameron nodded, and Jason’s eyes darkened further.

“And where are they?”

Cameron recounted everything: the grove where he had seen the children, the appearance of the Selpes, Ness’s capture, Lance’s remorse. Not seconds from the end of his story, the boy appeared in the village center, his clothes torn and filthy. He shuffled his feet forward, his face both nervous and resolute. Braeden hurried to him, and the rest of the Night Rose Order surrounded him in protective welcome.

“Are you ok?” Jason asked.

Cameron jumped a bit at the words that came from just behind his ear. “Yes.”

Jason stared into his eyes. “Your pupils are still a bit dilated from the drugs, but your eyes appear to be able to focus all right. How’s your vision? Your hearing?”

“Fine. Normal. I guess.”

“Good, then pack up your things. We’re going before Braeden’s cult decides to experiment on you any further.” Jason looked to Isis. “Did you eat or drink anything?”

“No,” she replied. “But I think Everett had some of their smoked rabbit. He looks fine, though.”

“Good. Then let’s move.”

And while their hosts were occupied questioning the missing boy, Jason led them from the camp and through the portal that returned them to the base of the pouring waterfall. It was past midnight, but they did not stop moving until Jason had deemed them far enough from the cult’s doorstep. By then, it was dawn, and they had cleared the Red Woods to look out over Gemma, the first town they would cross at the outskirts of Selpe territory.
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EVERETT KNEW THEY were ill-equipped to deal with the all-too-certain future of hostile attacks. Between the Avans and now the Selpes, their weapon stores were severely diminished, especially as Jason Chanz seemed to take every opportunity to launch knives at enemies in a dance of flamboyant exhibition—yet could hardly be bothered to recover them from the woods. Well, not unless they were his knives. Crazy Elition assassin. Brilliant and capable, yes. But even more so crazy. Those eyes—the blinding black orbs of death—they quite honestly freaked Everett out. And he was not sure he would ever get entirely used to them.

The kids, Cameron and Isis, were of little use in a fight, but Everett thought they ought to carry something to protect themselves. Isis’s current knife was better suited to smearing jam on bread than fighting, and Cameron did not have anything remotely resembling a weapon. All and all, though, Everett had been pleased with the way they had handled themselves.

Unfortunately, weapons did not come free—well, not unless he took up Jason’s suggestion that they break into a Selpe armory and take what they needed. But they had drawn enough attention to themselves without being caught stealing from the Selpes. Which left paying for them as their only option. The problem was they were a bit short on funds at the moment.

So, as always, Everett did what needed to be done and strolled into the town of Gemma that morning, where he took on a job that would buy all the weapons they could ever need. And this job was the reason he was crammed shoulder to shoulder with Jason and Cameron beneath the bushes beside the lake.

“Where is she?” Cameron asked, staring across the water.

“She’ll be here,” Everett assured him. At least, he hoped she would. The sun was already overhead, and the three men who sat eating their meal on the shore would finish their lunch break any minute.

“I see her,” Jason said, pointing to the lake. “There, the ripples.”

Everett wished his binoculars had survived the last Avan attack. He could not see a thing at that distance, but he trusted Jason—or his eyesight, at least. And it was not long before he, too, could make out the steady forward progress of a soft wrinkle on the water’s surface, slithering to shore.

When Isis pulled herself up from the water, she was a sight to behold. Coated in a layer of water, her skin shone slippery and glistened in the sunlight. As she strutted up the shore, droplets fell from her like a million diamond tears. From her hair, long and wet and golden. From her top, cropped and snug and exposing her midriff. From her bikini bottom, tied up in string bows at her hips. From her bare toes, slender and painted red.

Everett felt guilty looking at this almost-child in this way, so he cast his eyes downward. Jason’s gaze remained locked on her, as though he actually almost felt something. Everett wondered what the assassin really thought of their young guide. Could he seriously feel for her, as Cameron seemed to believe? Could he feel anything for anyone, for that matter? He did allow her to drag him around like a wet noodle—ok, a tense but obliging noodle. She was a cute little pixie for sure, but Jason did not seem the type to carry around excess baggage. He already had Cameron to watch over and seemed to care about his sister enough to suffer a detour to check in once in a while. Still, Everett did not think he was ready for the burden of a relationship. Perhaps even less so than Everett himself was.

He shook his head and returned his attention to the shore. The man in the straw hat flicked his companions, one shirtless and one with a shiny bald sunburnt head, with the back of his hand, drawing their attention to Isis. Their mouths curled up in unison grins.

“Hey, sweetheart. What brings you here?” asked Straw Hat, stepping forward.

“I’m lost, I’m sorry to say,” she replied, ringing out her hair so slowly that time seemed to have stopped.

Bare Chest jumped in front of Straw Hat. “Don’t be sorry, darling.”

“We sure aren’t.” Sunburnt Scalp positioned himself in front of the two other men, who were trying to circumvent his extended arms.

“Do you fellows think I could take a look at your map? My navigation unit went dead, so I threw it into lake. And I was so upset I don’t even know where that was anymore.”

“Computers don’t work here,” said Straw Hat as he jumped around Sunburnt Scalp.

“Too close to them Elitions and their creepy Wilderness,” Bare Chest explained, taking her hand.

“Yeah, I kind of forgot.” Isis let out a silly giggle.

“Don’t worry, precious. We’ll help you find your way,” Sunburnt Scalp said as he wrapped his hand around her exposed hip, dangling his fingers dangerously close to the string tie of her bikini bottom.

“You dare be so brash, vermin,” Jason growled under his breath.

Everett thought he looked like he would bolt out of the bushes at any second, charging like a fierce, fanged tiger called to battle. Even Cameron’s fists were clenched. As were his own, Everett was surprised to discover. He decided the little mercenary must have grown on him when he wasn’t looking.

“Don’t do it,” Everett whispered to Jason.

“Do what?”

“We’re not supposed to kill them. Goodman wants there to be no evidence of foul play. That’s why we sent in Isis and not you. Everyone will assume those buffoons just lost the documents.”

Jason said nothing, but it was clear he would have preferred to do things his way.

“So, I think I was here,” Isis said, rocking her hips as she leaned over the map on the men’s table. “But I’m just not sure. Could you boys have a look?”

Everett saw they were looking, all right, but not at the map. Straw Hat pushed the other two out of his way in an attempt to reach Isis first. Bare Chest would not have it, however. He stuck out his foot, and Straw Hat tumbled to the ground. Bare Chest was about to step over him when Sunburnt Scalp kicked him in the shin.

As the three men fought one another for Isis’s attention, she slipped her hand into the canvas bag hung over one of the fold-out chairs and pulled out a leather folder. After a quick glance to make sure the men were still occupied—they were now pushing one another into the lake—she tucked the folder under her arm and ran off into the woods just past the bushes where Everett, Jason, and Cameron had been watching the scene unfold.
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A fire seemed out of place so early in the afternoon, but Isis had really looked cold after her swim in the lake. The trek northward had brought with it cooler winds and wetter days. Isis said it even snowed there in winter, and summer often meant heavy skies that threatened to unleash rain pellets down upon anyone left without a rain jacket and pair of good waterproof boots. It looked particularly foreboding right now. Layered cloud blankets concealed a sun that had shone so proudly just minutes before.

“Why do I always have to seduce the prey?” Isis asked.

“Because you’re the cutest,” Everett told her.

“I don’t know. Cameron is awfully cute,” she countered.

Cameron said nothing, but he turned his red face down.

“But luckily for him, the bikini didn’t fit him,” Everett laughed.

Isis turned over the leather folder in her hands. “You know, seeing that I did all the work to get this, don’t you think I should get the bounty?”

Everett snatched it from her hands. “If only our client knew you.”

“I’m just teasing you, Everett Black. Don’t worry. Your precious money is safe.” Isis rubbed her hands together over the fire.

Kneeling behind her, Jason draped his jacket over her shoulders. She turned her head around, her smile sweet. Steady, unblinking, Jason stared into her eyes, as though he were trying to read something in them.

“How strange,” he muttered.

“What is?” she whispered, enthralled in his eyes.

“You are so silent.”

“Shall I speak up? What would you like to hear? A joke perhaps?”

“No, I meant only that your mind is silent.”

“Oh.” Her lips popped. “Should it not be?”

“Every human—and every Elition too—has a song of the mind, a melody of thought and feeling. Cameron, for instance, is feeling hungry right now.”

Cameron pulled his hand out of his bag, and looked up with a guilty smile.

“Wait—hold up—you can read minds?” Everett almost fell off his tree stump.

“Not exactly. It doesn’t quite work like that. I don’t hear the words of your thoughts, but rather sense the flavor what you are feeling. It is a complicated string of emotions and images, but I have learned to interpret them over the years,” Jason explained. “But I thought you didn’t believe in Elition ‘mysticism’, Everett.”

“I don’t. Or at least I don’t care to know anything about such madness.”

“Tell me about Cameron’s gift,” Isis said.

Jason remained silent, as was typical of him. Everett supposed the assassin thought it made him appear mysterious and aloof. It actually made him annoying.

“Braeden mentioned he is the Elite Prior. And we have witnessed quite impressive feats from him,” Isis prompted.

Jason did not appear pleased at the mention of his cousin. “Yes, somehow Braeden has figured out that Cameron is the Elite Prior. He can hear and see imprints from the past. This is the power of Memory. Priors are valued greatly in the temples of Elitia. It is a rare gift. And a useful one.”

“Sure, if you want to spend your life within the confines of the temple archives.” Cameron’s voice cracked with bitterness.

“Cameron, it is a powerful gift. You just have to pull your head out of the clouds and truly master it. Once you do that, it will serve you,” Jason told him.

“Not as well as your gifts serve you.”

“What else can you do?” Isis asked Jason.

“A few things here and there,” he evaded.

“Is it true you can control objects with your mind? And that you can control people as easily as a puppet master does his dolls?” Everett asked.

“It’s far from easy,” Jason remarked.

“I knew I didn’t want to know.” Everett clamped his lips shut. If only he could do the same with his ears.

“Fascinating,” said Isis. She took his hands. “Could you do me?”

Everett nearly spewed his water out through his nose.

“I’m sorry?” Jason looked uncomfortable. Which was odd for him.

“Can you control anyone’s body?” she clarified.

Jason shook his head. “No, not everyone. Some people have a natural resistance. Some have learned to shield their minds. Some Elitions. Usually other Phantoms.”

“Oh, you’re just being modest. I’ve never known anyone to resist Jason’s power,” Cameron declared. His eyes shone brightly. The kid was actually proud of his hero’s talent for brutality.
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Before sunset, Everett left the others behind and took the muddy path back into Gemma. There the stone buildings were equally muddy, as well as stenciled with accidental fissures in the stone. It was the result of the Selpes’ decision to leave the distant town mainly to its own devices for the past fifty years. Everything in Gemma was one or another shade of grey, which perfectly matched the dreary sky now draped overhead.

Goodman’s house was one of three monstrous villas in town, but even Gemma’s wealthiest man had only managed to pull his head out of the grey long enough to hang the steel blue Selpe flag over his upper balcony. The front courtyard was blanketed in stone blocks, leaving little room for nature to encroach. Where patches of grass had managed to grow, it was stringy and dull yellow. Everett found the entire place downright depressing.

One of Goodman’s bored-looking servants answered Everett’s ring at the gate. The man wore a grey suit. How shocking. He traversed the stone desert courtyard in sluggish steps, then led Everett back to the house at the same dead-slow pace.

Goodman, a tall man with thick arms and an even thicker neck, awaited Everett in his basement study, an expression of eager amusement on his wrinkled face. Unlike many with his disposable income, who collected paintings or rare books or even watches, Goodman appeared to have an appetite for documents. The wall bookcases were stuffed full with binders, and every free piece of floor had been filled with a file cabinet. When Goodman motioned him forward to the thick desk at the back of the room, Everett had to squeeze sideways along the narrow gap.

“Mr. Black. Back so soon?” Goodman asked, his chin resting on his propped hands.

Everett reached into his backpack and retrieved the folder they had stolen. “I have the files you requested.”

“How delightful!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been trying to get my hands on Hart’s sugar cookie recipe for years. It’s been a secret in his family for generations, you see, and he’s been so rude and obstinate in his refusal to share it. But it’s his birthday in a few days, so of course he needs someone to bake his cookies for him, now that his mother is dead. Not that I had anything to do with that. He can’t bake to save his life, you know. I found out he was sending his cronies with the famed cookie recipe to find Gia, who’s the best baker in Gemma, except she doesn’t really live in Gemma, but rather just outside town, past the lake. Kind of a hermit, if you ask me. Very odd trait for a baker, don’t you think? Bakers should be sociable.”

“I see,” said Everett. What else was he supposed to say? It seemed like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a cookie recipe.

“And you found it and brought it to me!” Goodman grinned as he scanned the sheet. “Marvelous. Simply marvelous.”

Everett wondered how much longer he would need to stand there listening to the man’s prattle before he was finally paid.

“Now, I know you’re wondering about your reward,” Goodman began.

His tone was not encouraging.

“But, well, the thing is, this was just a test, you see. I wanted to make sure you were capable before entrusting you with the real job,” Goodman explained. “But the good news is, if you manage to complete this task, which based on your spectacular performance so far I have every confidence you will, then I will triple the promised reward.”

Everett did not like changing terms, and he did not much like Goodman. But the reality was they needed money for weapons and needed it now. They still had weeks and weeks to travel before they made it to the northern reaches of the Wilderness. And then they would have to face a psychotic Elition. If they were lucky. If they weren’t, the boys would be out of their reach and the reward too. Wishing for an encounter with a crazy Elition. That was all kinds of wrong.

Everett turned to Goodman and said, “What do you need me to do?”
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“You are being hoodwinked.”

Everett ignored Jason. It did not matter if it was true. They needed this job. It seemed it took a bit more than ignoring the assassin to silence him, however.

“Wait until dark. Then I will go into town and discuss the matter with this Goodman. He will turn over the money, and then we can stop wasting time we do not have performing silly errands in this Selpe pothole,” Jason said.

“Why wait until dark?” Cameron asked.

“So, he can easily sneak into Goodman’s house unnoticed and slit his throat,” Everett told him.

“Sorry I asked,” murmured Cameron.

“How grotesque. You wouldn’t really do such a thing, would you, Jason?” Isis asked.

“Of course he would, you silly girl,” Everett said. He was the only one there not romanticizing Jason Chanz, and it was downright frustrating. “Or were you so busy making eyes at him that you suddenly forgot what he did for a living? He is an assassin. Do you think they make their money picking flowers and singing songs to woodland creatures?”

Isis sat down on a log, crossed her legs, and looked away. “There’s no need to be mean.”

“Were you really making eyes at Jason?” Cameron whispered to her. Though not softly enough. Everett could still hear.

“Ok, let’s concentrate here,” Everett said. “Goodman is interested in a document regarding something called Project Bellflower. It is in the possession of one of his competitors, a man named Merrit. We are to steal the document from Merrit’s safe, which I’m told he keeps in the wall behind the headboard of his bed.

“Now, Jason, do you think you could get up to the third floor window? That’s where his bedroom is, on the east side of the house.”

Jason tapped the knives strapped to his arms. “It is not a matter of could.”

Of course. It was a matter of would, and Jason would not do it. He was just being stubborn.

Everett turned to Isis. “Fine. Then, it’s up to you. I think you can make it through the front door.”

Isis exchanged glances with Jason. “Sorry, Everett, but I’ve played enough dress up for one day. If you want someone to charm his way through the front door, you will have to do it yourself. I will be busy here ‘making eyes’ at the fire,” she finished, then turned her back on him.

“Cameron?” Everett asked.

“Sure. What do you need me to do?”

Everett sighed with relief. Finally, someone who was not acting like a child.
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They left a silent Jason and a sulking Isis behind at the campsite when they walked into Gemma under the mask of darkness. If looks could kill—and Everett was beginning to realize that Jason’s obsidian stare could—then he teetered dangerously close to death the moment he recruited Cameron into his plan. Jason glared with such iciness that the temperature seemed to plummet ten degrees in the blink of an eye. Still, the assassin did not interfere or protest. Or say anything, for that matter.

Isis’s back remained turned to them. She stared into the fire in perfect silent stillness. It was only when they had reached the edge of the campsite that Everett heard the breezy echo of her whispers. He threw a quick glance behind him. Isis stood opposite Jason, so close they could almost be hugging, speaking in soft, hurried words. Jason set his hand on her shoulder and said something in response. Everett was disappointed he could not make out a single word, but then he decided it wasn’t any of his business anyway. The job was what mattered at the moment.

The villas of Goodman, Hart, and Merrit were positioned at the three ends of town. All three appeared to have been built by the same bored architect. They were nearly identical in every way, right down to the pitifully greenless front courtyards, slate grey fences, and boxy concrete balconies. Merrit, though, had clearly tried to upstage Goodman by hanging his substantially larger Selpe flag from a thick pole planted deep within the stony earth just beside the house. It was so close, in fact, that the rippling flag tickled the floor of the roof terrace.

And that was their way in.

“We need to climb the pole, then hop onto the roof. From there, we can scale down the side to Merrit’s bedroom window,” Everett explained as they stood below the flag pole.

They had hopped the fence, which was a rather pathetic barrier without electricity. For the first time, Everett found himself actually appreciating the Elition Wilderness. The lack of any power there, so close to its feral lands, meant no computers to guide them, no vehicles to drive them, no lights to illuminate their way. But it also meant no searchlights, no security cameras, and no electric fences.

Cameron looked up the pole that seemed to extend to the heavens. “Are you sure about this?”

“You don’t think you can climb it?” Everett teased.

“Of course I can. I’ve climbed worse. I escaped my school fifty-two times, and each time they built the stone wall higher.”

“Weren’t they trying to protect you?” Everett asked.

“And what’s the difference between being imprisoned and being protected?” Cameron posed. “But that doesn’t matter anymore, I suppose. I only meant, are you sure we can make it up the pole, onto the roof, and down to the bedroom without being seen?”

“Merrit is not even here. He and most of his guards left just a few minutes ago for Hart’s estate. I posed as one of Hart’s curriers just before leaving town this evening and invited Merrit to join Hart for a discussion tonight regarding their ‘common problem’. But we must hurry. The walk to Hart’s is short, and it will not take them long to realize this was all a ruse.”

Cameron nodded and began to climb up the flag pole. He was fast. Really fast. He had reached the roof before Everett could even hop onto the pole. They were built for such things, those Elitions. They were like something between a cat and a bird. And as Cameron extended his arm down in assistance, Everett noticed for the first time how muscular the boy was. A cat. Definitely, a cat.

Scaling down the side of the house one floor to Merrit’s bedroom proved very easy. It was detailed with the tacky stone shapes of heads and bodies, which stuck out from the wall like convenient hand and footholds. The bedroom window proved no more of a challenge. Merrit had left his window open and unlocked. He was either too stupid or too arrogant to believe anyone could even dream of breaking into his safe. More than the breeze will be getting in tonight, Everett thought as they swung themselves inside.

Everett really started to get suspicious, however, when he saw that the bed had been pulled back and the safe was wide open. Even more suspicious, the documents marked with big bold letters as ‘Bellflower’ sat on top of the stack of items inside, in clear view. It was as though they had been positioned there to be found.

Everett looked to Cameron, who simply shrugged. It was not the time for this, but he had to know. He snatched the documents, then closed the safe’s latch.

“Go stand behind the door, Cameron,” Everett instructed him.

“Why?”

“Something is not right here. I want to go check it out.”

He waited until Cameron was safely behind the door, then nudged it open. He wanted to take a quick peek into the hallway outside the bedroom, just to allay the sinking feeling in his stomach, but something was holding the door shut. Pushing harder this time, the door crept open, and two guards fell over onto the corridor carpetway, their throats slit and eyes bulging. Everett hopped over their bodies and stepped into the hallway. Looking down into the open gallery below, along the two curved staircases that led downward several floors to the entrance hall, the sight was no better. It was a fresh graveyard of death. The bodies of dead guards were sprawled along the carpeted hallway, down the staircases, and throughout the lower levels. It was nothing but blood and blades and fresh corpses.

“Everett, what are you—whoa!” Cameron stopped as he joined Everett on the landing, staring at the bodies.

“I knew it was too easy,” sighed Everett.

“Are they…dead?”

“I’d imagine all the guards who were left here are by now,” Everett said.

“But how?”

Everett took a closer look at the bodies. They had all died from stab wounds. The knives were unremarkable—thick dark brown handles and generic blades—they could have come from any shop. Upon closer examination, actually, they were unmarked. That was suspicious, and he pointed this out to Cameron.

“So, the killer didn’t want to be found?” Cameron asked.

“Yes, that would be my—” Everett stopped short. His eyes had drifted across a guard face-down at the edge of the staircase, then snapped to the knife lodged in his back. Its handle was nearly identical to the others—but only nearly so. Engraved into the wood was a mark of some sort. Everett squatted down for a closer look. He tilted his head sideways until it was in line with the knife.

Cameron mimicked him. “What is it?”

A small symbol—that of a fat heart crossed by a single line—was etched at the base of the handle. Everett knew that mark. He had seen it before, back on the side of Hart’s ugly stone villa and on the uniforms and weapons of his guards.

“Hart’s mark,” muttered Everett.

“So, this was Hart’s doing?”

Everett shook his head. “No, it doesn’t feel right.”

He surveyed the deathscape again. It was a complete mess. Too much of a mess. And yet too neat. Only the one handle bore Hart’s mark, supposedly overlooked. The others were all perfectly untraceable. It was all staged, set up to be found. It was the work of a professional.

“Damn him,” Everett groaned.

“Who?” Cameron asked.

“Come on. Let’s get going before Merrit gets back. Assuming he gets back.”














16. Dead Bodies

526AX July 26, Gemma







JASON WAS WAITING in the shadows when Everett pulled the bell chime at the gate of Goodman, one of the mob bosses of Gemma. According to Isis, he, Merrit, and Hart had taken their isolation as freedom without consequences. The Selpes did not know that the three men Lord Nolan had appointed as guardians of the border town had taken such liberties with their power. They were constantly at one another’s throats, vying for rewards and continued authority. They showered the visiting Selpe delegates with favors and praise, fighting for scraps from the Selpe Empire’s table that would make them fat and stupid. It was disgusting.

A few minutes later, Everett left the estate, looking pleased yet weary. He must have been paid. Jason crept forward in perfect silence, trailing him closely. He lifted his hand and knocked the Rev upside the head.




* * *
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“As I told you, detective, I was robbed,” Everett explained to a man in a grey uniform as Jason entered the lantern-lit town square with Cameron and Isis on either side of him.

“By whom?” asked the town’s detective.

“I don’t know. He hit me from behind,” Everett said and rubbed the back of his head.

The detective examined the spot, which housed a recent bump, and nodded. “What were you doing leaving the house of Mr. Goodman at well past midnight?”

“He was paying me for a job I did for him.”

“Mr. Goodman’s accursed ‘jobs’!” the detective exclaimed. “And I assume there’s no point in asking what that job was, is there?”

“I keep my clients’ business confidential,” replied Everett.

“Well, would it interest you to know that Mr. Goodman was murdered around the same time you claimed to have left his house?”

“What?” Everett’s mouth hung open.

“And as far as I’m concerned, you were the last person to see him alive.”

“The last person? Wait, you don’t think that I––”

“I’m not sure what to think of you, stranger.”

A second man in a grey uniform stepped up to the detective to whisper into his ear. Across the square, Jason heard every word. “We found the murder weapon in Hart’s basement.”

“Interesting.” The detective looked pleased as he turned his eyes past Everett and scanned the square.

“What is?” Everett asked.

The detective’s eyes stopped on Hart, who was being surrounded by police officers. “It seems you’ve been hiding a bloody mess in your basement.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Hart was a round man with stingy red hair. And he wasn’t a very good liar.

“Merrit was with him when we checked out his house. They appeared to have been arguing,” the other man in grey whispered to the detective.

“Did you look through Merrit’s house as well? You know we’ve been waiting for an excuse to do that for ages.”

“Yes, detective. It was a bloody mess. And we found this.”

Since the two men were no longer whispering, Jason was not the only one who was watching when the man handed the detective a heavy, clinking bag. The detective pulled out a handful of gold coins engraved with a spired crown. Selpe Crowns.

“That’s not mine!” Merrit, the scrawny one, protested.

“It’s mine,” said Everett.

“I’ve seen enough,” the detective said. “Hays, arrest Mr. Hart and Mr. Merrit. Then send a messenger to Port, where they can contact Lord Nolan to have these criminals picked up. I am taking charge of Gemma until they can send us a suitable replacement. No more scoundrels.” He turned to Everett and handed him the bag. “Here you go, Mr. Black. This is yours, but take care to remember that Gemma no longer tolerates criminal activity. Don’t let me catch you taking on any ‘jobs’ here in the future.”

Everett took the bag with obvious relief. “Don’t worry. We will soon be out of here.”

“We?”

“My companions and I,” Everett explained and pointed to where Jason, Cameron, and Isis were standing.

Jason had thought to put on a hat, and the detective looked overwhelmed enough that he didn’t seem to recognize his uncanny resemblance to his wanted posters in the dim lantern light. Still, Jason was tempted to slit Everett’s throat in his sleep for being so dim as to draw attention to them. No, not throat. Maybe something less drastic. Like wrists. That should teach him a lesson without killing him too much.

The detective’s eyes slid from Jason to Cameron to Isis, where they settled for a brief moment. “All right. You do that,” he said and walked away.

Jason motioned Everett over. Before the Rev could take a single step, Merrit struggled free of the men who held him and charged forward just as Hart freed himself as well. No one bothered to stop the two men as they stabbed each other and fell dead to the cold stone ground. The people of Gemma seemed happy to be rid of them, and the detective looked more than a little pleased that he would not have to go through the hassle of deporting them.

Everett looked from the two dead bosses to Jason, to the bag of money, then rubbed the back of his neck. He turned to Jason and glared. “You,” he seethed. “We have to talk.”

“And we will,” Jason assured him. “But let us remove ourselves from the limelight first.”

During the short trip back to camp, Everett steamed and simmered. But it was not until they were all sitting beside the fresh fire Isis had made that he boiled.

“What did you do?!” he demanded of Jason, jumping up.

“I don’t like being crossed,” Jason replied.

“You killed all the guards at Merrit’s house. Opened the window. Unlocked the safe. You murdered Goodman. You attacked me.” Everett massaged his bruise. “You planted the money. The knife. You set this all up.”

“You had a problem, and I took care of it. You still got your money. Cameron was not put in danger. And what does it matter if a few slugs got squashed along the way?”

Everett shook his head and fell back down. “Early tomorrow morning, I’m going into town to buy our weapons, then we’re leaving. There are far too many dead bodies piling up. We have left a graveyard in our wake.”

“They are hardly the first of our journey. You yourself have killed many already,” Jason reminded him.

“Soldiers. It’s different.”

“How?” Jason asked him.

“It just is!” Everett insisted and stuffed a sandwich into his mouth to prevent further discussions.

Cameron reached into Everett’s snack bag and, with a pleading look, took a sandwich for himself. That boy was always hungry.

“I know,” Isis whispered.

“Know what?”

“I know what you did.”

Jason had done many things in his years.

She seemed to read this thought in his eyes. “Here. In Gemma. You asked me before about the town, about the three gang bosses. I told you they were corrupt, that the Selpes would not miss them, that they would make the detective the leader. He is a far better choice.”

“So you said. But he is still Selpe.”

“As far as Selpes go, he is an honorable man. I said as much. I am surprised that you would trust my words. I see you.” She turned her eyes on him. They were soft, and there was depth behind them.

It made Jason uncomfortable, the way she stared at him. He found himself looking away. He could not remember the last time anyone had out-stared him.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Her sweet breath tickled his earlobe as she whispered softly, “I see you for who you truly are, Jason Chanz. You are not cold. You are not cruel. All of this you did tonight, you did to save the town from those corrupt men. Sure, you try to look cold, and most people are fooled, but I see you. And you, Jason, are nothing but a big softy.”














17. The Elition Menagerie
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IT WAS ALL Jason and Everett’s fault that they had wandered back into the Elition Wilderness in the first place. And now they were going in the wrong direction altogether. Everett was still upset that Jason had interfered with his job in Gemma. Or so he claimed. Cameron thought it was his pride that had been wounded when Jason managed to sneak up on him and knock him unconscious, all without a fight. And the very noticeable bump on the back of his head was a constant reminder of this. Cameron had tried to console Everett that this was just what Jason did. He was the most skilled assassin alive. Most people never saw him coming.

But Everett did not appear content to be ‘most people’, so he sulked and ignored Jason. That was, up until Jason tried to interfere with his weapon shopping trip.

“I am going into Gemma alone. You are too conspicuous,” Everett said. He was still so upset that he couldn’t even bring himself to say Jason’s name.

“Everett Black, might I remind you that I was not born yesterday. I have no interest in going shopping with you. I simply wished to remind you of a few items you should take care not to forget.”

“Ceramic herb grinding stick and bowl. Small metal cooking pot with long handle. Jagged-edged vegetable knife, extra sharp,” Everett read from the list in his hands. “Planning on cooking us a gourmet meal?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I need to brew up a little potion, of course,” said Jason.

“A potion now, is it?”

“Yes, a potion,” Jason replied calmly. “Because unless you have been hiding a Prophet amongst the substantial collection of stale sandwiches housed inside your bag, we will need to find some other way to predict precisely when and where our paths will cross Nemesis’s.”

A concealed laugh escaped Isis in the form of an amused snort. Everett looked at her, then Jason, sternly. He did not share in their little joke, it seemed.

“If I take an Accentuating Serum, I can probably manage,” Jason finished. 

Cameron knew Jason was no Prophet. This was dangerous magic. Would the serum even be enough to bestow the power upon him?

“I can do this, Cameron,” Jason said in reassurance to his unspoken doubts. “Water we have aplenty, but I will need a few things. Fire Root. Tinctura. Nymphean Clover.”

“Nymphean Clover? But won’t that—”

“Yes, Cameron, but it’s the only way. Only with this knowledge will a trap have any chance of snaring Nemesis.”

Isis looked at them, her eyes curious. “There was some Fire Root back down the path aways. And Nymphean Clover by the stream,” Isis told Jason. “But Tinctura, I don’t know. That root isn’t native to this area.”

Jason no longer seemed surprised of all Isis knew of Elitia. He nodded, then looked at Cameron. “What do you think?”

“We could try to find some purple-spotted toadstools. Their roots produce an effect quite similar to that of Tinctura,” Cameron said.

“Very good,” replied Jason. “Now get to it, you two. I will meet up with you once I have obtained the supplies in Gemma.”

“Excuse me,” Everett spoke up. “But could you not do this later? We are on shaky ground here as it is, and it’s not like any of us are friends to the Selpes.” He looked at Isis. “Well, they’re not after you. Perhaps, I should send you into town instead.”

Before Isis could speak, Jason said, “No, I need her here. Or do you know Fire Root from a dandelion?”

“You have Cameron,” Everett pointed out.

“I need them both,” Jason stated. “You go get your weapons. I will procure some refining supplies. And they will go through the woods to find me my ingredients.”

“I still don’t see why you can’t do this later.”

“Because, Everett, there won’t be very many towns along our path. In case you haven’t noticed, the Wilderness is not filled with shops. So unless we raid an Elition temple, there will be nowhere else to find supplies,” he said. “But, most of all, I need to make the serum now so I can acclimate to it gradually. If we’re lucky, Nemesis chose the path along the Wasteland, and it has slowed her down. Still, time is short. If I wait to make the serum until we are positioned to find Nemesis, it could very well kill me.”

“Jason, I don’t think—” Cameron began once again.

“I’ll be fine. Trust me,” Jason assured him and set off on the back path into Gemma.

But Cameron could not be reassured. In addition to the risk that Jason had mentioned, that the potion could kill him outright if made too strong too quickly, there was the problem of the Nymphean Clover. It subdued the gifts of an Elition Phantom—those who, like Jason, possessed the gift of Vision. With his abilities hindered, would Jason be able to fight? Would he even be able to function?

Isis was eyeing him strangely. Certainly, it was possible her knowledge of Elition chemistry went that deep, but Cameron was not about to volunteer the information that Jason would be weakened, no matter how much they all liked her.

“Shall we get going?” she asked him.

“Yes, let’s start with the Fire Root you saw,” Cameron decided.

Side-by-side in silence, they walked deeper into the woods. They had not traveled far before Cameron could no longer stand the burden of his own worrisome thoughts. He needed a distraction.

“Have you been out here long?” he asked Isis.

Her eyes twinkled. “Awhile.”

“All alone?”

“Yes.”

One-word answers. Great. This would never distract him. He wondered if she would prefer Jason’s company to his. At least, she seemed more chatty around him.

“Well, I have guided others, of course.” It was as though she had heard his thoughts and did not want to make him feel bad. Or maybe it was this woman’s intuition thing he had heard about. “But in the end, when it all comes down to it, I am alone.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “Don’t be. That’s just how life has turned out for me. Maybe it was simply meant to be.”

“Like destiny?”

“I don’t believe in destiny.”

“Why not?”

“For the same reason you don’t, Cameron.”

Did she know him so well? “I don’t like to feel I have no control over things,” he said.

“Precisely.”

“But I sometimes wonder,” he began.

Isis looked at him and waited.

“There are all these prophecies. And they come true too.”

“Sometimes, maybe. But are they set in stone? And do they come true because they were meant to be or because they were prophesied?” she posed. “The way I see it, you can either be a slave to prophecy or the master of it.”

“But what Delilah said—” he recalled, then stopped. Why am I sharing this?

“About your sister?”

“How did you—”

“I pay attention.” She gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Terra Cross is your sister, isn’t she?”

“Did Jason—”

“No, he is clearly far too consumed to share his obsession.”

“Then how do you know about Terra?”

“I have heard things of Elitia’s lost princess. And as I said, I pay attention. Jason spoke to that priest at Sequoia. The sheer determination on his face was unmistakable.”

“Terra is my twin,” he told her. There was something about her expression that compelled him to confide in her.

“And yet Jason is more obsessed with finding her than you yourself are?”

“I do want to find her. But I never really knew her, not as Jason did. I was abducted from my family when I was just a year old. They think it was the Avans, but no one is sure. I was found years later by a weird old Elition called Shade and brought to the village where Jason lives,” he explained.

“One of the hidden villages to which the Elitions of Pegasus fled a decade ago,” she said.

Cameron looked at her in surprise. She knew of Terra Cross and the new home of Pegasus refugees. That was knowledge only Elitions, some human rulers, and a few spies possessed. She sure wasn’t some human aristocrat, and she didn’t look Elition. Maybe half Elition? A half-Elition spy? Cameron really hoped she wasn’t a spy. Jason would kill her.

“This is it,” Isis told him.

She bent over and dug her fingers into the dirt, sifting through it until she reached the Fire Root. She pulled out several thick, gnarled stalks and handed them to him.

“As you may have noticed, I know a thing or two about Elitia,” she said as they walked down to the stream. “And the location of the secret village of famed assassin Jason Chanz is a most intriguing mystery. What is it like?”

“I left it seven years ago and only visit for a week here and there when school is out, but it is a nice place. Far more interesting than my school at Black Moss, way out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Jason didn’t like that I was sneaking out constantly.”

“But you still sneak out of school,” she pointed out.

“Yes, well, I was hoping they would realize that too. And send me back to Eclipse.”

“Eclipse,” she repeated softly. The word whistled through her lips. “And where is it?”

Cameron thought her curiosity felt innocent enough, but he could take no chances. Especially if she really was a spy.

“You don’t want to tell me.” She smiled.

“Sorry. I would, but it’s not really my secret to tell.”

“The Nymphean Clover,” she said and pointed to a patch of pale blue and pink clover flowers growing beside the riverbank.

Cameron picked the clovers and stashed them inside the second of three metal tins in his backpack. “The purple-spotted toadstools should be around here somewhere. They like dampness, but also sun.”

“The opposite bank, perhaps?” she suggested.

Cameron nodded. There were no immediate trees to block out the sunlight on the other side of the stream.

They took off their shoes and waded through the water. It came only halfway to his knees, but it bit at Cameron’s skin like icy fangs. He was glad to step out onto the opposite bank and dry his feet against the warm, sunlit grass. Isis sat down to flick her toes through the grass blades, and Cameron mimicked her.

“I really am sorry, you know. It’s not that I don’t trust you.”

Isis smiled at him. “Don’t worry about it, Cameron. It’s just been a small curiosity of mine for awhile now, trying to figure out where the great Jason Chanz resides. His movements seem to defy reason. I guess this mystery will have to remain unsolved, at least for now.” She paused. “Why is Jason looking for your sister?”

“Jason thinks she’s in danger. She is a very powerful Prophet, you see. And he believes many would imprison her and force her to see for them if they knew where she was. He swore he would never let them take her. He promised his parents. He promised her. He would spend his whole life protecting her, if he had to. I think he would even sacrifice himself for her.”

“He is a good friend,” Isis commented.

“I think it goes beyond friendship,” he told her.

She gave him a curious look.

“Our families were great friends long ago, before the people of Pegasus split from Elitia. And Jason and Terra were inseparable, I am told. Even when things went very wrong and our families would no longer speak to each other, he held onto his friendship with her. I think he loves her. Not romantically, I mean.” The thought of Jason and romance almost made him laugh. “But not quite like a friend, or even a sister. It’s hard to explain. They haven’t even seen or spoken to each other in ten years, and they were very young back then—but it’s just this feeling I get whenever he speaks of her. I know it must sound weird.”

“Not so weird,” she muttered. “Sometimes people can never let go of their old lives, much as they should. That’s why I don’t mind so much being alone. It’s easy to be alone.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” Cameron said. “You are with us.”

She stood up and extended her hand to him. “But for only so long as we need one another. Cameron, I like you, but you should realize now that as soon as Everett completes his job, he will waste no time in sending me away.” She stopped. “Is that it?”

Cameron followed her finger down to a patch of purple-spotted toadstools and nodded. “Then you can come with Jason and me. I’m done with Black Moss anyway. We can all go to Eclipse together,” he offered.

“As tempting as you know that is to my curiosity, I think I would be quite out of place there.”

“With Jason, and me, too, as your friend, no one would dare send you away, even if you’re not Elition,” he assured her, digging his fingers into the soil.

“Friend,” she said softly, as though she were testing the taste of it on her tongue.

But before either of them could speak another word, the ground gave out beneath their feet, and they plummeted down a most unnatural tunnel.




* * *
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Thick, thorned roots broke their jolted fall—and scratched their arms and faces. Isis was already on her feet before Cameron could even look around. High above them, the exit to the shaft they had tumbled down shone smooth and metallic. The weave of roots appeared more planned than naturally occurring. As Cameron looked up, he realized it was the net to the trap, and they were the prey. But who was the hunter?

Pulling him to his feet, Isis said, “Come on, Cameron. Let’s get going—quickly. We don’t want to linger here too long.”

“Oh, but you really must. You are both invited to dinner,” said a voice.

They turned to find that the narrow tunnel before them was blocked by a man so tall he had to stoop over to avoid bumping his head on the ceiling. The men that stood in wait on either side of him were all at least a head shorter. Cameron thought they looked like Avan soldiers, but their uniforms were a bit different somehow.

The man extended his hand to them, a wide grin shining on his face. “My name is Vib. Gregory Vib. And I am so very pleased to meet you.”

“Well, we seem to have made a wrong turn and fallen down here. We’re very sorry to have intruded,” Cameron said, trying to remain calm even as his eyes fell on the very enormous gun in each Avan’s hand.

Vib lifted his lantern up to Cameron’s face, and his eyebrows arched, cresting the upper frames of his heavily tinted glasses. He was wearing shaded glasses. In a cave. Right.

“Remarkable eyes of white-blue. Stunning white-gold hair. What a gorgeous Elition specimen.”

Cameron felt himself withdraw under Vib’s microscope. He looked as though he were salivating before a much anticipated dinner.

Isis grabbed Cameron’s hand and said, “Come on, Cameron. Let’s go.”

“And what do we have here?” Vib turned the light on her. This time, though, rather than excitement, his eyebrows fell and his smile waned. “Oh, my dear, you’re not a very remarkable Elition, I’m afraid.”

“That’s because she’s not Elition,” Cameron said.

“Oh,” was Vib’s curt response. He looked to the Avan soldiers and flicked his hand to wave them forward. “Well, no matter. She is welcome to join us. Is she your girlfriend, by chance, you delectable young Elition boy?”

“Um, no,” Cameron said, convinced more and more with each passing moment that Vib wanted to eat him.

“A friend?”

“Yes,” Cameron said as Isis stomped down hard on his foot. When he looked at her, she was shaking her head.

“Wonderful, then, it’s settled!” He clapped his hands together with a happy click. “You are both guests at my very special dinner party.”

Cameron looked from the Avans’ guns to Isis, whose head gave a subtle tilt. They had no choice. But Cameron knew Isis was clever, especially when it came to her own survival. From the way her eyes stared forward, she was already devising a plan for their escape. At least, he hoped she was.




* * *
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“Please, take a seat,” Vib said as they entered a large, open lounge area.

Though they were still underground, the room was well-lit from the angled windows on every wall, which served to usher in warm sunlight. The floors, finished with smooth planks of dark wood, felt almost Elition in design, as did the form of the overall room itself. But everything else was like nothing Cameron had ever seen. The puffy seats of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple—and every shade in between. The shaggy, multicolored rugs. The bizarre, splotched paintings of human-like shapes on the walls, each dominated by a particular color. The best description Cameron could come up with was that a rainbow had vomited all over the room and its furnishings.

Upon each seat reclined a really odd Elition. A woman with pale pink eyes and violent ruby-red hair, swept up into a large cone-shaped bun, was sprawled out on a long, yellow sofa. She was clothed in a fire-red unitard with artistic holes cut into the fabric at the shoulders, hips, and various other junction parts of her body. She sat motionless, propped up against the sofa arm by her elbow. Her feet rested on the lap of the Elition man sitting beside her. He had spiky tangerine-orange hair styled up into a wave. His eyes, too, were unusual—a light white-orange shade—and his similarly-cut unitard was colored to match.

Over a dozen Elitions, each one dominated by a different shade, were positioned like statues on seats throughout the lounge. There was the lemon-haired, vanilla-eyed girl, who could not have been more than twelve, still and lifeless. The purple woman’s long hibiscus hair rippled through the air as the chandelier from which she dangled upside down swung back and forth overhead. The green-eyed, green-haired woman resembled a plant more than a human, and she was posed like one too. And then there was the man with iridescent blue hair and midnight blue eyes. Cameron thought he caught the hint of a smirk on his otherwise expressionless face.

“This is creepy,” Cameron whispered to Isis.

“They’re not even moving. You can barely see them breathe,” she whispered in response.

“That one, the blue guy. He’s staring at me.”

“Sapphire,” Vib said with a stern click of his tongue.

The blue man turned his head just enough that he was now looking away from Cameron.

“This is just not right,” Isis whispered into his ear.

“Well, then.” Vib spread his arms wide. “Welcome to my menagerie.”

Cameron and Isis exchanged wide-eyed glances.

Vib took the puffiest seat, one of lime green. It clashed horribly with his deep purple overcoat. “Sit,” he growled, wiping the sweat from his perfectly hairless head. Filtered sunshine danced and sparkled against his bald scalp.

Isis took Cameron’s hand, and they squeezed onto a narrow, lilac-colored sofa opposite him.

“Marvelous,” Vib said, beaming once again. “Now, where were we? Ah, of course. Refreshments. Opal! Pearl! Come here, dears.”

Cameron could not help but stare at the two Elition women who approached them, each carrying a serving tray. They were like two opposites of the same person. One had deep ebony skin with beautifully contrasting, straight, white hair that fell to her hips, and eyes that sparkled violet. The other was the opposite: ivory skin with jet-black hair, also straight and hip-length, and vivid emerald-green eyes.

Even their clothes were the reverse of each other. The violet-eyed Elition wore a form-fitting, mesh-thin, halter-top dress of pale purple, studded with thousands of tiny purple rhinestones that made her sparkle in the sunlight. The dress extended only halfway down her thighs, and she wore matching knee-high boots, also covered completely in rhinestones. The emerald-eyed Elition’s dress and boots were identical, but the material was dark green and the rhinestones a pale lime.

“This is Opal.” Vib gestured his left hand toward the emerald-eyed woman, who wore a necklace of alternating black and white opals. “And Pearl.” His right hand indicated the violet-eyed woman. She, too, wore a necklace, but of black and white pearls.

“What is this?” Isis gasped in shock.

“Opal and Pearl are my favorites,” Vib declared. His body was perched forward toward Cameron, eyeing him with greedy fervor. “Though, you, my boy. I could do wonders with you. A little bit of Sunshine Serum would do the trick, I think. Such perfection.”

Isis leaned forward to block Cameron from him. “You stay away from him.”

Vib relaxed and fell back into his seat. “No need to get snappy, girl.” He looked her over. “Has anyone ever told you that you are very pretty for a human? It’s a real shame you’re not Elition. The physical enhancements would have made you as spectacular as your friend here. Are you by chance half Elition? I wonder if I could attempt a crossbreed. I’ve never mixed a full Elition with a half…” His voice trailed off as he fell into contemplation.

“Vib, don’t get any weird ideas now.”

A man Cameron was most unhappy to recognize had just entered the room. It was the Avan spy from Lear, the man they had drugged and dropped into bed with his Selpe counterpart. As his eyes honed in on Isis, Cameron felt her hand clench up in his.

“Your superiors pay me to come up with ‘weird ideas’, Corse,” Vib said.

“Vib, do tell me. How did these lovely creatures find their way into your nest?” asked Morton Corse, his eyes still locked on Isis.

Vib stood up and stepped in front of Cameron. “He’s mine. You stay away.”

“The boy? Vib, I have no interest in your new Elition pet.” Corse cackled. “But the girl, on the other hand…”

“Yes, yes. She’s all yours.” Vib breathed out in relief.

“No!” Cameron shouted as two Avan soldiers pulled Isis up.

“Be silent, boy,” Corse snapped.

He brushed his finger lightly down Isis’s face. She stared at him with brave defiance. Blocked by a fence of Avan soldiers, Cameron was trembling more than she was.

“Now, my dear, exactly what are you and your boyfriend doing here?” Corse asked.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Isis said in monotone.

“That’s not what it looks like to me.” Corse pointed to Cameron, who was attempting to topple the barricade of soldiers by pushing against them with as much force as he could muster. “You, there, Elition boy!”

“Corse,” Vib hissed in warning.

“Claws away, Vib. I won’t touch your precious pet. But this lovely girl—”

Corse grabbed ahold of Isis’s sleeve and gave it a violent tug. A sharp screech cut through the air as the fabric ripped. He leaned over and licked his tongue from her bare shoulder all the way up her neck. Cameron’s fists clenched as Isis trembled in angry disgust.

“Oh, would you like to watch, boy?” Corse sneered.

Cameron heard a whistle and a thump. He had not even blinked, and Jason was suddenly standing there, pressing a knife to Corse’s throat.

“Release her,” Jason growled.

Corse was far less haughty with a blade hard against his neck. His entire body rippled with uncontrolled tremors. His hand sprang open. Isis rubbed his saliva off of her neck, then kicked him in the shin.

“You bitch!” he growled and stumbled forward to grab her.

But Jason held him steady. “You watch your mouth. That’s no way to speak to a lady. You know who I am, I trust.”

“Marvelous!” exclaimed Vib, bouncing on the sofa as he clapped his hands.

Corse ground his teeth together but said nothing.

Jason flicked the point of his blade across Corse’s cheek, cutting a narrow slit into the skin. “I said, you know who I am.”

“Jason Chanz,” he uttered.

“Then I will assume my reputation precedes me.” Still holding his knife to the Avan spy, Jason looked to Cameron and Isis. “You two, get out of here. Head down the tunnel, turn right at the end, and it will lead you above ground.”

The Avan soldiers were swaying, as though they would strike at any moment. The statuesque Elitions remained still, but they had all turned their eyes on Vib. Opal and Pearl had moved in front of him like a shield. Cameron wondered why these seeming prisoners were protecting Vib, their jail keeper.

“But Jason,” Isis breathed.

“We can’t leave you,” Cameron protested.

The Avans had begun to advance slowly.

“I can take care of myself. Go!” Jason commanded them.

Isis stared at him for a moment before snatching Cameron’s hand and pulling them both toward the exit. As they left the room, Cameron saw Vib’s Elitions spring to life and form a circle around Jason, encasing him. Cameron’s feet sped forward in mindless strides, one after the other. Had Isis not been dragging him along after her, he did not think he could have taken a single step.

“He will be ok,” she said. She seemed to be reassuring herself more than him.

Cameron found himself unable to form words, so he simply nodded. Those Elitions were so strange. Vib had spoken of breeding. Had he bred them as one would pets? The thought made him sick. There was something very wrong and very unnatural about them all.

They reached the end of the hall, and Isis pushed the door open. Sunlight flooded the tunnel behind them, pouring over the Avan soldiers at the far end. Isis threw the door shut, and they stepped outside, feeling the jolt of a portal as they moved. She grabbed Cameron’s hand once again, and took off running even faster than before. They tore through the forest at top speed, snapping fallen twigs as they sprinted forward. Cameron did not know where they were going, but Isis seemed to.

“Don’t look back,” she told him.

“I can hear them. They are close,” he said.

“Don’t look back,” she repeated and shot forward.

With their quickened pace, they seemed to have lost the Avans. For now. Cameron could still hear the grinding thump of their heavy boots against the ground. He exchanged glances with Isis, and they both grinned. Her hair had come loose and rippled in the breeze. He found it so hypnotic, that he did not realize his feet were teetering on the slippery edge of a waterfall until her arm caught him. It was a long drop down.

“I’ve got you, Cameron,” Isis assured him. “Just back up slowly.”

They retreated to a safe distance.

“They are still coming,” Cameron said. “They are close.”

“Yes,” she replied, then looked over the waterfall’s edge.

“Jump?”

“No place to hide, and they are too close for us to go back.”

“Can you make it?” he asked her.

“Can you?” she parried with a grin.

He had no chance to respond, for she squeezed down on his hand and jumped, sending them both over the edge. The fall shot an unexpected rush of energy through him. It was so exhilarating that Cameron wondered why he had not tried it before. Isis grinned at him. Clearly, she was enjoying herself just as much as he was.

When they hit the water’s surface, it was like breaking through a wall. The ice-cold water enveloped him, chilling through his chest to his lungs, and Cameron felt the high of the thrilling fall slowly freeze out of him. He pushed himself back above water and found Isis beside him.

“This way,” she said as she took off swimming to the edge of the wide pool. Her long hair floated atop the water’s surface, forming a stream of gentle ripples behind her.

Soaked through, they trudged uphill through thick underbrush and made their way back to camp. When they finally reached it, Everett was waiting beside the fire for them.

“Are you all right? What happened? We found your bag.” He indicated Cameron’s backpack, which was open, showing the plants they had collected. “But you two were nowhere to be seen. Jason said he had located the underground building, and he went inside to look for you. Where is he?”

“Still back there,” Cameron replied, his voice unsteady.

“He will be ok,” Isis said, but she no longer sounded as confident. In fact, she sounded guilty. “He has to be.”

“There’s nothing you could have done,” Cameron told her.

Isis bit her lip and turned her head down. She trudged to the other side of the fire and sat on the ground. Propping her arms against her raised knees, she closed her eyes and was silent.

“What happened to you?” Everett asked Cameron.

“Captured by Avans,” Cameron said. It was hard to speak.

“And Isis?” he asked, pointing at her bare shoulder.

“Dirty Avan tore off my sleeve. And this is my only shirt,” she complained.

“I’ll buy you a new one,” Everett assured her.

“Will you buy me new skin too?”

Everett looked at her in confusion.

“He licked her. Again,” explained Cameron.

“He who?” Everett’s eyes lit up in understanding. “It was the Avan from Lear again, wasn’t it? Maybe I really should have ended him.”

“Already taken care of,” said Jason’s voice.

Cameron rushed forward to him as Isis jumped up. Jason’s clothes were ripped and he had numerous cuts across his body. Though they were already healing, he had never looked so battered.

“Looks like we’ll need to buy you new clothes as well,” commented Everett, looking over his shredded ensemble. “What happened?”

“Jason, are you all—”

“I’m fine, Cameron.”

“Did those weird Elitions—”

“We’ll discuss this later,” said Jason. “Now, eat something, so we can continue on. I don’t want to risk spending the night here.”

Cameron sat down beside Everett, and they pulled out several sandwiches to pass around. Jason took a seat on the log behind Isis, who was still staring wide-eyed at him.

“Aren’t you going to sit?” he asked her.

Still silent, she sat down next to him and took a long gulp from her tea canister. Jason caught the two sandwiches Everett had thrown him and offered one to her. She unwrapped it and began to nibble on the edge, but her eyes remained on him.

Finally, she reached her hand across him and brushed her finger along a tear in his sleeve. “They hurt you.”

He caught her hand. “Just a few minor cuts. I’ll be fine. I heal fast.”

She retracted her hand slowly, then turned back forward and stared blankly at the fire. They finished their sandwiches in silence. When hers was gone, Isis took another gulp from her canister, then shifted her body toward Jason.

“You saved us. You saved me,” she breathed. “That man. Who knows what he would have tried to do.”

“I think his intentions were all too obvious,” Jason said. “And I would never let him touch you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered and, with their gazes still locked, kissed his cheek.
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THEY HAD TRAVELED nearly a week in the Selpe Empire, moving from the territory of Ironwood into the territory of Horncreek. The days had passed without incident, but Jason did not think their luck would hold. Though it was still summer, cool northern winds meant it looked reasonable for Everett to be dressed in the thick leather jacket which covered his telltale tattoo. Cameron and Jason wore hats to cover their conspicuous hair. The foggy mornings and rainy afternoons left visibility so low anyway; as long as they averted their eyes from any passing travelers, they could continue along unnoticed. Not that they had met a single soul on the road. And that, Jason knew, was the real reason for the ease of their voyage. After all, how long could a party consisting of an infamous Elition assassin, a Rev mercenary, an Elition magnet for trouble, and their pretty pigtailed guide go unnoticed?

The hilly terrain had staggered their progress, but not as much as the rain. It was an hour after sundown when they made camp beside an overflowing stream. There was no decent cover in sight, but for once the downpour had abated in time for supper. A gentle wind parted the clouds, unmasking the rising full moon.

Everett plunked down his heavy pack. Rolling his shoulders back a few times, he declared, “I’m heading over to the town we saw about ten minutes back.”

“Why?” Cameron asked.

“For supplies.”

“You will find little of interest there,” Jason warned him. “It was hardly more than a hovel in the hill.”

“Be that as it may, I am going. I’m looking for food, and they should have that. We ran out of sandwiches days ago, and—no offense,” he began, throwing a look Isis’s way. “But I am tired of nothing but berries and undercooked hare.”

“Suit yourself,” she replied with a shrug. She threw down her own pack then began piling fallen branches at the camp’s center.

Isis had been responsible for the berries, but not the hare. Jason was their designated hunter.

“The lands here have been picked dry of large game. Rabbits are all that are left,” he said.

Everett raised two very skeptical eyebrows. “Jason, your idea of cooking meat is to show it to the fire and call it done.”

“You humans overcook your meat,” he observed.

“Isis doesn’t even eat any,” Cameron commented with a smile. She always gave her portion to him.

As Isis dumped another armful of branches into the already enormous pile, Jason had to admire how quickly she worked. She wiped her hand across her forehead and took a long gulp from her tea canister. Then she looked at them.

“I don’t often eat meat. I can’t abide how it gets caught between my teeth,” she declared.

It was said so solemnly that Everett and Cameron immediately burst into laughter. Even Jason found himself biting back a smile. She was cute. Too cute for comfort.

“Thank you for that. And on that cheerful note, I’m off.” Everett slapped her lightly on the back as he headed back down the trail. He paused for a moment and called back, “I should be back within the hour.”

After he left, they stood in silence for a moment before Isis continued making her firewood rounds. As Cameron sat down to arrange the wood she had collected, Jason retreated through the patchy grove of fire-eaten trees and young saplings. He sat down upon a rippled rock beside the gurgling stream and closed his eyes. He heard the crinkle of wind through the sun-dried leaves and the splatter of water stepping down granite steps. Blocking out all but the soothing woodland sounds, Jason felt his body relax.

But when the strain of keeping his senses on guard was gone, his mind was free to dwell on other matters. Inevitably, it turned to Terra. He remembered seeing her for the first time as a bald, pink baby with round fingers. He saw her, a six-year-old, now with long, wild, free-flowing hair of pale gold. Jason was embracing her, for her mother had just been killed, and tears streamed down her cheeks like waterfalls. He saw her half a year later, trembling as she set a pendant into his hands before being escorted off by her father. Just a few months later was the last time they had seen each other. He could still feel the weight of her hands, clenching his, holding on as long as she could before being yanked away from him. King River had torn them apart. Even after a decade, Jason could not forget this—nor could he forgive.

“Terra,” he muttered.

“What did you say?”

Jason looked up to find Isis beside him. Once again, he had not heard her approach. His mind had become too full of late—too distracted.

“Nothing. Just thinking,” he replied. “What are you doing here?”

“Just collecting some more firewood,” she told him, nodding toward the sticks of wood piled high in her arms. “Cameron is trying to start the fire, but it’s proved more of a challenge than he’d anticipated.”

Jason jumped up and walked with haste back toward the campsite. “You left Cameron alone with combustibles?” he asked her.

“You really don’t give him enough credit, you know. He’s more capable than you think,” Isis said.

“He is far too capable of setting things on fire.”

At that, they heard a “whooaa!” erupt from the campsite. Jason broke into a brisk jog. Isis kept up easily, just as he had expected. Her time in the wild—however long that had been—had made her as fit a human as he had ever met. Sure, she looked small and skinny, but he could see the lean muscle beneath her fitted clothes. Her new black shirt showed that off better than the old green one. Were she not so hopeless with a weapon, she would have been downright dangerous. Maybe he’d train her. They’d make great partners.

You don’t have a partner, his mind told him. You are a cold-blooded assassin and you work alone. For good reason.

“You don’t know Cameron as well as I do,” Jason told Isis.

“I know him well enough,” she countered.

There was no point in arguing with her further. As they jogged back to the campsite side-by-side, Isis turned her head and shot him a grin. Despite himself, Jason smiled back, and that smile erupted into a low laugh when she nearly collided with a tree. Unfazed, Isis swooped her head around a low branch and gracefully grapevined around the trunk. She ended her dance by bowing down until she was seated upon a tree stump beside Cameron. In front of them, the flames crackled along wood sticks.

Isis turned to Jason, an I-told-you-so plastered on her cheerful, smiling face.

Cameron looked at them, then held out two plates of steaming meat. Looking very pleased with himself, he said, “Supper is served.”

Jason took his plate and began to chew. The meat was crispy black on the outside and still bloody on the inside. Actually, it was not half as bad as he had feared. He sat down beside Isis. The stump was so wide that they both fit, if not snugly. He was quite aware that her leg was pressed up against his.

Isis leaned over and looked up at him with a teasing grin. “What are you looking at, stone eyes?”

“You, pigtails,” he retorted. “I thought you didn’t like how it got stuck between your teeth.”

“For Cameron’s cuisine, I shall make an exception.” She beamed at Cameron as she took a big bite of the burnt strip.

The charcoal aftertaste did not seem to bother her, but then who knew how well her taste buds functioned. Not as sensitive as an Elition’s, that was for sure. Cameron took a bite, and the shock of his own cooking sent him into coughing convulsions.

“What are you thinking, Jason?” Isis asked, patting Cameron hard on the back.

That your shirt is distracting, especially the way it shows off a hint of your bellybutton. “Just wondering when our resident Rev will return,” he replied, pushing thoughts of Isis’s bellybutton and Cameron’s cooking aside. He was being ridiculous.

“Right now,” Everett announced with a grin. He looked very pleased about something.

“Did you find your sandwich supplies?” Cameron asked, feeding his dinner to the flames.

“Yes, and something even better. Take a look at this!” Everett shook the frayed parchment in his hand with excitement.

Jason’s eyes honed in on the thick black block letters at the top, which promised a reward of one hundred thousand Crowns, a sum so generous that short of his own wanted poster, he had not seen its equal before. Whatever the job was, it was no joke.

“A missing person’s case,” Everett said. “I tend to avoid jobs tacked to bulletin boards. They’re usually too dangerous. This one seems ok, though. We might have some competition for the reward—which is phenomenal, by the way—but they’ll run off as soon as they catch sight of our scary assassin.”

Jason scanned for the person. He had to be very valuable. The reward to save Hayden and Ian Selpe, heirs to the Selpe Empire was not even half of that.

“We’ll be looking for an Elition boy who has been missing for sixteen years. Sorin Storm, son of the high king. Seventeen years old…”

Jason and Cameron exchanged loaded glances. Jason set his hand on Cameron’s shoulder and stepped forward to get a better look at the parchment. A reward for an Elition in Selpe currency. Jason had long wondered when their desperation would finally drive them to that. Sixteen years without a single lead must surely have frustrated the Selpes to no end.

“Now, I think we should—” Everett began, only to be cut short by Isis.

“What are you doing, Everett?” she demanded, hands planted on her hips.

Jason turned to her in surprise. Appreciative surprise.

“What do you mean?” the Rev asked.

“You already have a mission to find Hayden and Ian Selpe,” she reminded him in sharp, clipped tones.

“But this one is worth—”

“I don’t care what it’s worth. You took on this job first. You must see it through to its completion before running off after other treasures.”

“Well, what do you know. A thief with a code of honor,” he muttered.

“As I have told you before, I am no thief. I am a guide. Your guide. And if you want to continue receiving my help, you will stick to the task at hand. I am staying out of Selpe-Elition conflicts, and you would do best to do the same,” she told him.

“Who said anything about Selpes?”

“She’s right, Everett,” Jason stepped in. “You’re a smart man. Think. Why would the reward for an Elition boy be offered in Selpe currency? And what makes him so valuable that the reward is twice that of rescuing the two Selpe heirs from forty Avan soldiers and a mad Siennan? You want to stay clear of this one.”

“And what about you? Care to throw in your opinion as well?” Everett asked Cameron.

Cameron jumped a bit in his seat, which was to be expected after all. He bit his lip, then stammered out, “Sounds like messy business.”

“Well, aren’t you all a bunch of party poopers!” declared Everett with an agitated twitch of his head. “Here I thought I was bringing in the prospect of great wealth, and you shoot it down. I had thought we could work together on this and all share in the reward. Well, fine then.” He folded the parchment neatly and tucked it into his jacket’s inside pocket. “I won’t pursue it. Not just yet. The matter is only shelved, not dropped. And when I do take on this mission, I’ll do it alone. The reward will be mine and mine alone.”

He then tossed them each a wrapped sandwich and sat down so hard upon his stump that he nearly slipped off.
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The sky was bright and clear the next day. After days of heavy downfall and fog, the sun was a nice change. Jason would trek through the rain if he had to, but even he was not immune to the aggravation of wet socks. He just hid it better than Cameron, who had been trudging along under showering skies for the past week with a sulking face. Everett, too, appeared demotivated by the weather. Only Isis was unchanged. Jason did not think any amount of rain or snow could dampen her spirits. She had simply glided along beside him, throwing occasional flirtatious grins his way. Jason bit back the smiles he would have returned. There was just something very infectious about her. And that, Jason decided, was dangerous.

But today’s sunny warmth had made them all too cheerful for Jason to worry about the attraction for her that had managed to sneak up on him. Cameron and Isis joked and laughed as they skipped along the path. It was an incredible sight to see Cameron, who had spent so many years brooding, in such high spirits. And Isis had a lot to do with that. She could cheer up just about anyone.

Everett walked beside Jason, and they watched their two exuberant comrades prance about in delight just steps away.

“Jason,” the Rev said in a lowered voice. “Do you feel like we’re being followed?”

“Yes, off and on in the distance for the past few days,” he replied. He had not been that distracted as to completely lose his senses.

In front of them, Cameron and Isis stopped in their tracks. They looked at each other, then all around.

“Keep moving. We don’t want to let the tracker know that we’re on to him. We will lose him soon enough,” Jason told them.

Everett joined Cameron in the front and started up a conversation about flaming swords. Isis stepped back to Jason, but she did not look at him as she usually did. Her eyes were still scanning back and forth, looking over the lake that bordered the path.

“Hey, I told you not to worry,” he teased. Then something possessed him to flick water up at her with his foot.

That got her attention. She bent over and scooped both of her hands into the lake, splashing him all over. In an instant, Jason moved to the other side of her. He pulled up on her leg, toppling her into the lake. Soaked completely through, she staggered up on shaky legs.

“That was not funny,” she said, her lips pushing out in a pout.

But when Jason leaned over to help her out of the lake, she threw her weight against him, pushing them both into the icy water.

“Now, we’re both soaked,” he said.

“Exactly. Now, we’re both soaked,” she repeated with satisfaction.

As Jason looked into Isis’s laughing face, he caught a whiff of her emotions for the first time. Usually so guarded inside, yet so open outside, the overwhelming taste of her energy swept him away. There was joy and amusement, mixed up with…sadness, perhaps? He could not place the emotion. It was a sort of painful bliss, a happy sorrow. It made little sense, but this spark, this chaotic cocktail, made her all the more magnetic.

“What’s wrong?” Isis asked, tilting her head cutely.

“Intriguing.”

“What is?”

He pressed his thumb to her forehead. “You.”

Isis said nothing, but she came nearer—so close that Jason could feel her breath against his cheek as she looked up. He sensed his head was moving toward hers, as though by its own initiative.

“I see you for the first time, Isis, and you are beautiful. Divided, tormented, deep. You are far more complex than you let on,” he whispered, his lips practically touching hers as they moved.

“You can feel inside my head?” she asked.

And just like that, it was over. The moment shattered. Isis withdrew her hand and turned away. That was enough to help Jason regain his senses. He looked up the path, where Cameron and Everett were staring wide-eyed at them, their mouths agape. Leaving Isis at the lake, Jason joined them, his socks yet again slushy wet.
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EVERETT KNEW—HAD known for awhile now—that there was something between them. Jason and Isis stared at each other far too often for it to be innocent camaraderie. It would have almost been amusing to watch them, if he hadn’t been worried about Isis. The closest Jason had likely ever gotten to a woman was that final second before he jammed a knife into her chest. Isis was a nice girl, and Everett didn’t want to see her get hurt.

“The Dell. We’ll stop here for lunch,” he declared at the door to the lakeside inn.

The house’s paint was chipped and the roof was checkered with holes, but an inviting smell seeped out from the windows. Everett’s stomach rumbled.

“No spectacles,” he said to Jason and blocked the doorknob with his arm. “No murders. Just a nice, quiet meal. For once.”

As was typical for him, Jason remained silent, but threw a glare at Everett so stone cold that he couldn’t help but drop his hand and look away. Elition magic at work, no doubt. Jason opened the door and led the way inside, flipping up his hood as he crossed the threshold.

The move was a good one, it turned out, for though they attracted the usual stares—it could not be helped with two Elitions in the party—no one seemed to recognize Jason through the dark shadow the hood cast on his face. Ignoring the stuttering nervousness of the woman who greeted them inside, Jason swept past her to select a table in the darkest corner of the room. As Everett proceeded to order for them all, Jason folded his hands together in purposeful silence and scanned the room. Cameron ogled at the shaggy-maned, prickly-faced man tending the bar. And Isis took several hasty gulps from her canister.

Could we have appeared any guiltier?

“What? I’m thirsty,” Isis responded to Cameron’s curious look.

“Didn’t you get enough to drink from the lake?” he teased her.

“Very funny, Cameron. You be careful, or I’ll throw you in next,” she warned, pointing out the window at the lake just outside.

Her expression was distressed, unhinged. Invariably cheerful, she was not herself. Something was bothering her. He wondered what Jason had said to her. But the assassin’s face was its characteristic expressionless block and obscured in shadow on top of that. Everett would have had better luck reading a book penned with invisible ink.

“I’ll get us ciders,” Isis said to them, standing. But her eyes were obviously avoiding Jason. Actually, she was avoiding him altogether. Whatever it was that had happened, she could no longer even sit at the same table with him for more than a minute.

Everett watched her head for the bar and sit down with her back to them. She was not going there for cider. She was going there to be alone. One moment warm, the next aloof. There was something very strange about her.

Cameron rose in his seat, then froze. A horde of Selpe soldiers, led by a group of six Diamond Edges, had just stepped inside. The Diamond Edges were decked out in their usual black with blue trim splendor. Each wore a sparkling diamond brooch in the shape of a dagger on his chest. Everett swore under his breath and pulled Cameron back down into his seat. Maybe the Selpes hadn’t noticed them.

And maybe I will spontaneously develop Elition powers.

The clear leader of the Diamond Edges, a tall man with closely-cut, pale blond hair and babylike skin far too smooth for a soldier, scanned the room. One look at him was all it took to tell Everett that he was as vain a man as he had ever seen.

“That one,” the leader said, pointing at Jason.

The soldiers did not make it a single step before Jason was up and on the other side of them. As they looked around in obvious confusion, struggling to locate their target, Everett stood and drew his gun.

“Behind you, you idiots,” the leader said lazily, tickling his leather holster with his fingers.

The Diamond Edges encircled their leader, all standing idly by as the other Selpe soldiers advanced on Jason. They snickered and did not lift a finger to help those they most certainly saw as ‘common’ soldiers.

Jason threw a soldier onto a wooden table with such force that the table legs moaned in protest. That kicked off the real fight. Between them, Jason and Everett had the Selpes surrounded, but they were still severely outnumbered. Jason flung another soldier through the air. The soldier nearly collided with Isis as he flew over the bar. She took one look at the Diamond Edges. They had stayed out of the fight until now, but backing up their smug-faced leader, they were all moving steadily in her direction.

Isis jumped off her stool and withdrew into the back room, trailed closely by the Diamond Edges. Everett paid the price of allowing himself to get distracted. One of the soldiers kicked him hard against the wall. Everett bumped off the springy wood panelling and tumbled into the hall.

The Diamond Edges had trapped Isis inside the storage room. A wall of five backs formed a barrier across the door. Everett couldn’t see much, but he could make out the movement of the leader, who was standing opposite Isis. As he stepped forward, he spoke softly. Between the Diamond Edges blocking the way and the ruckus that blared from the fight at the front, Everett could not make out a single word.

Straining his ears to catch something, he jumped and stumbled in surprise at a loud crash. Isis had thrown a chair at the leader, which he sadly dodged. Everett did not know the guy, but he already loathed him. There was something very creepy, very predatory, about his body language as he honed in on her. Plus, he was Selpe.

But Everett’s fumble had made far too much noise. The Diamond Edges turned around and sneered at him.

“Go. Out the back,” Jason said from right behind him.

“What about Isis?” Everett asked. “We can’t leave her.”

Jason looked past the Diamond Edges, to where Isis was barely visible. “Too late. Let’s go.” Everett shouldn’t have been shocked by the cold calculation in his eyes, but he was. This was Isis they were talking about, after all. The girl Jason had nearly kissed not even half an hour ago.

“We can’t leave her,” Cameron said.

“Out.” Jason pushed him toward the back exit. “Now.”

The three of them burst outside, dashing for cover. They made it unscathed to a grove of trees atop the high vista point that looked down into the valley. The lakeside inn was now far below.

“Those were Selpe Diamond Edges,” Everett said, peering through the leaves.

Jason nodded.

“We have to go back for her,” Cameron insisted, bouncing on his toes as he squatted down.

Everett set his hand on Cameron’s shoulder. Jason was right. Damn him, he was.

“It’s too late for that now. Besides, she’s better off without us around. She’s the only one the Selpes aren’t after.”

“Well, now they might be.”

“She’s a bright girl, Cameron,” Everett assured him. “If anyone can talk themselves out of that situation, she can.”

So, they waited, watching the inn in solemn silence. Despite his confident words, Everett was surprised to see Isis come out the back exit just a few minutes later. She looked up at the grove and, as though she had seen them, took off running straight for their hiding spot. The remaining Selpes, headed by the six Diamond Edges, came out the front and marched off in the opposite direction.

“You took out a dozen?” Cameron asked, turning to Jason.

The assassin crossed his arms before his chest. “Slow day.”

“Isis!” Cameron exclaimed.

She was standing with her back against a tree trunk, taking in a deep breath, collecting herself. It was not working too well. She looked at least ten times as flustered as Everett had ever seen her.

“What happened?” asked Everett.

“The Selpes wanted to know where the ‘traitorous rogue Jason Chanz’ was heading,” she replied. “I sent them in the wrong direction, off through the Wasteland to the Temple of the Sun.”

Everett couldn’t help the smile that came. “Good thinking.”

Jason scanned her, his eyes narrowed and steady. Then, without warning, in the bat of an eye, he launched two knives at her.

“What have you done?!” Cameron screeched in protest.

Jason looked at him, then pointed toward Isis. Everett followed his glare all the way to her—and felt his jaw drop in surprise. There she stood, poised, a caught knife held in each hand.

“Now, why don’t you tell us who you really are?” Jason said coldly.
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“THE DELL. WE’LL stop here for lunch.”

Isis looked from Everett, who seemed weary, to Cameron, who was clearly hungry, but her eyes zipped right past Jason. She did not think she could meet his stare, not just yet. Not until she had gotten herself composed once again. She had not kept her mind in check. It was hard to do so, especially around him, and yet he was the person against whom she had to be the most guarded.

“No spectacles,” Everett said to Jason, blocking the doorknob with his arm. “No murders. Just a nice, quiet meal. For once.”

Isis allowed herself to fall to the very back, behind Cameron as they entered the inn. She vaguely saw Jason lift his hood up. As though that could mask his piercing stare, those magnificent eyes she was so very much trying to avoid at the moment. As soon as they were seated at their table, Isis took out her canister and drank several gulps of the sweet liquid. This will help. Surely, it will.

Cameron was staring at her.

“What? I’m thirsty,” she said. If only he knew how much she needed it right now.

“Didn’t you get enough to drink from the lake?” he teased.

“Very funny, Cameron. You be careful, or I’ll throw you in next,” she deflected, pointing out the window at the lake outside. The lake where she and Jason had… “I’ll get us ciders,” she said quickly and stood up.

As she turned toward the bar, she tried very hard to avoid Jason’s eyes. She sat down on one of the very uncomfortable stools, her back to the room. She needed a moment, just a moment, to allow the serum to take effect. Then, she could meet his stare without fear.

She had not sat there for even a minute when the door creaked open loudly, ushering in a horde of Selpe soldiers. There were at least thirty of them, headed by a group of six Diamond Edges, and it was Aaron who led them all. Naturally. Of course it was Aaron. She could never escape him. He was always there. Always.

“That one,” Aaron said with a smug grin and pointed at Jason.

Jason was up and weeding them down before they could even make their move.

“Behind you, you idiots,” Aaron told them. He sounded rather bored.

Aaron must have known what would happen. He was hardheaded, not stupid. The soldiers never had a chance. They were never meant to. They were nothing more than a distraction. So that while they fought, Aaron’s Diamond Edges could…

Oh, they are coming my way!

Isis jumped back to avoid the soldier who had just been thrown past the bar, then retreated into the back. They were right behind her. Aaron stepped into the storage room after her, and his lackeys formed a human wall at the door. They were all smirking, but Aaron’s was the biggest by far.

“Isis, what a pleasure it is to see you again. It’s been too long,” he said.

She tried not to meet his blue-green eyes. She did not want to remember that he was a real person. But he would not have it. He grabbed her by the shoulders, holding her until she looked at him.

In his eyes, Isis saw herself meet him for the first time. It was just last year. She had already heard much of him when Ethan introduced them. She had known all about his infamous womanizing and his supposed charm that could disarm even the most guarded. Isis cringed. She did not want to think about Ethan.

And yet Isis had found Aaron charming. She had actually liked him. He had pursued her. Still pursued her. He would never have her, though, she told herself. Never ever.

Isis tore herself from Aaron’s grasp. She picked up a chair and threw it at him. She knew he would dodge it, but that was not the point. It made her feel better.

“Ah, such passion. I see you missed me too,” he smiled, still moving closer.

As the Diamond Edges turned around, Isis could see Cameron through the gaps in their wall, watching from a distance. Everett grabbed him and together with Jason, they ran off.

“You keep very poor company,” Aaron told her as the Diamond Edges turned back to them.

“Aaron, what do you want?”

“Is that any way to treat your ally?”

“Just leave me alone. Take your lackeys and go. This is my mission.”

“My orders come from the Selpe Advisory Council. Where did you get yours?” He smirked. “From King River, I suppose?”

“Just go,” she said, now pleading.

“Not just yet, my dearest.”

He kissed her hand with delicate grace, and the Diamond Edges laughed. Isis made a show of wiping her hand on her pants, then turned away.

Aaron pulled her back around. “Isis, I demand, in the name of the Selpe Empire, that you tell me where the traitorous rogue Jason Chanz and his band of co-conspirators have gone.”

She wanted to hit him. Hard. But she forced her hands to go limp and her voice to go flat. “They are headed for the Elition Temple of the Sun, on the coast of the Wasteland.” If she got lucky, the Diamond Edges would run into Nemesis, and that would teach Aaron.

Aaron nodded with a smile. He leaned down to her and kissed her once, with unexpected gentleness, on the cheek.

“Until next time, my dear,” he whispered into her ear.

The Diamond Edges laughed. They each patted Aaron on the back in turn as he moved in front of them and led them toward the inn’s front entrance.

Isis took a deep breath, hoping that would be enough to focus herself, and she ran out the back. Once outside, she looked up to the grove above the valley. It was the only hiding place in sight, and Jason and the others were most likely there. She could just pick out their silhouettes behind the veil of leaves, so she circled around up the hill and into the trees.

As she made her way closer to them, Isis tried to remain focused. She struggled to push thoughts of Aaron, of Jason—of anything actually—out of her mind.

“You took out a dozen?” Cameron’s voice said. They were close.

“Slow day,” Jason said.

“Isis!” Cameron exclaimed.

She smiled at him with control. They must not suspect. Cameron seemed merely concerned. Then again, sweet as he was, Isis had to admit he was a bit naive.

“What happened?” Everett asked.

“The Selpes wanted to know where the ‘traitorous rogue Jason Chanz’ was heading,” she replied. “I sent them in the wrong direction, off through the Wasteland to the Temple of the Sun.”

“Good thinking,” Everett said. She thought she detected a sigh of relief in his tone.

Jason, however, was not so easily won over. She had expected as much. He was naturally cautious—slow to trust, quick to suspect. As he met her gaze with his cold eyes, Isis had the feeling he was testing the air around her, trying to pull out the slightest hint of betrayal. She did not look away. She did not blink. Her serum had taken effect. She could feel the ripples of distress dispersing, steadying her head.

But it was not enough to ease his suspicion. With his typical flurry of speed, Jason slid two knives out of his armband. He held them just long enough to send them tearing through the air at her. All of this happened in a flash, but to Isis’s eyes it played out in slow motion. She extended her hands forward, catching the knives by their flat handles.

“What have you done?!” Cameron screamed, his eyes still locked on Jason.

Jason looked to him, then to Isis. Cameron followed his gaze, and his mouth fell open in disbelief at the sight of her—very much alive—a knife in each hand.

“Now, why don’t you tell us who you really are?” said Jason, his voice crusted over with ice.
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Isis and Jason circled each other. He had drawn two knives as long as his forearms, and he did not waste time in using them. Isis blocked his attacks, and her fingers rumbled from the impact. The slender throwing knives were not up to the barrage from their bigger brothers.

“There’s no need to get testy,” she told him, backing up a few paces.

He pushed on, not allowing her to get out of range of his gigantic golden Wing knives. “You’re Elition,” he stated to Cameron’s and Everett’s great surprise.

“But she—” Everett began.

“She doesn’t look Elition,” Cameron finished for him.

“She is.” Jason’s eyes darted to her drink canister, then he muttered to himself, “Inhibiting Serum.”

“Jason?” Everett asked.

“That liquid she’s been drinking from her canister. It’s not tea, as she claimed. It’s a serum that masks her Elition traits. That’s why her eyes and hair look so human. It must be a pretty high dose to accomplish that.”

Cameron bit down on his lip. “But I took a sip of it way back. And I think that must have been what made me see things. Strange things.”

“The serum recipe is crafted to her abilities, to lock them out. Quite a sacrifice.” He actually sounded impressed. “Just what are your abilities?”

Isis raised an eyebrow at him.

“No, you wouldn’t volunteer any information, would you? Games and deception seem to be all you know.”

Isis ignored the comment. Jason was just trying to goad her. “I am Isis Fontane, the Elition bodyguard to Hayden Selpe.”

“Selpe,” hissed Everett and jumped back.

“And you call me a traitor, you who have sold Elitia out to the Selpes,” Jason seethed. He sounded as angry as Isis had ever heard him.

“I am loyal to Elitia above all,” she protested. “King River sent me.”

“To find Hayden and Ian?” Jason asked. The mention of King River had done nothing to quell his rage.

“Yes. King River believes it was a Selpe conspiracy to do away with Emperor Selpe and his sons.”

Jason did not look surprised. “The Selpes are far more dangerous without Ambrose Selpe there to control them.”

“Yes. And dangerous especially for Elitia. There are Selpe Advisory Council members who would see Elitions as slaves and pets. Remember what we saw in Vib’s lair, his ‘menagerie’ as he called it. Well, that nonsense of the Avans is nothing compared to what the Selpes would do to all Elitions if they had the chance,” she said.

From his expression, Isis knew he was thinking of Terra Cross. She did not need to be a Phantom to decipher that.

“There is talk that you were the one to kill Emperor Selpe. I saw his body. The poor man stabbed himself with his own letter opener.” Her voice shook, and she swallowed back bile. The memory made her stomach churn. “Many are attributing that to you as a Phantom and an assassin.”

“An interesting, albeit inaccurate, theory,” he said with cool indifference.

Isis stopped circling opposite him. “Jason, how did you know?”

“I didn’t. Not until just now. I should have known,” he declared. Jason was usually good at masking his feelings, but his annoyance here could not have been more obvious. “Your instincts are too honed. Your movements too stealth. The emotions painted on your face too real to be real. Of course it was an act, a manipulation so skillfully crafted that even I fell for it. I should have known,” he repeated.

Isis nodded her head, numb and sad. She had not realized Jason was so cynical. Well, she had known, but she had stupidly hoped otherwise. Not everything could be faked. Some things were just as they were.

They stood motionless, staring into each other’s faces, trying to read what was there. From the corner of her eye, Isis noticed Cameron and Everett were watching them with even greater eagerness than they had at the lake. They were waiting for them to really start fighting.

“Shall we?” Isis asked Jason, extending her hand toward the trees behind him.

Jason took one look at Cameron and Everett, who tried to feign disinterest, then sheathed his knives. He followed her through the trees until they reached a ring of tree stumps. Isis hopped onto one of the stumps, and Jason did the same. She smiled to herself. He did not want to yield the upper ground to her. They simply stared at each other, unblinking, unmoving. Isis was surprised that it was Jason who finally broke the long silence.

“You must leave. We cannot be burdened with spies.”

“You need me,” she told him. “The Selpes have sent caravans of soldiers into the Wilderness. I can lead you around them. And without my help, you will never head off Nemesis in time.”

“We will.” He drew his knives once again. He hopped forward along the stumps with perfect ease and grace.

“Oh, you’re not going to scare me off so easily. Everyone else may be afraid of the great Jason Chanz, but I’ve seen who you really are inside.” She blocked his unenthusiastic attack on her and sprang over him to the stump on the far side.

That comment seemed to get a reaction out of him, at least. He picked up the pace and was soon striking at her with his usual flurry. Isis bit down hard under the onslaught, but she managed to block each move he made. Barely. He was fast. Faster than she had expected. But he also looked surprised that she was able to keep up. That made her smile.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“You.”

“Are you laughing at me, Isis?”

She chuckled. “No.”

Jason’s attacks grew faster and faster—until finally their blades collided with such force that both of Isis’s knives flew out of her hands. He swept his leg out to trip her, but she hopped to the next tree stump. He repeated the movement, and when she tried to dodge him once more, he caught hold of her braid and tugged. Isis felt herself jolt back, her back colliding hard with Jason’s chest. He locked his arm across her throat.

“Got you, pigtails,” he uttered, tracing the tip of his knife down her face. “You know me, you say?” His breath was hot and harsh against her ear; his blade was ice cold against her skin.

“I knew you wouldn’t harm me,” Isis replied with a calmness she did not feel.

She set her hand on his and slowly peeled it off her neck. He did not put up any resistance. She turned around and looked him in the eye, smiling. “See, nothing but a big softy.”

“Don’t fool yourself. I owed you for saving Cameron’s life from the Avans. That is all. And that debt is now repaid. Begone. I can’t be burdened with spies,” he said in a low voice and turned his back on her.

Isis took cue from his bag of tricks and whisked around him before he could take a step. She caught his gaze in her own and said, “You need not worry about me. I, too, want to see Cameron safe. He is too special. The son of Elitia’s high king. And with a price on his head, he could scarcely be more vulnerable than he is right now.”

“How did you know?”

“Luckily for you, Everett does not,” Isis replied, though it was no answer. She paused to gauge his next reaction. “And I will not tell King River about Cameron.”

His eyes phased obsidian. “Is that a threat?”

“Jason, I said I won’t say anything, and I won’t. Finding Cameron is not my mission. Stop being so suspicious, and just trust me.”

He let out a humorless laugh. “You consider yourself trustworthy, do you? After all this?”

“Do you?” she reflected.

He studied her face. “I can’t sense you and you’ve shown yourself to be an able manipulator, and yet…somehow my instincts tell me I actually can trust you. At least on this matter. And you need us to get Hayden and Ian Selpe back.”

“I need you, Jason,” she corrected him. “With Nemesis and her Avans all around them, holding them hostage, I would never be able to rescue them. Not against so many.”

“You appear to be an able fighter,” he told her.

It was another one of those not-quite-compliments, yet something more than a simple fact. Isis was not exactly sure what to make of Jason sometimes. Even now, he almost seemed to like her.

“I’m not you. There are certain things I cannot do.”

He looked into her eyes, as though he were searching for something hidden in them. “Innocence,” he whispered to himself, then addressed her. “You have never killed. I can see it in your eyes.”

“I…can’t,” she admitted. “I have never been able to follow through.”

“And yet here you are, the bodyguard of the Selpe heir. Perhaps, you would be better suited for temple life,” he suggested.

“They would have liked that,” she said.

“They?”

“Never mind.”

Slowly, Jason extended his hands forward and took hers. He flipped them over and traced his index finger along the lines of her palms. Isis felt a spark, like a shock, between them. Jason had noticed it too, for his dark eyes opened up, moving past the cold exterior, allowing her to catch a rare glimpse at the man inside. They were no longer fighters, opponents, enemies. They were just two people—two Elitions—standing hand in hand, allowing their souls to mesh together. Closing her eyes, Isis took a deep breath and sighed.

“What is your power?” Jason asked with hypnotic softness.

She wanted to answer, to tell him everything. Every single thing about herself. All her memories. All her secrets. She had spent years barricading her mind, shielding her secrets, and she wanted to spill it all to him. Part of it was the draw of the Elite Phantom. Mostly, it was just Jason.

Isis took a deep breath and clamped down the gates of her mind. And just like that, it was over. The connection was severed, the moment gone. Isis withdrew her hands and hopped down from the stump. She returned through the thick underbrush, back to where Cameron and Everett were waiting, muttering to each other. At the sight of Isis and of Jason, who had followed closely behind her, they fell silent.

“The Selpe soldiers will be off our trail for at least two weeks, possibly more. But when they realize I have tricked them in directing them to the Temple of the Sun, Aaron will be furious. We must get far enough ahead of them. We must find Hayden and Ian before then. Otherwise, it will be very bad.” She looked at Jason. “For all of us.”

“Who’s Aaron?” Cameron asked.

“He’s an ambitious Selpe major, leader of the Diamond Edges. The Selpes consider him a shooting star. He’s ruthless, cunning, and very, very dangerous.”

“Managed to get on your bad side, did he?” commented Everett.

She glared at him. “Yes. And that was a mistake.”

Everett stared back. “Well, Isis, or whoever you are, you made the mistake of getting on my bad side. And you were deceiving all of us.” He looked pointedly at Jason, who ignored him.

“Did I navigate you along dangerous paths quickly and safely?” she asked.

“Yes,” Everett grumbled.

“And did I play countless parts, no matter how ridiculous or disgusting, in your schemes?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you complaining?”

“Because you were supposed to be working for me, not for the high king of Elitia and most definitely not for the Selpes. I paid you. Far too well, I might add. I want my money back.”

“Actually, when you think about it, considering my skills, you have seriously underpaid me. Perhaps, I will ask for a raise.”

Everett’s mouth fell open, but he said nothing.

She sighed. “Oh, don’t worry. I have no interest in your precious money. In fact, Cameron can have my share.”

Cameron looked happy, Everett perplexed, and Jason—well, it was not clear what he was thinking. His humorless rock face was once again in effect.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” she told them. “I will lead you through the Elition Wilderness to Mist Veil. We will find Hayden and Ian. We will rescue them from a vicious Siennan madwoman and her Avan soldiers. You will get your money, and I will get the boys safely back home. Any questions?”

They all stared at her in silence, until Everett finally turned to Jason. “Can we trust her?”

“I will keep an eye on her,” Jason assured him.

Isis did not doubt it. Not for a second.
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THEY HAD NOT stayed in the inn long enough to be served their meals. Cameron was pacing between the trees, complaining of an empty stomach.

“We cannot risk returning there,” Jason told him.

“But I’m hungry,” he moaned.

Isis filled up a bowl with berries. “We can eat a quick meal here before heading out.”

“What are they?” Everett asked her, holding up a dark berry before his eyes to scrutinize it.

“Boysenberries,” replied Isis.

“Are you sure they aren’t poison berries?” Everett asked seriously.

Cameron laughed, but Isis merely rolled her eyes and made a show of dropping several berries into her mouth, chewing them thoroughly. Jason took a mental note that whatever serum Isis was taking, it didn’t seem to interact with boysenberries.

“Cameron,” Jason said once they had all finished their sandwiches and berries. “I still need an additional accentuating element to brew up my serum. Could you head into the woods back there and try to find me some more of those purple-spotted toadstools?”

Cameron jumped up quickly. He was always so eager to please.

“Sure thing, Jason.”

Once he had left, Jason looked at Isis, then turned to Everett.

“If you want to make out with your new Elition friend, Jason, you’ll need to go someplace else. I’m busy,” Everett grumbled and returned his attention to the supplies he had laid out before him. “Hmm, running low on sandwiches,” he muttered to himself.

“Let’s walk,” Jason said to Isis.

She did not protest. She did not say anything, in fact. She simply followed him down the muddy trail. They walked side by side in perfect silence. When they were out of earshot of the camp, Jason spoke.

“Isis, you are a smart gir—woman,” he told her, then paused.

“Why, thank you, Jason.”

“And we both want this mission to succeed.”

“Of course.”

“And to best ensure success, we must trust each other.”

Isis nodded. Jason wondered if she suspected where this was going. Most likely. As he had said, she was bright.

“Which means working together. And to do that, we need to know our respective strengths.”

“Want to know,” Isis corrected him. “You don’t need to know anything, Jason. And sharing goes both ways. Why do you want to know my ability so badly, anyway?”

“Why do you not want me to know?” countered Jason.

She said nothing and moved ahead of him on the path. Without hesitation, Jason snapped his hand forward as fast as he could, but Isis caught it before he could reach the canister. Cupping the offending hand in hers, she turned around to face him. She was fast. Jason considered that she could even be a Phantom like he was. As she looked into his eyes, he thought he could even catch a glimpse of the sparkle behind the mask of the serum. If only he could drink from her canister, he might be able to deduce her power.

“Leave it be, Jason Chanz,” she said and headed back down the path toward their camp.

That was her way of ending the conversation: just walking away. Did she fear him so little? Few others would risk exposing their back to him.

And she had to know her stubborn secrecy only served to further peak his curiosity. He wondered if she really thought she could avoid being alone with him for the rest of their time together. Sooner or later, she would slip up.

Back at the campsite, Everett was already packing up their supplies, but Cameron was nowhere in sight.

“Have you seen Cameron?” Jason asked Everett.

“No.”

Jason exchanged glances with Isis.

“The apple tree grove by the pond perhaps?” she suggested. “He is always hungry.”

He followed closely in her hurried footsteps. The path opened up to a small orchard. There were only two rows of trees that dotted a pond freckled with yellow foliage, but their trunks reached high into the sky and enormous golden-red apples dangled from their branches. And in the middle of it all, squatted Cameron, his eyes closed and fingertips balanced against the mossy ground.

Jason’s relief turned to agitation at the sight of a shadow hidden behind a leafy curtain in the tree directly above Cameron. Before he could act, Isis had swooped down for a chunk of slate grey rock and launched it into the treetop. There was a thump, and a body tumbled down like a heavy sack, leaves raining down like burst confetti all around him. Isis pulled the man to his feet just long enough to pin him to the tree trunk with a knife jammed through each shirt sleeve.

“Why were you stalking our friend?” she asked the disoriented man, twirling a third knife in her hand.

“Ain’t got no idea what yer talkin’ about,” he grunted, trying to shake his arms free.

She held him steady against the trunk. “Who sent you?”

“Serious, missy, you’ve got the wrong guy,” he insisted.

“And I suppose you were, what, bird watching up in that tree?”

“Yep. I love me some nice birds.”

“I don’t have time for this nonsense.” She turned around and smiled at Jason. “Perhaps, he would speak more openly to you, Jason,” she said loudly.

“Is…is that Jason Ch-Chanz?” the man stuttered, trembling. Jason wasn’t surprised by his reaction. He was apparently the Elition bogey man.

“Why, yes, he is,” she replied and tossed Jason the knife.

Jason looked the man over, calling forth his usual cold stare. It was definitely having the desired effect. The man was one knife twirl away from peeing his pants.

“Jason,” Isis said, her voice sweet. Even in this dire situation, he could not help but feel a little jolt every time she said his name. It was a most bizarre feeling.

“This unfortunate man and I were just having an interesting conversation about our dear Cameron.” She looked at the man. “He is very protective of Cameron, our friend here, you see. They are like brothers actually.”

Stepping forward close enough to rest his blade’s tip against the man’s bare neck, Jason asked, “What is your name?”

“Noan. Noan Glass.”

“All right, Noan. How long have you been following us?”

His eyes were glued to the shimmering silver blade. “Five days.”

“What is your mission?”

“It wasn’t mine!” Noan protested. “It was Boone! Boone made me do it! Don’t kill me.”

“Calm down, Noan.” Jason waited for him to stop sucking in air, then asked, “Who is Boone?”

“My brother-in-law. My sister’s husband. She told him I needed work, and he had me track that there blond Elition boy. Said he was worth somethin’ big to someone. But he sure as heck didn’t tell me he was travelin’ with no Elition assassin!”

“Where were you to bring him?” Jason asked.

“Some of Boone’s men was supposed to meet me yesterday at The Dell. But they got held up, so I had to wait until today to make my move.”

“And some move it was,” Isis jeered. She pulled Cameron to his feet and looked him in the eye. “Are you all right?”

Cameron nodded, so Jason continued interrogating Noan. “Why was this Boone delayed?”

“They got themselves distracted runnin’ after some escaped little twin princes.”

“Hayden and Ian.” Cameron rubbed his head. “I saw it. Just now. Somewhere near the edge of the Wasteland, they got away and made a run for Selpe territory. Nemesis has not managed to find them yet, so she put out a reward.”

“Every pirate band within a week of here was after them boys,” said Noan. “But Boone’s boys got there first. Cornered ‘em right outside of Quarry.”

“When will Nemesis come for them?”

“The exchange is right after dark,” he answered. “But who’s Nemesis?” he asked Jason.

“Red hair. Red eyes. Crazy looking,” Cameron offered.

“Never seen him.”

“Her,” Jason corrected. “And be glad. Nemesis is cruel and quite mad.”

“Worse than you?” he croaked.

“Much worse. I am flowers and puppies compared to her.” Jason traced the point of his blade down Noan’s potbelly.

Noan shivered and pleaded, “Let me go. Oh, please let me go. That’s all I know. I swear it. You ain’t gonna kill me, are you? It wasn’t my fault. None of it.”

“Looks like we’ll be dining at the inn again today, after all,” Jason told Isis.

As he moved in to stab the man, she turned her back and looked away.

Jason wiped the blood from his hands. “Are you all right?”

She continued to look away as they walked up the hill from the pond. From the way she was hurrying, it could not be more obvious that she was eager to put as much distance as possible between her and the dead man. As they reached the crest, Everett came into view. He eyed Noan’s body.

“Who’s that?”

“Our tracker,” replied Jason.

“What happened?” His eyes shifted from the body, to Jason’s smudged hands, to Isis’s pale face. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him, though she looked like she would be sick. Jason grabbed her shoulders, holding her steady. The last thing he needed right now was to have her out of commission for the rest of the evening. Not if they were to rescue two teenage princes from a band of pirates.

Everett’s eyes shifted to Cameron. “And you?”

“He’s fine too,” Jason said before Cameron could give himself away. Everett did not need to know that he was worth one hundred thousand Crowns.

“Hayden and Ian escaped Nemesis,” Jason told him.

Everett raised an eyebrow. “Did they now? Good for them!”

“And then were captured by pirates hired by Nemesis to bring them back,” added Jason.

“Not good for them,” Everett decided. “She will not be pleased with them when she gets them back.”

“Then let’s make sure she does not get them back.” Isis released herself from Jason’s hold. “Come on. We have to get moving. We have much to do and little time until sunset.”




* * *
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It was still half an hour to sunset when Jason stopped at the door to The Dell. He looked at Isis. She had traded her girly ribbons in for a braided up-twist, and she carried herself with a certain refined confidence very unlike her usual carefree skip. Of course, Jason realized as they stood there, he did not really know the real her anyway. He extended his arm forward, and Isis led the way in.

They had left Cameron behind with explicit instructions to hide. Everett was nearby on lookout. He could do nothing more than warn them of Nemesis’s approach should she come, but he would hold his own against Avan soldiers. Jason trusted the Rev with this task. Crude as he was at times, he was a master of distraction, as well as a more than decent fighter.

The Dell looked very different than it had just a few short hours ago. The fireplace, where a small band of rugged men sat, had been fired up, but the remainder of the tables, now unoccupied, had been pushed against the walls. The wooden floor planks clunked and creaked as Isis made an obvious show of her entrance. They had decided that her non-Elition appearance would serve them best, and Jason remained secluded behind the shadow of his cloak.

The stoutest pirate looked Isis over with a huge grin. His fine leather boots and excessive gold jewelry called him out as the leader. “Hello, darling.”

“You are Boone?” she asked in as serious a voice as Jason had ever heard from her.

Still smiling, the man looked behind him at his lackeys. “Hey, boys, you shouldn’t have!”

“Mr. Boone, I have been sent here regarding two prisoners you currently have in your custody,” Isis said.

His face dropped. “Oh.” Frowning, he looked her over.

“I was told you have secured them.”

Jason stepped forward and Boone’s eyes widened.

“You’re early,” Boone managed to say.

“Is that a problem?” Isis inquired.

“Well, no. To be quite honest, I’m relieved actually. I had expected that Elition woman with the fiery red hair and ferocious stare to pick them up.”

Nemesis. Jason restrained a growl. He kept his eyes cold and locked on the fat pirate.

“Could you send your Elition away, miss?” requested Boone. “His presence is rather unsettling.”

“He stays.” She shifted her weight, extenuating her hips. “So?”

Boone gaped. “So?”

“So, where are the boys?” Isis demanded, her impatience very convincing. “Don’t tell me you’ve wasted my time, bringing me all the way out here to this…” She glanced around with distaste, her nose held high as though she had smelled something rotten. “…quaint corner of nowhere,” she finished.

Boone could not look away from Jason’s eyes. Jason had made it so.

Isis snapped her fingers several times in front of his face. “Mr. Boone, please try to focus. We’re on a very tight schedule.”

His gaze relocated to her chest. “Yes, of course.”

“Where are they?” asked Isis.

Boone’s face was stupid, complaisant, expressionless. Jason had mesmerized him such that the man would jump through the window were Isis to ask.

The front door slammed open. Boone shook his head and snapped out of the trance. Jason groaned inside. He would have to start all over again. This was taking too long.

A man hardly distinguishable from the rest of Boone’s thugs thumped over to his boss and whispered into his ear. Jason’s ears picked up every word, and it was not good.

“The Elition woman came to us out in the shed and took the boys. She says she will pay double if we take care of the impostors here.”

“Excellent, Lott,” Boone said, smiling at Isis and Jason.

Jason glanced sidelong at Isis, whose eyes lit up in response. He inclined his hand, ever so slightly, toward Lott. She responded with a subtle dip of her chin.

“So, you two just wait here and we—”

Boone never had a chance to finish his sentence, for Jason’s blade had severed his air pipe. In the meantime, Isis had caught ahold of Lott as she sprang up onto the nearest table. She held him tightly by the collar, over the edge, his legs kicking wildly. The rest of Boone’s men scattered as their boss’s severed head plummeted to the floor and rolled between their legs.

With an effortless hop, Jason joined Isis on the table. He gave Lott a hard, stony glare. “Where did she take them?”

“I d-don’t know what—”

“Don’t play games,” Jason said.

“I may have heard…something.”

Jason increased the intensity of his glare, and the man grew limp. “Talk.”

“The crazy redhead told one of the Avan soldiers to prepare his men to leave for an Elition temple,” Lott said in dull monotone.

Jason and Isis exchanged looks.

“Temple?” her silent lips said.

“Which one?” Jason asked Lott.

“Needle’s Weave.”

Jason broke the man’s neck, and he tumbled to the floor like a fallen puppet. Isis started and hopped back. That was the third man in one day that he had killed while she stood beside him. Her face was troubled, agitated, and her hands twitched. Jason wondered if she really could handle all that lay before them.

He cupped his hands on her cheeks and stared her straight in the eye, their faces so close their noses touched. “Hey, Isis. Are you ok?”

“Fine,” she said, her voice shaking.

“Focus. There is still much to do, and I need you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said and tore away from his grasp.

“Needle’s Weave?”

“It’s an old temple just inside Mist Veil, a few days northwest of here. Also known as the Forlorn Temple. It’s supposed to be abandoned.”

“Ok. I need you to lead us there.”

Isis nodded, but she still looked shaky. In fact, her eyes looked brighter and bluer than he had ever seen them, and her blonde hair was almost pinkish.

“Perhaps take some of your serum,” he suggested, pointing to her canister.

“Yes,” she agreed, twisting open the lid. “It doesn’t seem to work for so long at the moment. My mind is too…distracted.”

Jason considered that he had something to do with that, silly as the idea was. He should have known better. This was an alliance of convenience. It’s not like they were friends—and certainly not anything more, for that matter. Besides, he did not have passing fancies. They were more often than not utterly ridiculous.

“Can you walk?” he asked her.

She packed her canister away and stood up tall. “Jason Chanz, I have seen far worse than your dance of death. And I will most certainly not allow a few drops of blood to deter me from my mission. Let’s go.”

Jason thought she seemed steady enough, though she had turned her back on the scene of more than a mere ‘few drops of blood’. It was unlikely the owner would ever manage to return the stained floors to their previous condition.

“All right,” Jason agreed and led the way out of the inn.

They had taken but two steps from the front door when Jason stopped at the sight of Everett amidst the fallen bodies of Boone’s pirates, standing with his foot upon the head of a particularly ugly one.

“The Avans knew you were coming,” Everett told them. “I watched a good dozen of them march into that shed outside the inn, and they came out leading two bound boys away. There were too many of them, and they had our psychotic friend with them. Looking especially psychotic today, by the way.”

“Nemesis,” Jason hissed.

“Nemesis,” Isis repeated in a murmur.

“But I took care of your runoff here,” Everett finished, waving his hand toward the sea of bodies.

“Good,” Jason replied, then turned to Isis. “Don’t let her get to you. She may be twice as crazy as I am and infinitely more dangerous, but I am certain she can be defeated. She is a Triad, not immortal.”

“Triad?” asked Everett.

“One who possesses the powers of the Prior, the Phantom, and the Prophet,” he explained.

“I’m not even going to try to pretend I understood that.”

“A Prior sees into the past and a Prophet into the future. A Phantom can sense emotions and thoughts and control things—whether objects or people—with his mind. Like Jason,” Isis added, nodding toward him.

“I’m not even going to try to pretend I believe that.”

“This is serious, Everett.”

“I’m not laughing, Isis.”

She sighed. “The Triad has the powers of the Prior, the Phantom, and the Prophet, all in basically equal proportions.” She met Jason’s eyes. “But each of her powers should not be nearly as strong as those of the Elite. She is vulnerable to the Elite Prior, Phantom, and Prophet.”

A thought hit him, and Jason had to ask. “Are you a Triad, Isis?”

She frowned. “No. I’m not. And no more prying. I already said I was not discussing this further.”

“Wait, so if I understand all of this correctly, which of course I don’t because it’s completely crazy,” began Everett. “But, anyway, then all you’d need to do is get a Prior, a Phantom, and a Prophet together to take her out.”

“It’s not so simple,” said Jason. “Unfortunately.”

“There are very few Elite Elitions. Only three—one Prior, one Phantom, and one Prophet—per generation,” Isis explained to Everett but looked at Jason. “It is said that Jason is the Elite Phantom of our day, the one who embodies the power of Vision.”

As her eyes fixed on his, Jason wondered if she, too, were thinking of Unity, the tale of magical merging so bizarre that no one even believed it to be true anymore.

“I think this is all a bit strong on the voodoo for me. I’ll leave the mystical to you Elitions and concentrate on jabbing as many bad guys as I can with the pointy end of my sword,” Everett decided. “So, let’s grab Cameron and be off to… Where are we going?”

“Needle’s Weave, an Elition temple,” Isis told him.

He snorted. “Splendid. More mysticism. All right, let’s go before I change my mind. Where did you leave Cameron?”

“Just past those hedges,” Jason said.

“Don’t bother.” Everett held out his arm as Jason prepared to walk there. “It’s full of pirates’ parts in there.”

“Then where’s Cameron?” asked Isis as Jason closed his eyes. “Maybe he went back to—”

Jason’s lids flashed open. “There’s no use. I can hear them. The other Avans. They took Cameron while we were all busy. And they are bringing him to their Siennan mistress.”
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THE JOURNEY TO Needle’s Weave would take three days, Isis had told them. They had made good time to start, but the second day of travel found them tucked away for hours behind forest cover as one caravan of Selpe soldiers after another marched across their path. From their hiding spot, Jason could see the tall wall of trees that marked the border to Elitia. He was anxious to move along, but even he could not take on a hundred soldiers at once.

“Where do you think they’re headed?” Everett asked Isis, peeking out through a thin needle curtain. They were approaching the vast evergreen forest that blanketed most of northern Elitia.

“Replacements for the outer posts?” she suggested.

“There are too many for that,” Everett decided.

“Perhaps to Orion then.”

“Selpe soldiers would never march all the way to Orion from here. They would take an airplane,” Jason pointed out. “You don’t know much about the Selpe military, do you?”

“Or anything about anything military,” added Everett with a snicker.

“Haha, you’re both comedians. I know I can break a Selpe soldier’s arm without interrupting my breakfast.”

“And just how exactly would you know that?” Everett asked.

Isis clamped her lips together, her eyes twinkling with a playful spark. Everett shook his head, muttering a series of incomprehensible sentences. Jason caught only ‘girls’, ‘Elitions’, and ‘Elition girls’. Then the Rev dug into his bag and pulled out a sandwich, just as he was in the habit of doing when he needed comforting. Jason found a small lined wooden box he stored in his backpack and unhooked the latch, opening it before Isis’s eyes. Her lips quivered when she saw the strawberries lying inside upon a cream-colored cloth napkin.

“Would you like one?” he asked, holding out the reddest of them.

Without a word, she snatched it from his extended hand and dropped it into her mouth. She licked her fingers clean with a flourish, then turned back to him with hungry eyes.

“More?”

“Please. I haven’t had a strawberry in weeks. Where did you find them?”

“This morning while you were both still asleep. A patch of them was growing in an open meadow past our campsite.” Jason shrugged. “Based on the rate at which you were shoveling them into your mouth last month, I figured you would like some.”

“And you thought of me? You know, in The Peaks, such a gesture is a sign of affection. Or even intention,” she teased. Or was it only teasing?

“Are you from The Peaks, Isis?” he asked, he thought casually.

Isis was not fooled. “No, I just lived there for a few years.” She sighed. “And stop always prying, Jason. You won’t trick me into giving something away.”

Everett laughed. “Actually, genius, he already has. Your negative answers will lead him to the truth eventually.”

“Mind your own business, Everett,” Jason warned.

“No, he’s right. And I will be more careful in the future.”

Jason glared at Everett and got up to leave, strawberry box in hand. The Rev was not helping. Isis knew something. She was hiding something. But whatever it was, it could not be as bad as masquerading as a human guide when she was really the bodyguard to the Selpe heir. That was what he tried to tell himself, anyway. That was what he wanted to believe.

He was too cynical, however, to be so completely dense. Not even when it came to Isis, who was as disarming a person as he had ever met. He could not help but like her. Could she be an Enchanter? He voiced the thought aloud.

“No more questions.” She peeked through the bushes. “There’s a gap in their lines. Shall we make a run for it?”

Jason took a look. Sure enough, there was a good half kilometer split between the soldiers currently passing by and those next in line. Behind those, the column of soldiers extended as far as the rolling landscape allowed.

“It is unlikely we will get another chance for awhile. Let’s move,” he decided. Looking to Everett, he added, “We will need to sprint.”

“Figures.” Everett tightened his pack’s shoulder straps. “Ok, ready.”

The soldiers had reached the next hill in their march. Their backs were turned to Jason. He looked at Isis.

“Ready.” She nodded.

At Jason’s signal, they burst from cover, sprinting for the forest before the incoming soldiers could spot them. After an obstacle course of sidestepping rocks and following hilly contours, Jason reached the forest’s edge. Slowing his pace, he passed through a thick curtain of pine needles and entered into the Elition kingdom of Emerald Cascade. The vibrant green needles were like soft brushes against his face, the layers of mulch a gentle padding beneath his boots. The late morning sky was masked in ethereal fog, and glimmering droplets dangled from pine needles like tiny crystal ornaments. Not too far off, Jason could hear the roar of rushing water as it tumbled down the hills in twelve rapid cascades, the waterfalls for which the kingdom had been named.

Walking in right beside him, Isis sighed. He knew exactly how she felt. Though their time in Selpe territory had been brief, a part of him was always restless—always yearning—as long as he was away from Elitia. No matter where he entered, those first few steps across the border were like coming home. Isis paused to look up, and Jason joined her in drinking in the sight of the first two of Emerald Cascade’s waterfall wonders.

Behind them, Everett cleared his throat.

It was then that Jason realized his hand was interlocked with Isis’s. Noticing this as well, she bit back a smile, her blue eyes twinkling at him.

“Am I interrupting something?” Everett asked them with raised eyebrows.

Jason had no idea how their fingers had become intertwined, but he was not about to give the Rev an opportunity to goad him. He dropped her hand.

If this action bothered Isis, she did not show it. All business, she commented to him, “The Avans’ trail has gone cold. As though they have vanished.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed. Strange, isn’t it?”

“They must know of a portal we do not,” Isis concluded.

“Yes,” agreed Jason. “And that means they will make it to Needle’s Weave with Cameron long before we do. They could even be gone before we get there.”




* * *
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“We are here,” Isis announced as they approached the edge of a narrow valley pass buffered by steep-sided cliffs of jagged rock. “Crag Pass. The temple of Needle’s Weave is not far.”

“Wait,” Jason said quickly, catching her arm. He had heard the soft grinding of boots against loose stone. The Avans. Nemesis’s men. There were five of them waiting in hiding on the ledges that lined both sides of the pass.

“Avans?” Isis whispered, dropping to pretend to tie her shoe.

“Five of them. Two on the left. Three on the right.”

“Well, then might I suggest I distract them while the two of you do what you do best.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” Everett asked her.

“Simple. I will just walk out alone further into the pass, and while they are busy making a valiant attempt to kill me, you each take a side and take care of them one by one.”

“And what if they do kill you?”

“They won’t. She can handle herself,” Jason said, turning to face Isis as she stood.

“I’m going to have to make this good, sorry,” Isis told him, then raised her voice so high that it tore echoes through the pass. “I am not an object for you to fight over! You!” She pushed her finger in Everett’s face. “I know it was you who stole my underwear! And you!” She whipped around to Jason. “I know you licked my ear while I was sleeping! Enough! I’m done! And I don’t even prefer men! So goodbye and good riddance to you both!”

As Isis stormed off into the pass, Jason heard rough, under-the-breath grunts of laughter from the soldiers. At least that allowed him to more precisely locate the Avan dogs.

She was only a few steps into the pass when an arrow shot out from the nearest stone ledge on the right. She snapped around and caught it in one hand, breaking the shaft in two and throwing it hard to the ground in dramatic show. This provoked a new volley of shots, this time from all directions. Jason had to hold himself back, to assure himself that she could handle it.

“You go left,” Jason told Everett and bounded upward onto the first ledge.

Occupied as he was trying to kill Isis, the Avan never saw him. Jason slit his throat, then hopped quickly up to the next ledge. The Avan here tried to turn and shoot him midair, but Jason’s stare froze him, and he was easily dealt with as well. The third had abandoned his hiding spot and was attempting to scale down the cliffside. Jason’s eyes focused on one of his handholds, and the rock collapsed, sending the man into a plummeting shower of stone and dust.

Jason peered over the edge, into the pass, then hopped down, landing softly on the packed dirt trail. Isis stood nearby, surrounded by a graveyard of arrows at her feet. Everett waved at them from his perch. The Avans were no longer shooting. There were none left.

“Are you all right?” Jason asked her.

“Fine,” she said, brushing a few stray hairs out of her face with her hand.

Jason took ahold of it and traced over a narrow red cut on her skin. “You’re injured.”

“Just a scratch,” she assured him.

“The Inhibiting Serum is slowing your healing. As long as you take it, you are nearly as fragile as a human. It would be best to avoid further recklessness for the time being.”

Her eyes twinkled up at him. “Why, Jason, was that concern in your voice?”

Was it? He checked his tone as he replied, “Just an observation.”

Everett ran up to them, tucking his dagger away in satisfaction. “That takes care of them.”

“There will be more at the temple,” Isis pointed out.

“It would go a lot faster if you helped.”

“I can’t. Not like that.”

“Come on, now. We know you can fight.”

“Leave her alone, Everett,” said Jason.

“I’ll take Nemesis,” Isis offered.

“Remember what I said about recklessness, Isis,” Jason reminded her.

“I just need to keep her busy while the two of you fight the Avans. She’s too strong…to be killed so easily.”

Jason noticed Isis did not say, ‘for me to kill her’. It was not a simple matter of unwillingness to do the act. She could not even formulate the words. It was as though she were traumatized by the very thought of it. Something had happened to make her this way. She really was in the wrong line of work.

“Shall we move on? Needle’s Weave should be just around the bend.” Not waiting for their response, Isis started off deeper into the pass.

Everett looked at Jason with raised eyebrows, as though he had been thinking the very same thing.
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“So, why is this called Crag Pass?” Everett asked as Needle’s Weave came into view. “It’s not even a pass. It goes nowhere. It’s a dead end. It should be called Crag Dead End. Or Crag Path to Nowhere.”

As Jason looked over the old, decaying temple, tucked tightly into the back corner where the two stone walls of the pass finally met, he had to admit Everett had a point.

“Maybe there is another way out, and we just don’t know about it. A portal, for instance,” Isis said.

“Still not a pass,” Everett argued.

Isis shrugged and picked up her pace. Jason matched her stride for stride, hurrying forward until they were shoulder-to-shoulder.

“Cameron is in there,” he said.

Isis looked at him and nodded before she pushed open the door. They filed into a hallway of high ceilings and dark shadows, accented with beams of sunlight that poured down from the upstairs windows. From the dust that danced upon the light like suspended snow, to the thick layer of grime that crusted the paned windows, it was clear the temple had been abandoned for some time.

And yet the stone-tiled floors shone with fresh boot marks. The golden door handles, lustrous and warm, betrayed webs of fingerprints. And there was quite simply an energy—a resonance—to the place that was very much alive. Only its facade, its superficial exterior, was in a state of decay and disarray. Its core echoed with life.

“This way,” Jason said and opened the door to the basement.

Winding, twisting, spiraling, they made their way down the curved staircase and came out into a corridor lit by two long runways of torches. The air was thick, filled with a stew of plant-made fumes. Something very wrong was brewing there, he was sure. But whatever it was, it was recent—not more than a few months old. Dust sat thickly on the basement’s furnishings like layers of goose down, and the dirty floor betrayed evidence of the many footsteps of the temple’s Avan intruders.

But they were gone, and so were the Selpe princes. Jason did not see the jumble of their minds, nor hear the whisperings of their movements. Right now it was Cameron—only Cameron.

“They have fled,” declared Jason.

Everett shrugged. “They’re afraid of you.”

“Nemesis is not. And she had us outnumbered by far,” Jason replied.

“Perhaps she meant only to delay us from our goal?” said Isis.

Jason shook his head. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

They continued down the hall to the furthest room, where they found Cameron gagged and shackled to the wall with ringed chains. Jason looked them over. They were old and rusted. This wasn’t even a challenge. He stared through the chains until they wilted like a picked flower and dissolved into dead crumbs that fell to the floor.

As soon as his hands were free, Cameron ripped the cloth from his mouth and shouted, “Run!”

“Why?” Everett asked him.

“No time! Run!” Cameron repeated.

As he touched Cameron’s shoulder, Jason caught a flash of the temple, exploding in a confetti of rock and dust. He pushed them all toward the door, and as the thundering roar of erupting stone echoed and blasted all around them, bombarding them with a spray of pebbly powder, they bounded up the stairs to the main corridor and out the front door.

In the temple’s front courtyard, a horde of soldiers were waiting. But they were not Avan. They were Selpe.

“What are they doing here?” Everett asked.

They were trapped between the Selpes before them and the volcanic show of stone wall eruptions behind them.

“Nemesis planned it so that the release of my chains set off a fire leading to some explosives,” Cameron said.

“And the Selpes?!” Everett demanded as a bullet lodged into the tree behind him, missing him by a hair. 

“I have no idea.” Cameron turned to Jason, leaking desperation. “What do we do? We’re trapped.”

“Hey, you’re one of them.” Everett grabbed hold of Isis’s collar and shoved her forward, in the direction of the soldiers. “Go talk to them! Make them stop attacking us.”

Isis ducked down as the Selpes fired at her. “As you can see—” She evaded gracefully and rolled back behind the thick-trunked tree where they hid. “—they are not interested in talking. The Selpes never listen to me or any Elition anyway. They wouldn’t listen even if they knew who I was, which I kind of doubt.”

“Now what?” Cameron asked.

“We could wait until they run out of bullets,” Everett said glumly.

“I don’t think the temple will last that long,” replied Isis as a sizable chunk of rock landed with a thud, just missing her foot.

“I will distract them, while you two take Cameron to safety,” Jason decided and began to stand.

Isis caught a hold of his wrist and pulled him back down. “Are you out of your mind?! There have to be at least fifty Selpe soldiers out there, and they are carrying a lot more than hunting knives. You are not immortal, Jason.”

Jason looked past her head, to the two stone walls which buffered the Selpes tightly as they stood at the mouth of the pass. A river of pebbles, branches, and dirt roared down each wall, pouring down onto the soldiers. Jason turned from the havoc he had started to Isis.

“You can’t keep that up forever,” she said.

“No, but I will for as long as I can. It’s not like I have a choice,” he replied. “Now, go. Take Cameron and get out of here. I will be right behind you.”

Everett stood up and pulled Cameron to his side as they ran off, dashing over the rocky hill of buried soldiers. Those still unburied had stopped shooting and were looking around in apparent confusion, but the sight of the two fleeing men caused them to take up their guns once more.

“Go!” Jason told Isis, wiping away the blood that dripped from his nose.

“Take this. It will help you hold out,” she whispered and set her canister into his hands before zipping off toward Cameron and Everett.

By the time he took his first sip, she had already caught up to the others. The sweet, somewhat minty serum warmed him to his fingertips and filled him with new strength. The scene around him jolted into ultra focus. Every detail was clear—right down to the Selpes’ blue-grey shoelaces and the stitching of their hats, so straight it could only have been done with a machine. A warm tingle buzzing in his fingertips, he set off a second, a third, a fourth rock slide. With the Selpes thrown into complete disarray, Jason hurried off toward his three companions. He moved at a speed far beyond any he had ever experienced. It was exhilarating.

He hopped to a halt as he passed them. They were no longer moving. They were crouched around Cameron, who lay injured on the ground.

“What happened?” he asked them.

“The force of whatever tornado you’re brewing up hit him. Knocked the wind right out of him. He’ll be fine in a minute,” Everett told him.

“We don’t have a minute,” Jason replied.

Several of the buried Selpes had emerged from the rubble. They were moving to join the ones who had avoided the attack. They were all marching forward, closing in. And this time they were flaunting explosives.

“It looks like they want to return the favor,” Everett said. He helped Cameron to his feet, then looked at Jason. “Do you think you could bury them again?”

“Cameron!” Isis shrieked.

Jason watched her eyes pulse bright sapphire blue. A fraction of a second later, she tackled Cameron, throwing him toward Jason as a chunk blew out of the rock wall behind her, pummeling her to the ground with a shower of sharp stones. Jason looked from her bloodied, unconscious body to the approaching Selpe forces. He set off another explosion of rock near them, but they were so far in the middle of the pass that it hardly touched them. And his rush of strength was diminishing fast.

As Jason began to move again, Cameron yanked his arm back.

“We can’t leave her!” he shouted.

“Carrying her, we’ll never make it out past those soldiers,” Jason replied, trying to keep his tone cold.

“We have to try,” Cameron insisted. He brushed the rocks off her body. “If they find her here like this, the Selpes will label her a collaborator, a rogue. You know what they do to rogues. Come on! We owe it to her.”

With an inward sigh, Jason threw her over his shoulder and set a quick pace toward the end of the pass. If they made it out, they could disappear into the forest. The question was whether Isis could make it until they had lost the Selpes. She looked bad. At this point, there was only one place to go. And he really didn’t want to have to go there.
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ISIS FELT APART from her body, detached and distant. There was a constant shake, soft and steady; the sounds of several bodies pushing through the forest, setting the leaves and branches into a wispy jingle; the whistle of deep breathing and the whisper of voices.

But whenever she did manage to float into actual consciousness, a wall of pain hit her so hard that she was thrown back into the dreamlike trance. The physical pain—a pounding beat of drums so heavy she felt it would break through her forehead, the sharp canyon of pain that shot tremors down her leg, the dance of needle pricks across her arms—that was nothing compared to the lightning show of thoughts which whipped through her head as the last of her serum sweat and bled out of her body.

“She’s running a fever,” echoed Cameron’s voice.

“I know,” replied Jason, next to her ear.

If they said anything more, Isis did not hear it, for she found herself caught in the rapids of a powerful memory. She heard the shot of a gun, and a man fell backward into a pond. Isis ran to him. Once she had dragged his body out of the water, she looked upon his frozen face. It was Ethan, and he was dead. She felt her throat erupt in a scream. Her head snapped around to find his murderer, but her eyes went dark. She lifted her hands before her face. No, it wasn’t her eyes. She could still see herself. It was everything around her that was fading from view.

“Isn’t there anything you can do? She’s screaming. She’s obviously in pain.”

“No, Cameron. I’ve bound her injuries the best I can for now. What she needs is for us to get her to Eclipse as fast as possible. Look, there’s the first portal now.”

Isis felt the distinctive jolt of passing through an Elition portal. When she lifted her heavy lids, she was staring into Aaron’s wide, blue-green eyes. His hands held tightly to her wrists, pushing them against the cold wall. His lips kissed up her neck, slowly working up to her face.

“Stop,” she whispered as his mouth hovered before hers.

“Shh, it’s ok,” he replied, his voice soft and seductive.

But Isis struggled free and dashed past him before he could catch a hold of her again.

“We can’t stop, Isis,” Cameron’s voice said. It did not belong there.

“She’s not going to make it,” said Everett.

“Don’t even say that!” shouted Cameron, and the waves of sound echoed in her head as Aaron and the room around him faded out.

“He likes you,” Ariella said, fading in before her.

They were in the gardens around the Elition palace at Laelia, seated on one of the red-gold bridges, white-pink cherry blossoms gently raining down upon them. Their legs swung casually over the edge, they dipped their toes in the cool brook below. Isis watched a wave of ripples wrinkle along the shimmering surface, causing a lily pad to wobble. The frog seated upon it hopped into the water in annoyance.

“He likes you, Ariella.”

“Not in the same way, I fear,” she replied, her violet eyes sad.

“Don’t worry. I don’t even think about him in that way.”

“Maybe you should tell him that,” Ariella said, but her expression brightened. “You know who really likes you, though, right?”

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

“That Diamond Edge, Aaron Pall.”

Isis grimaced. “Is there a woman Aaron doesn’t like?”

“Doubtful,” Ariella allowed. “But he doesn’t like them in the same way he likes you, Isis. Davin says Aaron told him that he was crazy for some Elition girl. Apparently, Aaron vowed to clean up his image to win this mystery girl’s heart. Though Davin didn’t know he meant you.”

“Yes, well, he’s Davin. He can be kind of dense when the subject doesn’t involve himself.”

“Ah, so you have noticed that Aaron likes you,” Ariella teased.

Isis rolled her eyes. “It’s sort of hard to miss when he’s drooling all over me.”

“He really is gross,” Ariella agreed. “Not like Elition boys.” She stood. “Well, I have to get going. King River is sending me to the Red Woods. Keys—you know, the famous Cipher at Rosewater?—well, he has been out of contact with Laelia for weeks now.”

“You seem to always be gone. Try not to stay away too long this time,” Isis said, lifting her hand.

“I’ll try,” Ariella promised, intertwining her fingers in Isis’s. “Goodbye.”

They kissed each other quickly on the cheek, then parted.

“Goodbye.”

Isis felt as though she were slipping, falling into an abyss.

“Almost there,” Cameron’s voice called out to her, reassuring her as the next jolt came.

This time, she did not fall into a memory. Rather, she was catapulted into a jumble of sights and sounds, flashing past faster than she could focus. She no longer had any sense of time or place, or even people. Her head spun and body convulsed. It was nauseating.

“This does not look good. How long has she been like this?” an unfamiliar woman’s voice asked.

“Just over a day. We came as fast as we could,” replied Jason.

“Is she going to be ok?” Cameron asked.

“Take her to Silver,” the woman commanded. “Cameron, as you should remember well from your numerous experiments with fire, Elitions have an amazing ability to heal.”

“I missed you,” said Jason from behind.

Isis opened her eyes and turned. She knew this was a foresight by the shuffle of rapid images, which now slowed down just enough for her to view the scene with some semblance of clarity. Jason, thrown into the over-saturated high contrast of foresight, stood in the doorway, his arms crossed tensely against his chest. Slowly, he approached her, rolling the silver chain of a necklace between his fingers. It was as if he had to be doing something with his hands.

He stopped a breath’s distance from her face, his unblinking eyes locked with hers, and Isis smiled and looked down. He tilted her chin up with his index finger, returning her eyes to his, and the necklace slipped through his hand. Her arm shot out and caught it by the chain. The medallion on the end swayed between their bodies.

“You dropped this,” she told him. The burn of hard liquor stung her tongue. Foresights always did taste disgusting. She handed him the necklace.

“It’s yours,” he replied, closing her fingers around the warm metal.

His hands remained cupped around hers. She could feel the soft pounding of his pulse bubble and pop against her skin. His head was lowering, deeper, deeper toward her. His lips brushed lightly past hers, and it burned. But it was a good burn. A warm, delightful, encompassing burn. She looked into his eyes, and they were no longer cold. She pushed her hand against the back of his neck. He moved in to kiss her and—

Isis jumped and shook as a needle punctured her arm. She was on a mattress now. She could feel the soft cushion as she tossed and turned in wild, turbulent convulsions. Hands—icy, unfamiliar hands—clamped down around her limbs, suffocating her movements. She threw them off of her, but she could not stand. She could not even see.

“Hold her down!”

They had trapped her, blinded her. But she would not go out without a fight. The smooth tickle of a breeze brushed over her skin, growing in intensity as it moved down her arms. She felt herself thrown up and backward against a wall as the wind shot past her hands, followed by a crash and tumble.

“Are you all right?”

“Fine, fine. Just hold her down. I need to double the dose.”

“You can’t,” Cameron said.

Isis turned to him and smiled. “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

“It’s too strong. You won’t be able to handle it. You already can’t handle it,” he told her, swinging the dresser mirror around to her.

As Isis met her reflection, she hardly recognized herself. Her hair was its natural pale pink-blonde, but it was streaked through with strands of bright, violently hot magenta. Her eyes shone bluer than ever before, and the color seemed to extend wider, covering more of the eye than was usual. Dark, deep shadows surrounded her eyes, making them pop all the more, but the rest of her skin was pale and shimmery. Her lips were rosy and lustrous. She was beautiful.

“Wow. Amazing,” she gasped and brushed a finger down her face.

“This is dangerous,” Cameron warned.

“Leave her alone, Cameron.”

They turned around to look at Jason, who had just entered the room. He, too, appeared transformed. His butterscotch hair glowed and reflected like—well, hot, flowing butterscotch, interspersed with strands of dark, glowing caramel and pale, shining gold. His eyes, also set within deep shadows, smoldered liquid black, and his skin shone with a million tiny crystal droplets of perspiration. He looked like a god.

“I can’t believe you’re going along with this, Jason. Don’t you see what it’s doing to you two? What you’ve become?”

“Well, I think we look great,” Isis replied.

“You look great,” Jason told her, pulling her hard against him. He traced a line down her arm. A line of burning flames. “And feel great.”

“Mmmm,” she replied, resting her head against his chest and her hand around his waist.

“Isis!”

She no longer felt warm. There were cold hands all over her, freezing her. She shivered and jolted.

“Isis, we need you to be still,” Jason’s voice said, and a hand, this one warm, set down on her shoulder.

“Jason?” her voice croaked out. She sounded awful.

He set a second hand, also warm, onto her forehead, and the icicles were lifted from all across her body. “You are injured. The healer wants to help you. But we need you to stop moving.”

Isis relaxed her body, and she felt a needle prick her arm. The memories, the foresights, the voices, everything faded out, and she fell at last into peaceful sleep.
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“MAGUS.” NEMESIS’S VOICE hissed, a lingering echo in the air as they fled the ruinous remains of Needle’s Weave. “Do you think yourself equal to me? You are nothing but a wretched coward. If you want the puppet princelings, then come to the Evergreen Peninsula. Come alone. Come to me if you dare.”

Jason sprinted onward, pushing the voice to the back of his head as he resettled an unconscious Isis on his back. They had more pressing matters to attend to at the moment. They had not lost the Selpes in the woods as Jason had hoped. There were more than he had counted, for many had remained hidden amongst the trees outside Crag Pass. But the soldiers were slow and unimaginative, allowing Jason to put some distance between them so they could stop. At least for a moment.

They three were uninjured but for a few scratches, but Isis’s condition was worsening by the hour. She had been unconscious since being pummeled with an avalanche of rocks. When her eyes opened, they flicked and rolled back, wild and unfocused. Wherever she was, it was clearly not with them.

“She’s running a fever,” Cameron said, wiping sweat from her forehead.

“I know,” replied Jason.

He set her down, propping her up against a tree trunk. She was not healing as she should. As an Elition should. Which meant infection would soon set in. He pulled a cloth from his bag and tore it into strips, soaking each one in alcohol. Looking down at her, he noticed she had a nasty gash on her head.

“Hold her,” Jason told them.

Isis started as he cleaned her cuts, but she did not come to. Jason finished by quickly binding the wounds.

“Let’s go,” he said and lifted her once again onto his back.

He set an even quicker pace through the forest. They just had to make it to the portal. As with all humans, the Selpes could not follow them through without an Elition guide. But Isis. Her injuries were worse than he had thought. And then there was the serum. Its effects were wearing off, exposing her to the full force of the power she had for so long kept tamed. The mental anguish was likely far more trying than her physical pain.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” Cameron demanded, trotting up beside Jason. “She’s screaming. She’s obviously in pain.”

“No, Cameron. I’ve bound her injuries the best I can for now. What she needs is for us to get her to Eclipse as fast as possible.” Jason pointed to a subtle glimmer between two trees. ”Look, there’s the first portal now.”

Cameron caught hold of Jason’s shoulder with one hand and Everett’s arm with the other, and Jason pushed through the portal. There was a slight tremor, and they popped out running along the edge of a swampy lake. There were few trees in sight, and the cool breeze had been replaced by heavy, humid air.

“What…the?” Everett croaked between breaths.

It was not long before Jason was drenched in a thick, sticky layer of sweat. The sun was about to set, but for the final minutes it remained, it was shining its full force down upon them, blasting them with waves of heavy, muggy heat.

“Stop,” Isis whispered groggily.

Jason held to her securely as she almost toppled off his back.

“We can’t stop, Isis,” Cameron spoke to her in gentle, pleading tones.

“She’s not going to make it,” Everett said.

“Don’t even say that!” Cameron shouted. “Jason, how far?”

“Not long. The next portal is behind that lake over there,” he replied.

“There sure are an awful lot of lakes here,” commented Everett.

“The pink one.”

“Almost there,” Cameron whispered into Isis’s ear.

She muttered something, and Jason bolted forward once more. As they passed through the portal to the other side, Jason sprang forward, and Cameron and Everett tumbled to the ground behind him. They had made it. They stood directly outside the temple of Eclipse. He was home.

Jason grabbed a hold of the nearest person, a jittery priest with pumpkin orange eyes hidden behind a curtain of unkempt hair. “Get Silver. Now. Go!” he growled at the man, who stumbled off running toward the temple.

Everett gulped down the entire contents of his water flask, then pulled out a second one and tossed it to Cameron, who did the same in one go. Everett offered a third to Jason, but he shook his head and waited, his gaze locked on the temple.

Lana came running out the front doors. Her long black hair, highlighted with strands of coppery-brown, streamed out behind her. She was dressed in deep red robes, the edges sewn with orange ribbons.

“Jason?” she asked him, her emerald-green eyes wide and concerned.

“Where is Silver?”

“He is busy in his lab,” she said. “What has happened? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” He swung Isis around his back to cradle her before him. “But she has been badly hurt.”

Lana’s eyes trembled as she peeked at the wounds, which had bled through the bandages. “This does not look good. How long has she been like this?”

“About a day. We came as fast as we could,” Jason replied.

“Is she going to be ok?” Cameron asked.

“Take her to Silver. Tell him it’s an emergency,” Lana instructed the nervous priest beside her, who took Isis from Jason’s arms. “Cameron, as you should remember well from your numerous experiments with fire, Elitions have an amazing ability to heal.”

Still looking uncertain, Cameron nodded. Then he followed the priest into the small, round brick building beside the temple.

“Jason, you’re hurt too,” Lana said, taking up his arm, which had received nothing but a minor cut from their rapid dash.

“It’s nothing,” he replied, drawing back his arm. It was already starting to close up, anyway. “It’s Isis you need to worry about healing.”

“Who is she?”

“An Elition.”

“Very well. I know how you treasure your secrets,” Lana said with her usual calmness. She stood as primly as a school teacher.

“She’s Hayden Selpe’s bodyguard,” Everett spoke up, as though he couldn’t help himself.

Lana did have that effect on people. She could make them talk. Worse yet, she could make them do things they had no intention of doing. Even Jason wasn’t immune.

The skin between Lana’s eyes crinkled, just as it always did when she disapproved of something Jason was doing.

“Lana, wait,” Jason began.

“Jason, what is this? So, you got carried away terrorizing the poor girl, and now you want me to patch her up so you can continue trying to get whatever information you want out of her?”

“It’s not—”

“You’ve been gone for months, and then you show up…” Frowning, she shook her head. “What would Mother and Father say of what you have become?”

“She saved Cameron,” Jason said quickly, before she could continue her assault.

“What?”

“We were working together, trying to—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Trying to save Hayden and Ian Selpe.”

Her eyebrows rose high. “Really? You want to save the heirs to the Selpe Empire? You?”

“It’s not a matter of ‘want’. I must save them,” he corrected her. “There’s some sort of Selpe conspiracy in the works. Someone plotted to murder Ambrose and whisk his sons away into the hands of the Avans. Whoever this was is far worse than two adolescent boys with Elition blood in them.”

“That’s my brother, ever the pragmatist.”

“I love you too, little sister,” he replied, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and squeezing her tight.

Jason had never met another Elition as strong as he was. He was not the least bit gentle, but Lana didn’t even wince. She was used to him.

“Hayden and Ian Selpe have Elition blood? Are you sure?” Everett asked.

“It’s the eyes. The eyes never lie,” Jason told him. “Now I must go check up on Isis. I can’t let her die before we complete our mission.”

As Jason stepped inside Silver’s house, he heard Everett ask Lana, “So, he’s your brother?”

Lana sighed in response.

It was not accidental that Jason often came off as indifferent or outright cold. This time, though, he might have overplayed it a tad. He was not entirely sure what he felt for Isis. But whatever these feelings were, they were sending him down a dangerous path to somewhere he did not want to go. Or maybe he did. That indecision was worse than anything.

“Hold her down!” Silver, the healer, shouted as Jason came into the room.

Isis lay on a high cot, thrashing about in wild bursts. She was strong. And scared. Four of Silver’s assistants stood over her, attempting to hold her still long enough for him to insert a needle into her arm. Suddenly, Isis threw them off of her and sprang up. Her eyes were still fluttering. She was not awake—not fully, anyway.

Silver and his assistants began to creep forward, their arms outstretched. Isis’s hands shot up before her, and the healers were flung backward by a force unseen. This power, which was all too familiar to Jason, had proved too powerful for her. As they flew back, so did she—right into the stone wall behind her.

“Are you all right?” one of the assistants asked Silver.

“Fine, fine. Just hold her down. I need to double the dose.”

“You can’t,” Cameron protested as two of the assistants lifted Isis’s convulsing body back onto the cot.

There, she continued to turn and roll about. Jason considered what had just happened. She had just demonstrated, however uncontrollably, one distinctive power of a Phantom. But she had also thrown Cameron aside seconds before the wall exploded behind him, as though she had foreseen it.

“Jason,” said Silver. “If you want me to heal this woman, I will need a little assistance.”

He nodded and stepped beside her bedside, hissing, “Isis!” into her ear.

The thrashing slowed but did not stop.

“Isis, we need you to be still,” Jason whispered and set his hand on her shoulder.

“Jason?” she gasped.

He cupped his other hand across her forehead. “You are injured. The healer wants to help you. But we need you to stop moving.”

And just like that, far more easily than he had expected, she stopped fighting. Her body relaxed. Silver inserted a needle into her arm, and she fell limply onto the mattress.
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The sky was dark with threatening storm clouds when Isis awakened the next afternoon. Jason had been pacing between Silver’s four tiny rooms since before sunrise, agitating the healer’s assistants with each squeak of the floorboards. He didn’t know what their problem was. Those floors were so old that even a stealth Phantom could not hope to pass by unnoticed. And at least he had bathed and exchanged his muddy boots for crisp new running shoes. That had been after taking fifty laps around Eclipse in the predawn hours, long before they were even awake. That had grown tiresome after an hour or two, so now he was there. And he would stay until she woke up, no matter how many dirty looks they threw at him.

“Yes?” Jason demanded of the nosiest one, throwing a cold glare his way for good measure. It worked. The man stuttered and withdrew in a scattered hurry. There were benefits to having a nefarious reputation.

So sometime between annoying all of Silver’s assistants and frightening them off, Isis awoke. Silver was summoned at once, and Jason followed, hanging back behind the shadow of the partially opened door to her room. But from the hallway, he could still hear their every word. And through the narrow sliver opening, he could see every movement.

“How are you feeling?” Silver asked, pressing his palm to her forehead.

All of Isis’s cuts were gone, but her face was still pale and her hair caked with dirt and dried sweat. And blood. “I’m all right,” she replied, her voice shaking.

“You will feel better after a shower and a meal,” he assured her.

“I will feel better after I take my serum,” she countered.

“How long have you been taking it?” he asked.

“Over four years.”

Silver looked her up and down, taking in her every feature. Jason knew the look. It was the look he gave his targets before they were eliminated. Silver, though, used it to assess his patients’ health.

“Since your Passing?” he asked her.

Isis nodded. “At first, just a little. But each year I needed more to keep myself in control. And then nearly two months ago, I brewed a very strong batch, enough to mask my physical Elition traits. My mission necessitated that I appear human.”

“That would require a very strong dose indeed. Have you had any side effects? Nausea? Dizziness?”

“A blissfully clear mind,” she said with a longing smile. “For the first time.”

Silver set his hands on her cheeks and looked into her eyes with more sympathy than Jason had ever seen from him. He was never cold, just more comfortable with beakers and serums than with people.

“Hard as it is, I would begin to wean myself off the serum bit by bit if I were you,” he advised. “Prolonged usage at such a strong dose could have nasty side effects.”

“Like what?”

“Some Elitions lose the ability to even summon their abilities forth without the use of a stimulant,” he told her.

“Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Others go the opposite way. They become immune to the Inhibiting Serum altogether.”

Isis let out a heavy puff of frustrated air.

“I take it you are of the latter category,” he observed. “How often have you increased the new dose in the past two months?”

“Four times.”

Usually unsurprised, Silver’s eyes widened. “You should stop entirely. Now. If you don’t, you will end up—”

“Jason,” Isis called out, cutting Silver short. Her eyes, now a brilliant sapphire, met his with a twinkle. “Thank you for your help, Silver. I will think on what you’ve said. Now could you please excuse us? I wish to speak to Jason.”

“Of course,” Silver replied without protest. On the way out, though, he shot Jason an examining stare. One that screamed, ‘make her see reason’.

“Jason, do come in,” Isis called to him once more.

Jason stepped inside and swung the door shut behind him. He joined her where she sat on a cot on the opposite side of the room. It was beside a curved rectangular window that looked out onto an expansive spice and wildflower garden, the source of Silver’s ingredients. The sight of a patch of Winter’s Mint in the corner made him smile.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing. Just remembering something from long ago.”

“I do that often.” Smiling, she cupped both her hands around his. “Jason, I want to thank you. I know it would have been easier to leave me on that battlefield, but you didn’t. Had the Selpes taken me there, the consequences would have been…most unpleasant for me.”

Jason felt a sharp pinch in his chest. Was it guilt? If not for Cameron’s insistence, he would have left her there.

“And for Hayden and Ian too,” she continued. “I must see this through. We must rescue them before they make it to Avan territory. We cannot delay.”

She jumped to her feet and would have collapsed under the strain had Jason not caught her. Pressing her fingers against his hands, which held onto her waist, she looked him in the eye.

“We must go now,” she insisted with a stubborn glare.

“You are not going anywhere,” he told her. He did not dare mention Nemesis’s message, for she would have marched all the way there, trailing rolls of bloodied bandages. “You cannot even stand.”

“My serum. I just need my serum.”

“From what Silver said, that doesn’t sound like a particularly good idea. You will need to manage without.”

She dropped her head. “I…I can’t.”

“I’ve traveled with you for almost two months, Isis. I’ve suffered your stubbornness.” Holding her face in both hands, he pushed it up until her eyes were looking into his. “I think we’ve already established that you can do just about anything you set your mind to.”

“Just as we’ve established that your mind tricks don’t work on me, Jason,” she shot back as he moved in closer. “It’s not so simple. Not everyone has such perfect control over their gifts as you.”

The window slammed shut, its curtains swooshing as the wind blew out all three candles on the desk in one puff.

“Like that?” he asked.

“Showoff,” she said, pounding him hard on the chest.

He caught her hand before it could pound him a second time, then held it to his cheek. Behind him, the candles rolled off the table.

“Was that yours or mine?” he asked her. It bothered him that he didn’t know.

“Mine, I think,” she said, closing her eyes and exhaling slowly as his hand stroked up and down her arm. He could hear her heart thump.

“Are you a Phantom?”

“No.”

“And truly not a Triad?”

“Jason…”

He traced a finger down her face, meeting her eyes as she opened them. “You can tell me. I know not all Triads are like Nemesis. I will not kill you for it.”

“Not today maybe.”

“Was that an admission that you are a Triad?” he inquired.

“No.”

“What are you then?”

“Does it matter?” she asked.

“Not at the moment, no,” he told her, his mouth so close to hers that he could smell the rose-scented balm Silver’s assistants had brushed across her cracked lips.

Her mouth trembled at his nearness, which he took as an invitation to move in closer.

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you that you are a terrifying monster, Jason.” Her hands fidgeted, wrinkling up and smoothing down the bottom edge of her shirt in turn.

“I am.”

She shook her head. “No.”

Jason darted his hand forward and slipped a finger beneath her hair band, releasing a cascade of pale pink-blonde locks from a high ponytail. They tumbled down her back and fell chaotically over her face. He swept her hair away with one hand.

“You’re fast,” commented Isis.

He traced a finger slowly down her cheek. “Not always.”

When she smiled at him, Jason did not care that she worked for the Selpes. And he did not care that she had deceived them all that time, masquerading as human. He felt only this pull, this drive to kiss her. They had been dancing this line for weeks. He knew he should not cross it, that Elition bonds once formed ran deep, but he did not much care about consequences at the moment.

“Oh, sorry!”

Jason turned his head toward the open doorway, where Everett stood with his mouth wide open. “What is it?”

“Cameron wants to know how Isis is doing,” he reported. “He is lingering outside in the rain. For some reason, he won’t enter the building.”

“I told him I would lock him in the library for a month if he came inside again.”

Isis stepped back and set her hands on her hips. “Why ever would you do such a thing?”

“He was buzzing about and asking me every five minutes when you would wake up,” explained Jason. It would have driven anyone mad.

Isis shook her head and hurried out of the room as quickly as her shaky legs would allow. Left alone with Everett, Jason’s eyes followed her exit from Silver’s house. Bewilderment must have shown on his face, for the Rev chuckled under his breath.

“Looks like the cold assassin act backfired on you this time,” he commented.

“It is not an act. I am a cold assassin,” retorted Jason.

“Whatever was happening here when I came in didn’t look particularly cold to me. In fact, there’s enough tension between you two to melt a glacier.”

“Do you even know what you are talking about?”

Everett shrugged. “Sure. Most of the time.”

Jason tried to hold it in, but laughter escaped him nonetheless.

“Jason Chanz, that must be the first time I’ve actually heard you laugh. Not sneer with menace or give a condescending snicker. A real, honest-to-goodness jovial laugh,” Everett said. “Doesn’t it feel good?”

“I’m ecstatic, if you can’t tell.”

“I think you’ve mixed up your ecstatic and sinister faces. Now the way you were looking at Isis just now, on the other hand… If only I could have photographed it, that sappy look would have made an excellent replacement to the animalistic grimace on your current wanted posters.”

Jason snarled and lunged at Everett, moving only fast enough to scare him off. “If you don’t watch it, I’ll throw a sandwich at you.”

“So you do have a sense of humor after all,” Everett chanted and jogged from the room, a trail of chuckling hiccups following in his wake.
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THE OLD BUILDING had once been called Evergreen, named for the peninsula upon which it stood. Long ago, it had been the Elition school and temple of Mist Veil, but it was later abandoned in favor of the more accessible Temple of the Veil. As Jason trudged through forests overgrown with walls of pine needles and gates of gnarled branches, he could see why. No portal connected Evergreen to the rest of the world, and right now that was proving a phenomenal pain in the neck.

Bulky and sharply rectangular, the building was hardly a testament to Elition architecture of the era, but at least it was still standing centuries later. Fallen silver-green needles coated the grey stone walls like dust, and pinecones cracked beneath Jason’s boots.

Nemesis was already waiting for him—he had glimpsed hints of her lookouts—but the question was why. Why bring the boys there, to a literal dead end in the path? What did she hope to accomplish?

Jason crouched beneath an open archway of hanging roots and branches. The building was built into a hill overgrown with slender pine trees, leaving the back half of the structure underground. Jason glanced up at the forest canopy looming over his head, and he pushed through the main door.

A sliver of light cut through from the open doorway, but the hall he entered was otherwise black. So black that even he had trouble navigating the damp tunnel. He came around a corner, and the burn of oil and wood singed his nostrils. A dim orange light wavered weakly against a wall thirty meters away. Shadows shifted, forming a turning wheel of grotesque shapes.

Boots shuffled up from behind him. Two men by the sound of it. Jason retreated into the shadows and waited. He slowed his breathing and closed his eyes, reaching out with his other senses. They were close now, just a few steps away. As they passed him, Jason jumped out with two knives drawn, pressing the blades to the men’s throats.

“It’s us, you deranged assassin,” croaked Everett. “Put down those knives before someone gets hurt.”

From behind Jason’s other knife, Cameron sneezed.

The sudden aroma of strawberries and vanilla hit Jason. “Isis?”

“Here,” her voice answered as light rapid footfalls, like the subtle buzz of a hummingbird’s wings, stopped beside him.

“I suppose it was wishful thinking to believe I could undertake a lone stealth rescue mission without the three of you tagging along,” Jason said as they fell into line beside him, throwing away any chance of surprise.

“And let you claim all the reward? Naa.” Everett tried to keep his tone professional and detached, but Jason could sense the hints of a smile breaking out upon his lips.

Cameron, on the other hand, wasn’t even trying to hide his grin. “And let you have all the fun? Naa.”

Only Isis remained serious. “We could not leave you to fall into this trap alone. And it is a trap, Jason. Nothing here makes sense. Why did Nemesis come here? The Selpes have blocked off any paths to the portals that lead back to the Avans. She has no way home, no way to get Hayden and Ian across the ocean. She is completely boxed in here.

“It is a scheme. It must be,” repeated Isis. “Why did she not escape with the boys when she still had the chance? If they are so valuable to the Avans, why would she risk using them as bait, even to capture you? What is her game?”

“You are a clever girl,” sneered Nemesis as they entered the room. “But not clever enough, apparently.”

At the back of what could have been the school’s dining hall, Nemesis stood atop a platform. It was the highest point in the room. Behind her, a gigantic tree crafted from metal held a lit torch at the tip of every branch. The metallic monstrosity shone a dark glossy silver-purple, accented with orange sparkles reflected from the wavering flames. Hayden and Ian Selpe sat on the platform under the tree, each tied to a different branch.

Twenty-one Avan soldiers in mud-drenched uniforms stood below her, but Nemesis’s blood-red leather battledress looked as immaculate as the day it was made. Her knee-high black boots were glossy and her ghostly pale skin spotlessly clean. Only her spiked fire-red hair and glowing red eyes hinted at the untamed madness within.

“What do you want?” Jason asked her, stepping forward.

The soldiers drew their knives. One even pulled out a gun. Unlike his comrades, he had apparently not expended all his bullets during those months in the Wilderness.

Jason forced his eyes to go black and his face cold. A few of the soldiers took a step back.

“Cowards. You outnumber them five-to-one,” Nemesis spat, then turned her eyes on Jason. “What do I want? I thought it was so obvious even the pink-pigtailed little girl had figured it out. I want you, Magus.” She had used his power name. How very civilized of her.

He crossed his arms and said flatly, “You are not my type.”

When Nemesis laughed, it was the sound of scraping metal and dying puppies. Even her soldiers plugged their ears and grimaced. Her laugh cut off as abruptly as it had begun.

“Charming, Magus,” she said. “But, no. As Pigtails has so astutely deduced, I have lured you here for a reason. I want you for that Elite Phantom brain of yours. You will make a portal to Solarin, and when my Spirit Reapers have gone through it with Hayden and Ian Selpe, you and I will follow them.”

Nemesis was cracked on so many levels, Jason could not even begin to list them. So he started with the most obvious. “I do not possess the ability to create portals.”

“You do,” she maintained. “The power to break through to any location in the world is in you.”

“Not as far as I know.”

“May I direct you to the story of Hailey, the first Elite Phantom, who entered the lands of Elitia by breaking through the Shroud, which at that time concealed all of Elitia from the human world.”

Oh, boy. Siennans took the old legends of Elitia more seriously than other Elitions, but even this was going a bit far.

“I have never done such a thing,” declared Jason.

“Perhaps not.” Her red lips curled up into a sick smile. “But I know how to bring out that dormant ability in you. I offer you unparalleled powers if only you will join me.”

“I like my powers just as they are.”

“You refuse?” her shrill voice echoed.

She snapped her fingers, and the Spirit Reapers circled around, closing them off from the exit. Jason remained where he was, though he could not abide the feeling of so many weapons at his back.

“You are trapped,” Nemesis told him.

“I could get out of this easily.”

“Perhaps.” She took a few steps to the edge of the platform and sprang down, continuing her easy walk as though she had not just landed from two meters up. “But what of your comrades?”

Jason turned to track her as she stepped around him.

“How many will I have to kill before you see reason? Which one will it be that finally cracks that icy resolve?” She stopped before Everett. “The Rev pirate?” She moved down the line to Cameron. “The boy you swore on your dead parents’ graves to protect?” She blew him a kiss, and Cameron winced. “Or your new pretty little pink-haired girlfriend?” she finished, stroking a finger through a short cluster of hairs over Isis’s ear.

Isis looked ready to punch Nemesis in the face, even knowing that doing such a thing to a mad Triad piranha was a very bad idea.

“Do as you like,” Jason told Nemesis. “It is all the same to me.”

“Very well,” she sneered, tracing a finger down Isis’s face. “Then I think I’ll start with this sweet little specimen.”

“Go ahead. She knows too much anyway. You will be saving me the trouble of doing it myself.”

Isis turned her trembling, sapphire eyes on him.

“Oh, look. You’ve hurt her feelings,” Nemesis mocked, flicking a tear from Isis’s cheek. “Well, you heard the man, my dear. I am afraid you must die.”
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ISIS ALLOWED HER gaze to dart away from Nemesis’s red eyes just long enough to connect with Hayden’s. He nodded his unkempt head, letting her know he was all right. That was all she needed to know.

Nemesis continued to close in. Her steps were slow and deliberate, as though she wanted to savor each moment. Her smirk grew ever wider, her eyes ever redder in anticipation of the kill. She really was a sick beast.

The beast drew two blades. The first was a pretty rapier that shimmered gold and gleamed with an eerie light. The second was a jagged-edged silver dagger. The dagger looked frightening and it would tear Isis up nicely if it met her skin, but it was the rapier that was the real danger. There was no doubt in Isis’s mind that it had been forged with enchantment and coated in poison. Nemesis was not the sort to grant a quick death. She enjoyed playing with her prey far too much, and she would poison and mutilate Jason’s comrades until he agreed to help her.

The great Elition Tundra would melt first.

Nemesis circled Isis, trying to unnerve her with a malevolent sneer. The gesture was superfluous. Even on her best day, Isis knew she did not have a prayer of defeating the Triad without an extraordinary helping of luck.

“Here, little bitty pretty,” she purred.

Isis turned to keep Nemesis in front of her, but made no other movement. The Spirit Reapers formed a human wall, cutting off Jason, Cameron, and Everett. It was as choreographed as a dance—had dancing involved blades and guns.

“Well, aren’t you dull,” Nemesis complained. She threw a contemptuous look over her shoulder to the Spirit Reapers standing behind her. “What fun is a fight when my opponent is too weak and cowardly to fight for her own life?”

That’s right. Keep making snide comments. I’m no threat to a big, bad Triad like you.

Nemesis was not even holding her weapons correctly—at least not as she should for a fight. She twirled them loosely with her wrists, flicking them in the air to dress up her taunts. Isis would have been downright insulted had she not been grasping for every advantage.

Nemesis took a step forward. And another.

Isis held her ground.

Nemesis yawned. “Someone at least give the girly a weapon. I’m bored to tears here.” She snapped her fingers at the closest soldier, a stubbly-faced man who did not even look old enough to grow a proper beard. “You, Croton. Give her your pocket knife.”

The young Spirit Reaper pulled a compact folded knife from his pocket and slapped it into Isis’s hand with an apologetic look.

“Hey, Girly,” Nemesis called out.

“I thought it was ‘Pigtails’,” replied Isis drily.

“Do you prefer that one?”

“No.”

“Ok, then Pigtails.”

Ha. Ha. Ha.

“Do you know how to use that?”

Isis flipped the knife open. The blade was no longer than her index finger and hardly thicker. “To cut strawberries? Yes, I do that all the time.”

Nemesis’s smile widened. “You’re funny. When Magus finally agrees to help me, I may just let you live to see—”

Isis aimed a kick at Nemesis’s right wrist, putting as much power into it as she had. Crack. The Triad’s wrist broke upon impact, and her hand sprang open. Clank. Her rapier slid across the floor and buried its blade in the wood front of the raised platform.

“Playing with poison is not nice, Nemesis.”

Nemesis shook out her wrist, which appeared to have already healed, and stepped over to pull the rapier out of the platform. It was stuck. She looked up and glared angrily at Isis. Her eyes boiled over, a deep sanguine red.

“That was stupid,” she said, advancing again. She tossed the dagger to her right hand. “Very, very stupid.”

Isis saw it before Nemesis even moved. She would go for the stomach. Nemesis lunged and Isis sidestepped. And again. And again.

“Is running away all you can do, Little Mouse?” she growled.

“You have so many cute names for me. Does that mean that you really do like me?” countered Isis.

“Hardly. You are nothing but an incompetent bodyguard. A pathetic, spineless girl. It would be over my corpse that anyone took away someone I swore to protect.”

“Someday someone will take you up on that offer,” Isis warned her.

Nemesis bared her teeth. “Be my guest. But no. Not you. I can see it in your eyes. You find the idea of killing anyone absolutely abhorrent. How quaint.”

“I might make an exception for you.”

“No. No, you wouldn’t.” Nemesis’s eyes danced with mad delight. “Let’s just cut to the conclusion of this charade. You are completely outmatched and have not even the slightest intention of killing me. I, on the other hand, am a practiced fighter and killer. We both know how this will end. Save yourself the embarrassment and yield now. I promise to—”

Isis’s second kick to Nemesis’s right wrist snapped the bone just as surely as the first. This time, the dagger slid between the legs of a shocked Spirit Reaper and came to a stop before Everett. The Rev pressed the toe of his boot over the black handle.

“Stop doing that,” Nemesis growled, shaking out her wrist.

Wow, two breaks to the same bone in under five minutes, and still she healed nearly instantly. What would it take to really bring her down?

Isis shrugged. “You underestimate me. I’m faster than you think.”

“Not fast enough.”

Isis saw the attack coming, but she was pressed too closely to the platform to evade. Nemesis swung her arm out, grabbed Isis, and threw her overhand halfway across the room. Isis barreled into the line of Spirit Reapers, and six of them toppled over. As she hopped over their tangled bodies, back toward Nemesis, startled shouts told her that her comrades had taken full advantage of the distraction.

Nemesis launched two knives the size of bananas at her. Isis dodged, and it was a good thing. At that speed, they would likely have taken her arms off. Nemesis kicked high, aiming for Isis’s head. Isis blocked, but the force of the impact brought her nearly to her knees. She pushed back with her mind. A breeze tiptoed across her fingertips, building up until her skin buzzed with the power. A gust shot out and catapulted Nemesis into the nearest stone wall.

The Triad sprang to her feet, and immediately launched two small black throwing knives—much like those Jason used—at Isis. Though she still looked dazed, Nemesis’s aim was spot on. Or it would have been had Isis not foreseen the attack and ducked. The knives clanged dully against the wall behind her.

A crooked grin flashed across Nemesis’s lips. “Surprise, surprise. And I thought I was the only one.”

“Madwoman?”

“Triad.” She stepped forward. “You may be of some use after all, Pigtails.”

Isis picked up the knives and threw them at Nemesis’s chest, knowing she would catch them. She did, returning them with double the force. They ricocheted off the wall and sank into the wood on either side of the rapier. The move was so ridiculous it had to have been planned. Nemesis was showing off. Grinning, she continued to close in, her enormous shadow trailing her across the torchlit wall.

“I’m not,” Isis told her, backing up. Just a bit further.

“Not what?”

“A Triad.”

Nemesis leered. “Your performance suggests otherwise.”

Nemesis nearly stumbled over her feet, but she didn’t seem to notice. She pressed on, thinking she was backing Isis into a corner.

“It’s a wonder what a custom mix of serum can make happen.”

“There’s only so much a serum can do. You can’t enhance what’s not there in the first place, Girly.”

Isis ignored the retort. “Or make not happen. Like that dart I hit you with while you were proving what a vicious knife-juggler you are.”

Nemesis’s hand shot to her neck.

“That’s the problem with you, Nemesis.”

The Triad yanked out the tiny black dart and crushed it in her hand.

“You think you’re so high above us all that you are untouchable.”

Nemesis collapsed to one knee.

Isis climbed up onto the platform and released the princes’ bonds. “But you can be taken down, just like the rest of us.”

Nemesis glared up, her eyes screaming murder. “I’m not down yet.”

She stomped her heel hard against the floor, opening up a trapdoor beneath her feet. And before anyone could even think of stopping her, she was gone.
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“STAY HERE,” ISIS instructed the boys and hopped off the platform.

The fight was still going on in full force down on the ground. To reach the trapdoor, she had to dance around Everett’s wrestling match with a Spirit Reaper a full head taller than he was. She stomped down in the exact spot as Nemesis had, but the floor did not open up. She tried again, harder this time. Nothing.

And it was probably just as well. Isis stuck out her foot, tripping the Spirit Reaper battling Everett. She didn’t want to chase off after that psychopath anyway.

“Isis, what the hell! That one was mine,” Everett grumbled, knocking on the unconscious man’s head.

She shrugged and indicated the thirteen Spirit Reapers still standing, eleven of whom had ganged up on Jason. “There are plenty more.”

A stampede of synchronized thumps echoed from the hall, and a dozen Diamond Edges flooded into the room. They headed straight for the Spirit Reapers. They tackled the ones barraging Cameron, but stood on the sidelines to watch Jason take on his eleven alone. Make that ten. No, nine. Wow, was he efficient. If not for all the blood, Jason’s fluid dance might have even been beautiful to watch.

Aaron stepped in casually, looking around as though he owned the place. He caught Isis’s eye and wiggled his finger, beckoning her forward. He hit her with a wide grin. Oh, no. She stood her ground, trying to gauge how angry he still was about her sending him off through the Wasteland.

He could try to detain her. That would be inconvenient. Or if she got really unlucky, he might even try to kiss her again. That would be even worse.

Cameron shuffled over, his gaze shifting between Isis and Everett.

“Why do you two both look like you’ve just swallowed a mouthful of rocks?” he asked them.

Isis nodded toward Aaron. “Nothing good can come of this.”

Everett nodded. “Agreed.” He must have thought she was talking about the Selpes in general. He was, after all, a Rev. Were they to discover that, no Selpe soldier would hesitate to shoot him on sight.

The Diamond Edges had grown bored of waiting for Jason to finish off the remaining two Spirit Reapers, so they shot the Avans in the head. They would have shot Jason too, had Ariella not run forward and planted herself between him and the barrels of their guns.

“Oh, come now, Ariella. Do move before one of my men accidentally shoots you,” Aaron drawled. “There’s no point in protecting him. Jason Chanz is a rogue Elition, a wanted man. Surely, you’ve seen the posters.” He contorted his face into a mockingly murderous expression, but the effort was ruined by his laughing eyes.

Isis squeezed past the Diamond Edges and wrapped her arm across Ariella’s back in a show of solidarity. “Dreadful, Aaron. Just dreadful. Everyone knows the defining feature of Jason’s wanted poster is the cold, merciless eyes.”

Aaron smiled. “Yes, yes, of course. But mad Elition eyes are not so easily imitated.” He registered her position and that she had not simply come over to engage in playful banter with him. His expression hardened. “Don’t tell me you’ve also gotten it into your head to take a bullet for the assassin.”

“I don’t see why anyone needs to be firing any bullets,” said Ariella.

“What she said,” Isis agreed.

“The two of them are insufferable when together. How do you stand it?” Aaron asked Davin, who had appeared behind his right shoulder.

“You get used to it,” Davin told him solemnly.

“Really?”

“No.”

“I do believe we’re being insulted, Ariella,” said Isis.

“Indeed, Isis.”

“Men.”

“Bah,” agreed Ariella.

“Much as you clever comedians are trying to distract us from the issue at hand, the matter remains that the criminal Jason Chanz, guilty of countless atrocities against the Empire, stands before us. As the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire present here…” Aaron puffed out his chest as he said the words. “…I move to have the assassin taken into custody.”

“Elitia concurs,” Davin replied, looking all too pleased at the chance to imprison Jason.

Assuming they could catch him.

“There seems to be some confusion as to who here is the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire.”

All eyes shifted up to the platform, where Hayden stood tall, supporting his brother. His clothes were torn, his skin smudged, and his hair untidy, but it did not matter. Regal energy oozed off him as though he had been made for nothing else. He looked every bit the part of the new Selpe emperor, which, assuming they could get him back to Orion in one piece to claim the throne, he very soon would be.

The Diamond Edges felt it too. They looked uncertainly from Hayden to Aaron, until they were finally put out of their misery.

“Of course. We are all pleased to find Your Majesties safe, and the Diamond Edges would be most grateful for the honor of escorting you back to Orion,” Aaron said, his tone crisp and practiced.

“Jason Chanz and all his comrades risked much when others would not. They rescued us from the Siennan Nemesis, and for that they are our esteemed guests. I want to make it clear that they are not to be harmed. Tell your men to stand down, Aaron,” Hayden directed.

Davin looked as though his birthday party had been cancelled. Aaron swallowed hard but nodded to the Diamond Edges, who holstered their guns. The few who held knives sheathed those as well.

“Good. And now that we’re all finally civil, could someone kindly get us down from here?”

Isis only had to meet Jason’s eyes. He nodded to her, then walked off toward the platform, Diamond Edges melting away before him. He bent into his knees and conquered the two meters in a single bound. Once at the top, he lifted one prince into each arm and hopped down as easily as if he had taken a single step. Nemesis had done the same, but it somehow looked more spectacular when Jason did it.

“That was so unbelievably sexy,” Ariella whispered into her ear.

Isis turned to her, shocked. “I thought you liked Davin,” she murmured back weakly.

Ariella’s eyes twinkled. “I do.”

What am I supposed to make of that?

“Everett,” Ariella said, stepping forward with a smile.

He grinned back. “Ariella.”

“Throwing yourself into trouble again, are you?”

“Yeah, I just can’t seem to keep away from you Elitions.”

Isis looked from Ariella to Everett. “You two know each other?”

“We may have shared an adventure in Solarin,” said Everett.

“The Avan capital? Ariella, what in Aurelia’s name were you doing there?”

“Rescuing Davin.”

Isis looked over at Davin, who was watching them as he whispered to Aaron. “You’ll have to tell me about that.”

“Yes,” she said as Jason passed beside Isis. “Jason Chanz.”

“Yes?” he asked, his face hard.

Ariella nudged Isis.

“What?” she muttered.

Ariella canted her head toward Jason.

Oh, that. “Sorry. I’ve been out here too long. Jason, meet Destiny. My kindred.”

Jason nodded to her.

“Ariella, meet Magus. My…” Ally? Friend? Sexy assassin? “…fellow adventurer,” she finished, extending her hand toward him. She jumped a little when her fingers brushed against his arm. A not-unpleasant spark buzzed in her fingertips when their skins met. “Oh, sorry, Jason.” She drew her hand away. Grudgingly. “I’m a bit tired.”

“You are looking thin,” Ariella commented, walking toward the temple’s exit. “But I love the new look, Isis.” She brushed a finger through a magenta strand amongst Isis’s pink-blonde locks.

“It’s temporary. A side effect of the Phantom Accentuating serum I took. Jason knew Nemesis would go for me, so I needed to have an edge over her in a fight. She thought I would be easy prey, moping because Jason had told her to kill me, for all he cared. But we had planned all that. Even the part where Cameron and Everett and I ‘followed’ Jason to Evergreen. Whereas actually, we just wanted her to think that he had planned to come alone.”

Ariella looked her over and said, “Isis, calm down. You’re babbling.”

“I’m tired. And it’s the serum.”

“It suits you,” Ariella told her. “More so than that repugnant Inhibiting Serum. I don’t know why you always insisted on subduing your gift with it.”

“Can we talk about this later?” Hint. Hint. She tried to nod toward Jason without actually nodding toward Jason, but it just made her head feel like it would bump against the ceiling.

“Later might be too late. Isis, I know the power of Prophecy is a turbulent one. I live with it too. But drowning it with serums only delays the inevitable. You have never tried to deal with your gift, and that will bite you in the rump sooner or later. You never know when it will flare up out of control. The power of Prophecy is unpredictable like that, and that’s how Prophets who can’t control the gift spiral into madness. Think about that.”

“Thanks, Ariella,” Isis grumbled, avoiding Jason’s eyes.

She looked at Isis. Then she looked at Jason. “Did I miss something?”

“Isis has made a game of trying to hide her gift from me,” he said.

“And I was doing a damn good job of it until you spilled,” she grumbled to Ariella.

“Actually, as soon as I tasted your serum at Needle’s Weave, I figured you were probably a Prophet,” he told her. “Some of your other erratic abilities threw me off, but I attributed that to your excessive consumption of an Inhibiting Serum.”

“Excessive,” Ariella repeated with emphasis.

Isis ignored the jibe. “No. I’m a Prophet with Triad tendencies. A weird diagnosis, but there you have it. If I weren’t so undeniably crazy, they’d probably have classified me as a Triad.”

“Your gift is not being inhibited right now, and you don’t look crazy,” Ariella pointed out.

Because Jason is keeping me sane. Wait, did I just say that aloud? Isis watched them for a reaction but observed none. So, she was just talking to herself. Thank goodness.

Isis sighed. “Well, now that this madness is all behind us, I really do need to catch up on some sleep.”

“Don’t go down for a nap yet,” Ariella warned her.

“Why?” She cringed. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“There’s a traitor amongst the Selpe aristocracy.”

“No real surprise there. The assassination. The kidnappings. This whole ludicrous situation reeks of a traitor in their ranks.”

“Whoever it is has been making a grand effort to kill us.”

“Us?”

“Like you, I’ve not been working alone. We have many leads, but still the traitor eludes us. I could use your help.” She looked at Jason. “And yours. Until the traitor is apprehended, Hayden and Ian Selpe are still in danger. We need to get them safely back to Orion, and then we need to pop this traitor in the head.”

“I will help,” said Jason.

Ariella looked at Isis.

“Do you even need to ask? Of course I will help you. Naps can wait. Just tell me—”

Isis stopped as they stepped outside, her eyes fixed to the flying mammoth. A Selpe airship, shimmering silver in the sunlight. It hovered ten meters off the ground, held in place by six thick metal cables tied to nearby branches. Immediately below it, a newly flooded forest sat, water dripping from its canopy. It looked like someone had dumped the entire contents of a swimming pool over the poor trees.

“Jason, correct me if I’m wrong, but there was no forest marsh when we came through here earlier.”

“Indeed there was not.”

“Ok.” She nudged Ariella, then pointed up. “What happened here, and what is that monstrosity?”

“That ‘monstrosity’ is our ride back to Orion, Isis. And as for the water—”

“There’s no way in hell you’re getting me into that deathtrap,” Isis cut in.

Ariella patted her on the back. “That’s exactly what I said the last time, but, you know, they’re really not all that bad actually.”
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THEY TOOK THE airship back to Orion. It was a small one, probably a research model, Everett thought. That might have explained how it could navigate the Wilderness. And the auburn-haired woman they had seen as they climbed aboard was the scientist responsible for getting them there. No one else would have dared scold the soldiers for fiddling with the controls and releasing a boatload of water down onto the forest. Whatever that was all about. Nothing the crazy Selpes ever did made much sense to him.

Once they were all settled aboard the airship, Everett started to feel mighty claustrophobic. Between all the Elitions and far more Selpe soldiers than he cared to count, he couldn’t turn around without bumping into someone. Usually a scowling someone. He kept his leather jacket on to conceal the tattoo on his arm. After all, he couldn’t be too careful. Hayden Selpe might have said his rescuers were not to be harmed, but Everett wouldn’t put it past a Selpe soldier to ‘accidentally’ open the bay doors and toss him out. And that Diamond Edge major had given him a long, hard look, as though he knew what Everett was. Much as it stung to think it, perhaps it was about time he looked into tattoo removal services—and if the Elition who had hired him all those months ago in Cypress was right, speech therapy to smooth over his rugged Rev accent.

By some miracle, Everett made it all the way to Orion without dying. No joke. It was a real miracle. Ariella thought there was a conspiracy in the Selpe ranks, one that had led to the emperor’s murder and the princes’ kidnapping. So Everett had stupidly agreed to keep an eye on the Diamond Edges to make sure the soldiers didn’t kill the boys his group had trekked across half the Wilderness to save. He must have had a death wish.

As soon as they arrived at Orion, Jason and Isis had disappeared behind some closed door with Ariella. They were plotting something. He could tell from the cloud of conspiracy hovering over their heads.

Cameron stayed with Everett, and the two of them had a fine lunch in the imperial restaurant. They made sure to have the staff bill the empire. Buying their lunch was the least the Selpes could do after the hell they’d put them through.

Two hours later, just as they were finishing up their dessert, Everett found the note in his pocket. He had no clue how long it had been in there. Nor did he know who had put it there. He turned, scanning the crowded restaurant. It could have been anyone, though Everett was putting money on an Elition. There was no shortage of them in Orion at the moment. Cameron said it had something to do with the arrival of Elitia’s high king earlier that day.

Everett unfolded the paper and read silently, “Mr. Black, you have lived up to your reputation. A sum of fifty thousand Crowns has been deposited into your account as agreed. Keep your head low in Orion and watch out for the Diamond Edges. Oh, and don’t forget to pay your associates their shares. Especially, the assassin. He’s been known to get moody over things like that.”
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519AX September 17, Cypress







THERE WAS SALTWATER inside Everett’s boots. The saltwater had mixed with a watery sludge—curtesy of the Cowboy Beach sewage system—producing a murky semi-liquid substance that smelled about as appetizing as it looked oozing out the tops of his boots. Everett was pretty sure there was blood mixed in there somewhere too. There was definitely blood on his shirt. After five minutes of vigorous scrubbing in the bar’s bathroom, he had given up on trying to get it out. Thankfully, it was not his own blood. He’d lost his first aid kit somewhere between running through the sewer tunnels and swimming down the Crimson coast.

The man had obviously not expected anyone to follow him through sewage and salt water. But he did not know Everett. The dash through muck had only strengthened his resolve. After suffering that, there was no way he was backing down until he got paid.

“You look awful, Everett,” Ryder said, staring across the table at him with an amused twitch on his lips. “But you smell worse. I’m not sure being forced to sit here with you is worth only two-and-a-half thousand Crowns.”

That was his cut of the reward, an even half. When the two of them had formed the mercenary group the Wayward Bullets just four months ago, they had agreed to an even split of the spoils. But Ryder never seemed to be the one stuck trudging waist-deep through excrement.

Everett flashed him a wide grin. “If my presence bothers you, you are welcome to leave the room while I meet our client for payment.”

“No,” Ryder replied through a clenched nose. He winked. “I wouldn’t want you to get any ideas about cheating me out of my well-earned share. I will suffer through it.”

Ryder’s part in the job had consisted of trailing the thief down the alleys of Cowboy Beach and fighting off his gang of thugs. He was a good fighter, but since he was not drenched through in a melody of odious odors, Everett was disinclined to feel sorry for his ‘suffering’, feigned or not.

A rush of wind smacked against the swinging doors as a trio of women entered the Castrated Pig, the roughest bar in Cypress. They were dressed in cowgirl boots, shiny black leather shorts cut more like underwear than outerwear, and cropped tank tops that exposed their pierced bellybuttons. The bar’s clientele was an even mix of bikers and cowboys, so it was unsurprising that the head of every man in there whirled around to watch the women strut over to the bar. Before they could order a drink, they had a dozen men ordering drinks for them. Ryder brushed down his leather jacket and started to stand, when he caught himself and just as quickly plopped back down on his chair.

“Damn,” he muttered.

So, getting paid had won out over other distractions. Ryder was a true mercenary at heart. Everett snickered.

“Keep laughing, wise guy. You would have gone over too, if you didn’t smell so bad.”

“Perhaps,” Everett allowed. “But not for that sort of girl. They’re too…”

“Hot?”

“Obvious,” said Everett. “There’s nothing subtle about them. It’s just all out there.”

Ryder gawked as the redhead with the curls leaned on the bar, her shorts riding up even higher. “Sometimes, my friend, that’s a good thing.”

“In any case, they are just the distraction,” Everett replied.

“Distraction for what?”

“For me,” a man said as he swung a leg over the free chair at their table and sat down.

Tall and muscular, he would have cut a very fit picture if not for the layer of solid fat wrapped around him, hardened by a decade or two of inactivity. He was the prime example of how active men’s bodies often paid the price of their prosperity.

Everett inclined his head. “Zarek Mandel.”

Zarek returned the nod. “Everett Black.”

“This is my partner Ryder,” Everett said.

Zarek set down his foaming glass of beer on the table. “Is that a first or a last name?”

“An only name,” Ryder told him. “At least, it’s the only one I’ve got.”

Ryder had grown up as an orphan, never knowing his parents, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a family. The Revs had been his family and Everett’s too. Ryder didn’t know how lucky he was. Parents were an inconvenience in life that you were stuck with until one of you died. A decade ago, Everett’s parents had turned their backs on the Revs in favor of setting up their own overpriced wine label, which they sold almost exclusively to ruthless Selpe lords too arrogant to be bothered by common things like money. His parents’ complete lack of morals was as disconcerting as their singleminded pursuit of profit.

And this was coming from Everett Black, professional mercenary.

“Fair enough,” Zarek said with a deep chuckle. “How about we get down to business?”

“All right,” Everett said, folding his hands together. “You’re late.”

“And you smell,” countered Zarek. “Shall we call it even?”

“No, we shan’t. I waded through sewage and swam through freezing water to get your box. All the while rushing here to be on time. If I had known you would be late, I’d have taken some time to get myself a shower.”

Zarek flicked a coin over to Everett, who caught it. He turned it between his fingers, looking it over. Ten Crowns. Hmm.

“We agreed on five thousand,” Everett said.

“Which you’ll get as soon as I get my box.” Smiling, he pointed at the coin. “That’s for your shower. It’s on me.”

Beside Everett, Ryder choked down an outburst of laughter. Everett gave him a hard look, then turned to Zarek.

“Fine. There should even be enough left over to buy myself a sandwich,” he said as he pocketed the coin.

A final, trailing snort escaped Ryder. Everett ignored him.

“Good. Now that this is all settled, I would like to see my box,” said Zarek.

Everett reached into his backpack and pulled out a black box no larger than a loaf of bread. As he handed it over, Zarek’s eyes widened in eager anticipation.

“You didn’t open it.”

“No.” But not for lack of interest. The small box was sealed shut by a web of twenty different locks. Like most in his trade, Everett could pick locks. Just not those locks. They were more complicated than anything he’d ever seen, and he had, after all, only had a few minutes to fiddle with it.

“Our clients’ privacy is of outmost importance to us,” he simply said, glancing sideways at his friend.

Ryder met his eyes, controlling himself long enough to put a lid on the chortles. He had tried—and failed—to open the box as well.

Zarek wet his lips, his gaze so fixated on the box that he had missed their exchange. He set his index finger on a patch of the box that looked just as black and unremarkable as the rest of it. The locks clinked open, and Zarek lifted the lid just high enough to peek inside. From his seat, Everett could not see a thing beyond the back of the box. Open just a crack, he doubted anyone in the room but Zarek could see inside—even had the bar’s clientele not been otherwise occupied swarming around Zarek’s three scantily-clad distractions.

“Does it work?” Everett asked him.

“Does what work?”

Everett nodded toward the bar. “Using them as distractions.”

“Yes. Everywhere. The majority of the male population finds itself unable to resist gawking at a pretty lady. Make that three pretty ladies, and I have the spectrum of preferences covered. I can conduct my business without prying eyes and nosy ears.”

“That trick wouldn’t work on Everett,” said Ryder. “He’s too much of a gentleman to gawk.”

“I know,” Zarek replied. “That’s why I hired him. I need a professional who is focused, not someone to be distracted by every falling leaf. Most of the time, I can just let my girls loose in the room, and the men flock to them. When that doesn’t work on a man, one of the girls personally approaches him.”

“She was a test?” Everett asked, remembering that day a year ago when the sweet-faced young woman had singled him out in the room, trying to coax him with shy compliments toward the bar, where every other man in the place was standing around her two friends. That was also the day Zarek had first approached him for a job.

“When you sent her on her way because you had a client to meet, I knew you were the sort of person I could hire.” Zarek shut the box, setting off a string of continuous clicks as the locks closed again. “Everything appears to be in order. You have my thanks for recovering my stolen property. Where is the thief?”

“He drowned,” Everett said with a frown.

Zarek stared at him for a moment, then slipped the box into his bag with a sigh. He had told Everett he wanted to question the man who had broken through his security. “Regrettable, but better the thief than the box.” He set a box, this one bigger, on the table. “Your payment. Five thousand Crowns, as agreed.”

Everett slid the box over to Ryder. He was a faster counter, anyway. Ryder shuffled through the money faster than anyone Everett had ever seen, then gave a thumbs up.

“A pleasure doing business with you.” Everett extended his hand to Zarek. “You know how to contact me should you require my services.”

As Zarek clamped down on his hand, Everett tried not to wince. The man could probably crack walnuts with his bare hands should he ever take a fancy to such a thing.

“I will be busy for awhile,” he said, closing his bag. “But if you’re interested in something a bit more invigorating, a colleague of mine is looking for someone to apprehend a criminal.”

“Another thief?” asked Everett.

“No.” Zarek smiled thinly. “Someone considerably more dangerous. But the pay reflects that. He’s offering twenty thousand.”

Ryder, who had been balancing on one leg of his chair, nearly toppled over. He caught himself on the edge of the table. “Twenty thousand, you say?”

“You will need to venture into Selpe territory. On the other side,” Zarek added.

Meaning, the Selpe main continent. Out in the Selpe Western Territories, they didn’t care much for Revs, but they didn’t really do much about them. Across the ocean on the eastern continent, the stronghold of the Selpe Empire, they were a bit more fastidious in their hatred—and cleaning up ‘threats to the empire’.

“We’re not afraid of the Selpes,” declared Ryder.

Everett arched a brow at him. Sure, they could handle a few Selpes. But not a horde of soldiers—or, even worse, Diamond Edges.

“If that is the case, then I will tell him you will meet him in Lear,” Zarek said, rising. He looked at Everett. “Noon in two days at the Broken Barstool.”

An appointment that was nearly impossible to make. This was a test, if Everett knew one. He nodded anyway. They were talking about twenty thousand Crowns, after all.

A grin spread across Zarek’s lips, then he quietly slipped out through the swinging doors. Moments after he left the bar, his three distractions decided they had somewhere else to be. They abandoned their admirers, leaving them with sour expressions and a very high bar tab. One drunk fellow got it into his head that they would not be leaving after all. He snatched one of the women around the arm, trying to pull her back to the bar. For his efforts, he got a black eye and what would prove to be a very bad headache in the morning. Everett chuckled to himself. Zarek was not the sort of man who would leave anything to chance. To him, fighting skills would have been as important as looks when hiring his ‘girls’.
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THE MOST COMMON way to make the journey from the Selpe Western Territories to the unaffiliated port of Lear was by sea. Motor-powered boats could cruise along quite well until about a few hundred meters from the coast, at which point Lear’s proximity to the Elition Wilderness would more often than not make all the systems go haywire before they simply died. Sometimes, if you were really lucky, you’d make it all the way to the docks on engine power.

Not today, though, Everett thought as the crew of the Blood Jewel rowed them in. It was a group of well-seasoned pirates. Even drunk, they could still row faster than anyone he had ever seen. That was how Everett justified hiring passage aboard their…eclectic ship, rather than some comfy passenger liner. And besides, he was somewhat of a pirate himself—at least according to the Selpes. Maybe someday he’d buy himself a nice pirate ship.

Ryder braced himself against the railing as the Blood Jewel rumbled toward the dock, knocking against a pole on the way in. He shot Everett an irritated glare. Everett merely shrugged. The pirates were fast and strong, but that said nothing of how well they could park.

“I’m starting to think we should have flown in through Aventurine,” Ryder commented as the pirates’ ship scraped against the docks before coming to a stop.

Completely free from the effects of the Wilderness, Aventurine was where airships carrying passengers across the ocean stopped. Located further down the Rocky Shore, it was quite a hike from Lear, making it the slower option. And they had an appointment to make. Everett looked at the dock clock, a monstrously large disc-on-a-stick that loomed over the harbor’s potpourri of masts like a giant’s lollipop.

“Fifteen minutes,” he told Ryder as they set foot on solid land again.

“Is that how long it is until our appointment or how long it will take to get to the Broken Barstool?”

Everett pulled up his hood, but it did little to block out the sun. It was a hot day, and he could feel that scorching noontime heat pouring through the flimsy film of cotton.

“Both. We should be there right on time,” he answered, cutting to the shady side of the street. Since noontime shadows were about as prominent as an ice storm in July, it didn’t help much.

“The question is whether this new mystery client will be.”

The fact that he—or she?—was friends with Zarek did not speak well for his potential punctuality.

“Zarek is…”

“An odd fruit,” Ryder finished for him.

“Yes,” Everett agreed. “But his jobs are relatively easy and pay well. And he knows people who pay well too.”

“Far be it for me to argue. It never ceases to amaze me how easily you manage to find us decent work, especially when you consider what many of the other guys are stuck with.”

Everett grinned. “Tell that to the Selpes.”

“Screw the Selpes.”

“You said it,” Everett said, pausing at the door to the Broken Barstool. “If you want to know the secret to getting the good jobs, it’s all about people skills. You have to talk to the right people. The best jobs are not listed on posters or bulletin boards. Those areas are pasted with anything and everything too dangerous for any sane man to take on. And for the one or two good offerings you find, you’ll have to fight off a dozen other mercenaries after the same target. In our line of work, jobs are dangerous enough already without adding in having to kill the competition just to get your paycheck.”

Ryder’s eyes shifted from reading the lopsided letters on the door to Everett. “You know, that actually makes a lot of sense.”

“Try not to sound so surprised,” Everett said, and he pushed the door open.

The room they stepped into was large enough to comfortably fit two hundred, but it was empty at the moment. Upside down chairs dangled from every table. The windows, opened just a crack, were covered by rickety shutters that rustled quietly in the wind. The bottles of alcohol were locked up behind a glass-front cabinet. Even with the windows open, the distinct scents of stale sweat and urine hung in the room, which certainly did not endear the place to Everett.

“Ryder, how about opening up some of those shutters?” he suggested. “It’s as dark as a tomb in here.”

Ryder stepped over to the nearest window. He had only just outstretched his hand toward the shutters when the window slammed shut. The impact caused the shutters to bang rapidly back and forth, screeching like a hyperventilating violin. From the landing above them came the moan of creaking wooden floors. Everett squinted through the grey light, but he could see no one up there. Ryder directed his attention to the stairs, where shadows danced and swayed to the music of protesting wood and a whistling wind. It was like a scene out of a horror movie. A very bad horror movie.

A silhouetted figure peeled away from the nest of shadows, moving toward Everett and Ryder. Gradually, the dark shape’s lines solidified, identifying it as a person. As it moved closer, Everett was able to make out the wide shoulders of a man in a cloak. The man stepped softly, his movements muted under his cloak. To the resounding bang of every set of shutters slamming against the windows, he threw off his hood, exposing the threat beneath. Amethyst eyes stared out from behind a messy curtain of shimmering copper hair. Everett nearly choked on his tongue. An Elition. The man drew his sword, a two-handed beast of metal that shimmered eerily in the grey light. Correction: an armed Elition.

Everett had little experience with Elitions, but even that ‘little’ was unnecessary. Their reputation preceded them. Stronger and faster than humans, they were living weapons. Every sense in their damage-dealing bodies was heightened, every feature exaggerated. Their skin and hair might have shimmered with angelic beauty, but their eyes burned with demonic fire.

There was only one thing to do. Everett drew his own sword. Beside him, Ryder did the same. Unlike most Selpes, they were no strangers to the feel of a blade in their hands. Living under Selpe rule had made the sword the preferred choice of weapon in the Rev islands, as they had long been forbidden the use of firearms. Over a decade after Rev independence, they had still not given up on a tradition that had been centuries in the making.

The Elition favored them with a wide smile, the corners of his lips curling up in demented delight. As he stepped forward, his sword poised to attack, Everett exchanged glances with Ryder. His friend nodded and scurried away while Everett swung his sword toward the Elition. When their swords clashed, tiny tremors shot up Everett’s arms, but he gritted his teeth and bore it. The Elition was not hitting that hard—at least, not as hard as Everett knew his sort could. Perhaps, he was bored.

Let’s see what we can do to remedy that, Everett thought, dealing a series of strikes that would have overwhelmed most men.

Proving that he was not ‘most men’, the Elition parried the attacks easily, then struck back with a sequence that had Everett backing up clear across the room. Through the bombardment, he did manage to hold onto his sword. Thankfully. There were few things more embarrassing in a sword fight than losing a grip on your weapon. The Elition continued to push forward, his smile widening as the gap between Everett and the end of the room shrank. His hands were slick with sweat, and he had about two more steps before his back was pressed to the wall.

Any time now, Ryder.

As if on cue, Ryder darted forward and kicked the Elition hard in the back of his legs. Their opponent’s legs buckled, and he tumbled to the floor. He caught himself on his hands but lost a grip on his sword. His fingers scrambled forward to reclaim his weapon, but Everett kicked it away, then pressed his blade to the man’s neck.

“It took you long enough,” commented Everett.

Ryder expelled a humorless laugh. “Ha! You try circling around that giant. He’s not a stupid fellow. He kept turning to keep me in front of him. If not for that final death charge he made for you, this never would have worked.”

Luckily, that ‘death charge’ had failed to sever Everett’s head. From the fire in the man’s eyes, that had been his goal. Everett looked down at him. Rather than anger, satisfaction slid over his face. The kook even had the nerve to laugh.

“Care to explain what’s so funny?” Everett asked him.

The Elition’s back rumbled with continued laughter. “You’ll do,” he said as something clicked, and every set of shutters flung open, flooding the room with light.

“For what?” Ryder asked.

Everett hoped he didn’t mean ‘do for dinner’. As far as he knew, Elitions did not eat people. Besides, seeing that the man was trapped beneath his blade, he was hardly in a position to put them on the menu.

“For the job,” a voice said.

Everett looked toward the stairs, where a man, still hooded, was standing. He did not hold any weapons that Everett could see, but his cloak was big enough to hide all kinds of things.

“Who are you?” Everett asked him.

“Your new client.”

“You’re Zarek’s colleague?”

A smile stretched out on his lips, the only part of him not cast in shadow. “Yes. And I would appreciate if you would remove your blade from my companion’s neck.”

“He attacked us,” Ryder said.

“Merely a test. Zarek spoke well of you, but I had to be sure you could handle the job.”

“I don’t like tests,” Everett declared with a stony glare, but he lifted his sword from the Elition’s neck.

The Elition rose and tugged at his hair. The copper pelt fell to the ground, revealing a head of closely cropped brown hair beneath. Human hair. The man pinched at his eyes, and two contact lenses fell from dark blue eyes.

Ryder’s eyes narrowed as he looked the man over. “You’re not Elition.”

“No, I’m not.” He looked up at the hooded man. “Next time, Morton, you put on the costume. That wig itches and the contacts burn.”

Ryder looked from the man to the shutters and said again, “You’re not Elition.”

“But you sure know how to pile on the dramatics,” Everett added. “Why?”

“Most people run screaming at the sight of an Elition. I couldn’t have that,” the man named Morton said.

“Why?” Everett asked, dreading the answer.

Morton pulled the chairs off one of the tables. “Please sit down. We have a lot to discuss.”
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WHILE THE THREE of them took seats around the table, the non-Elition raided the liquor cabinet. He returned with a tray of four shot glasses filled with a golden liquid that smelled about as subtle as a habitual drunk after a night of debauchery. Not that Everett had anything against liquor and debauchery. Just not while the sun was still so high in the sky. He waved the proffered glass away. Curiosity briefly flashed across Ryder’s face before he did the same. The non-Elition grinned and chugged their two shots down himself.

Morton’s hand slipped out from his long sleeve and closed around his glass. He took a quick sip before setting it down again and turning his attention to Everett and Ryder. Though he looked right at them, Everett could not make out much of his shadowed eyes. He could tell the man had eyes, but that was about all he could say about them.

“This job is a very important one and also very dangerous. Success is absolutely essential. As is discretion. That is why I had to be sure you were the right men for the job. From what Zarek has told me, you are discreet. And from what I saw right here, you are capable.”

“And what is the job?” Ryder asked.

Morton folded his hands together. Everett looked over the thick coat of dark hair that spread across them. They were the hairiest hands he had ever seen.

“An Elition man has gone rogue and run off into Greenwood, where he is killing people. I need you to go after him.”

“You want us to chase down an Elition who’s decided he rather likes killing for sport?” Ryder said with obvious disbelief.

“You will need to do a bit more than chase him,” Morton told him. “I need you to capture him.”

Ryder laughed. “You are out of your mind.”

Everett contemplated the request. Morton was not Elition. The copious coat of hair on his hands was evidence enough of that. Not much was known about Elitions, but oddly enough they were known to be an especially unhairy people. A few of the guys in Everett’s old mercenary group had claimed that besides their brows, lashes, and heads, Elitions didn’t have hair anywhere. Everett had no way of confirming that, as he had not seen one up close enough. And he didn’t think they would react kindly to his request to roll up their sleeves so he could check.

Whether the dinnertime gossip was true or not, Elitions certainly did not have as much hair as Morton. Besides, their king would send some of their own to track down an Elition gone berserk, not hire a bunch of human mercenaries to do the job. If not the Elitions, then who? Everett could think of only one other group, and he didn’t much like the idea of working for them.

“Who are you?” Everett asked.

Morton leaned back in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Are you Selpe?”

He was, after all, asking them to run off into Selpe territory. And not just any Selpe territory. Greenwood, the home of Lord Adrian, the Selpe Empire’s most powerful territory ruler. Maybe, Morton was even working for Lord Adrian directly to get rid of the Elition who had decided to set off on a killing spree through his lands. That did lead to the question of why they wanted the Elition alive. There were just too many questions.

“Does it matter?” Morton asked, taking another sip from his glass. “You are mercenaries, and only care about getting paid, right?”

Ryder leaned over to whisper into Everett’s ear, “He has a point, man. And twenty thousand Crowns is a lot of money.”

Everett looked at Morton, keeping his face blank. “We want twenty-five thousand.”

“The offer was for twenty.”

“You want us to take down an Elition killing machine. I doubt you’ve got many offers on the table. We’ll do it for twenty-five thousand Crowns and not a single Crest less.”

Morton looked up over his shoulder at his companion before heaving a heavy sigh. “Very well. Twenty-five thousand Crowns. To be paid upon delivery. But only if you bring him in alive. Otherwise, it’s just twenty.”

Everett reached out to shake Morton’s hand, which was very sweaty. “Tell us more about what this Elition looks like and where to find him. Greenwood is too general. It’s big enough to be its own continent.”

“You are looking for a man who is tall yet slender, almost feminine if not for the muscle tightly coiled on his bones. He has black hair with a blue undertone and it is streaked with strands of gold. His eyes are a brilliant turquoise speckled with tiny spots of amber, and his skin is the color of creamed coffee. He is fifty-six years old, but like the rest of them, he looks no older than twenty. From what we know, he only passed into Greenwood a few days ago, but he is keeping close to the Elition border. He’s also been sighted in the nearby Selpe territory of Meadows. I suggest you start with Crossroads. It’s an inn in Meadows right at the border to Elitia. A lot of people travel through there from both sides, so they might know something.” He slid a map over. “I’ve marked the inn for you here.”

Everett glanced over the map, then slid it across to Ryder, who took a peek of his own before rolling it up.

“When you have finished the job, you can leave a note with the bartender here, and he’ll get word to me.”

With that said, Morton pushed back his stool and strode out of the bar, the non-Elition keeping close to him.

Ryder turned to Everett and released a nervous chuckle. “A bloodthirsty Elition, huh? What a job.”

“We’re going to need more men,” Everett said, standing. “Call in the whole gang.”
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BESIDES EVERETT AND Ryder, the Wayward Bullets consisted of ten eager young men interested in earning a honest living in the mercenary trade. Everett and Ryder were not only the founding members; at the age of twenty-five, they were also the veterans of the group. The youngest of the other men was seventeen, the oldest not much older at nineteen. Everett and Ryder had recruited them off the streets of Hope and a few other smaller Rev cities, training them until they were a fighting force that—if not formidable—could at least hold their own against most foes. But they were not equipped to handle an Elition. Everett was not fooling himself about that.

As he stepped up to the front door of Crossroads, he tried to justify his doubts away by reminding himself that had he and Ryder not recruited them, half of them would have been dead already and the other half fighting for their lives as members of the city gangs. It’s not like he had recruited from the gainfully employed of the Rev islands. Beside Everett, Ryder was muttering to himself, probably going through the same string of justifications. One look at him told Everett that he didn’t buy the argument either.

“Ok,” Everett said.

“Ok,” replied Ryder, and he opened the door.

Everett didn’t make it even one step into the inn before he had to duck to avoid a plate spinning toward his head. All around him, men and women were engaged in an all-out brawl. Forget bar fight—this was war. Rather than guns and blades, they threw, hit, and smashed dishes at one another. Some had taken up knives, forks, and even spoons, brandishing them as weapons. Others were kicking and punching with their bare fists, attacking anyone and everyone within reach. There did not appear to be sides to this conflict—or any sense to it whatsoever. The people were fighting just to fight, their eyes inflamed with inhuman rage.

Everett looked at Ryder, who sighed before he drew his gun and fired off a shot. The crack dissolved into the cacophony of crashing dishes and screaming voices. No one appeared to even notice.

“You’ll need to do better than that,” Everett told him.

Ryder grabbed a bigger gun, something the band had stolen from a Selpe military supplies depot, and fired a few shots at the mirror behind the bar. The glass shattered and poured down like a diamond waterfall, crashing with enough noise to wake the dead. The brawling zombies did not even pause to sneeze.

“Oh, come on,” Ryder growled, looking out over the fightscape. “How many tranquilizers did we pack?” he asked Everett.

Since Morton’s contract awarded them an extra five thousand to bring the Elition in alive, they had packed a whole lot of tranquilizer ammunition.

Everett considered the crowd of two dozen raging lunatics. “Not enough. And we were saving them for the Elition.”

“Well, unless we do something, we’ll never get any information out of these people that will help us find the Elition.”

He had a point. Everett passed around a box of darts, then loaded up his own tranquilizer gun.

“Start with the aggressive ones,” he told them, which generated a few snorts from his men.

A single shot from each of them dropped half the herd into a half-conscious stupor. At which point, the remaining brawlers stopped and blinked a few times at the carpet of sleepy bodies lining the floor all around them. Rage melted to shock on their faces.

“It looks like we brought them to their senses,” Ryder said.

Everett nodded. Too bad it had cost them an eighth of their tranquilizer darts. Drugs cost a lot more than bullets. But as Ryder had pointed out, they needed information, not a room full of dead bodies.

Everett sauntered up to a woman with fat rosy cheeks and flour dusted on her apron—the very picture of a rustic inn owner. She brushed her hand back across her hair, trying to smooth down her misshapen bun.

“What happened?” she asked, gingerly touching her head. There was a sizable bump there peeking out from her hair.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Everett replied, holding out a chair for her to sit.

She gave him an appreciative nod, then plopped down on the seat.
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AS THANKS FOR breaking up the fight and convincing the former zombies to clean up the mess, the matron gave the Wayward Bullets free dinner and lodging for the night. While they ate, she rattled off everything she could remember about the fight. According to her, everyone in the bar had suddenly and simultaneously started to attack one another. When Ryder pointed out that just did not make sense, people from the nearby tables chimed in to say that’s how it was. No one could say what happened after that. They remembered nothing beyond pure anger and an overwhelming urge to hit anyone within reach. It was the most bizarre thing Everett had ever heard.

“Do you recall the time leading up to the fight?” Everett asked. “Perhaps, there was something out of place?”

“It was like any other Friday,” she said. “Fridays we always serve a fried chicken special ’cause the treasure hunters come on Fridays and they like to eat something filling the night before.”

“Before what?” Ryder asked.

The matron looked confused. “Before the hunt begins, of course.”

A look around the inn told him the Wayward Bullets were the only ones there who had no idea what she was talking about.

“Bands of treasure hunters stop here before heading off into the Elition Wilderness,” a man at a neighboring table explained. “There’s a lot of old Xenen tech that fell out of the sky over the Wilderness then got stuck due to tech not working there. That stuff’s worth a lot of money, you know.”

Everett knew. Just as he knew the Elitions didn’t tolerate trespassers. It was one kind of stupid to chase after an Elition in Selpe territory. It took a whole other sort of nut job to step foot on their land—and a man with a death wish to even contemplate stealing on their lands.

“Friday’s the night folks moonlighting as weekend treasure hunters stop off here before heading into the Wilderness. It’s still early now, so the real crowd’s yet to come. We got lucky this didn’t happen a few hours later,” the matron said, her eyes drifting off toward the door.

“Besides the fried chicken, is there anything else? Something out of the ordinary?” Everett asked.

She pressed her lips together, then said, “Well, there was someone here… But it’s probably nothing.”

Ryder asked the same thing Everett had been thinking. “This ‘nothing’ didn’t happen to be Elition, did he?”

Her eyes widened. “How did you know?”

“Everything about this fight tonight sounds unnatural, kind of like it was caused by some sort of magic.”

Everett made an effort not to snort. He wasn’t sure he believed in magic, but no one could deny that Elitions were something other than human and that strange things happened when they were around.

The matron leaned forward and chopped out in low, gruff tones, “What are you doing, trying to kill my business? The last thing I need is for this to be known as the haunted inn.”

“You are within spitting distance of the Wilderness. Surely, you get an Elition guest every now and again,” Everett pointed out.

“Occasionally. But they keep to themselves and don’t cause trouble.”

“Except tonight. Tell us about your Elition guest. Is he still here?” Ryder asked, his eyes panning across the room.

“No. He hurried off just before the fight began.”

“Did you get a good look at him?” Everett asked.

“Good enough.”

“Let me guess. Tall. Black and gold hair. Green eyes.”

She frowned. “No, actually. He was just a boy, no older than twelve or thirteen. I couldn’t see his hair since he was wearing a hood, but I got a good look at his eyes. Black as death itself and…I know this sounds impossible…they almost looked like they burned with some inner fire. He was a quiet sort, but there was just something frightening about those eyes.”

Everett looked at Ryder.

“I’ve heard some Elitions can change their appearance,” Ryder said with a slow shrug of his shoulders.

Everett didn’t think they were dealing with the same guy. Everything they knew about their mark—which was, admittedly, very little—suggested he was on a killing spree, not a quest to ignite bar fights. The Elition who had sat in the inn tonight sounded like just a scared kid. Maybe he had caused the fight, but if Everett’s gut was right, he hadn’t done it on purpose.

But that did not mean no one in Crossroads could direct them to the other Elition. Everett stood up and clunked his mug on the table a few times to get everyone’s attention.

“We’re looking for information on a recent string of killings in western Greenwood. A fresh round of drinks for anyone who can provide us with anything of use.”

He could have offered money, but it was a Friday night after all, and from the line at the bar, it didn’t appear anyone in the inn had an aversion to drinking. Besides, the matron could not complain about their badgering her guests if she profited from the ordeal.

“I have something,” a man said as he stood. “This afternoon, I went through Smokescreen, where the town’s mayor was killed just hours before. I overheard the police saying it looked like the work of that new serial killer murdering his way through Greenwood. They said he was very methodical about it, hitting every town along the border.”

“What’s the next town south from Smokescreen?” Everett asked the matron.

“A town on the border of Elitia, Greenwood, and Meadows. Named Scimitar,” she answered.

What an aptly named spot for a clash of blades. Everett stood.

“A round of drinks all around, thanks to your helpful friend there,” he declared, then sat down to a chorus of cheers.

“The Greenwood border is a day or two’s hike from here,” Ryder said. “What if the Elition is gone before we get there?”

Everett took a sip, not voicing his answer to that. The Elition’s slaughtering of townsfolk would slow him down. Everett tried not to think about those victims. They were Selpe, after all, and Revs weren’t supposed to care about Selpes.
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IT RAINED FOR two days straight. The Wayward Bullets hiked under misty, drizzling skies; they were bombarded by the merciless hammering of heavy showers; and they trudged through mud as thick as Natalie Black’s famous apple tart batter. In short, they were tired, cranky, and just downright miserable. Though they were making progress toward Scimitar, at least.

Ryder had packed dozens of plastic food containers. They were space hogs in their packs, but they at least ensured the sandwiches stayed dry. There was nothing to eat but tree bark, moss, and a few squirrels too fast to kill in those parts, so Everett’s sandwiches were a lifesaver. And they were nearly as legendary as his mother’s apple tarts.

“What is in this?” their youngest member, named Grant, asked as he sniffed one of the sandwiches.

“I don’t think we want to know,” Ryder told him, then chomped down on his own sandwich.

Their mouths full, the others snickered.

“You know it has to be something unnatural because they keep for weeks,” Ryder continued. “But Everett’s sandwiches haven’t killed me yet.”

Grant looked at the sandwich, uncertain and uneasy.

“If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it,” Ryder said, holding out his hand.

Grant promptly stuffed the sandwich into his mouth.

Everett said nothing. They always liked to poke fun at his sandwiches, but the truth of the matter was, those ‘unnatural’ meals had kept them from starving many times before. And they actually didn’t taste all that bad.

He came out of his own thoughts to find Ryder standing beside the fire, the men hanging on his every word.

“…and they say Lord Vencent fainted when he saw the wine bottles.”

Everett knew the story. He should. It was his. He had been fourteen at the time, old enough to have developed a healthy hardheaded hatred of the Selpe Empire. This adolescent rage, combined with an equally adolescent boredom, had led him to ‘Operation: Selpe Destruct’. It made Everett want to bury his head in a very deep pit of sand, but the club’s name had been his own idea, born from a juvenile mind. He had not taken well to the ‘enlightenment’ of Liam and Natalie Black. He believed Selpes should be punished, not be sold overpriced wine. The other members of Operation: Selpe Destruct had been boys with an overabundance of time and anger, yet far too little sense. They had met in Everett’s parents’ underground wine storage cellars, for goodness sake. They had been a sight to see: teenage boys seated on wooden barrels sipping overpriced wine while plotting the demise of the Selpe Empire. It was a vision so romantic that it could not help but to promptly fizzle out and die.

The central premise of the club was the Score Board, where they competed with one another by trying to pull off the best prank on the Selpes. One day, Everett had thought of the perfect one. Lord Vencent Lapis was one of those overinflated aristocrats his parents were preying upon, selling them insanely priced wine under the Black Currant Ridge label. Lord Vencent loved all things fine and wine so much, in fact, that in place of a basement he had built a spiraling stone staircase which twisted down level upon level underground. Wine bottles lined the walls on the way down, and an exit from the staircase at each of the ten underground levels led to entire caverns of bottles, everything as meticulously organized as a library. Lord Vencent loved order almost as much as he loved wine. And that was the key. Everett had snuck his way into the wine library before Vencent’s grounds locked down for the night, and was ready and waiting to sneak out when they opened again in the early light of dawn. The seven hours in between he had spent reordering large sections of the wine library. Reportedly, Lord Vencent had fainted the next time he descended the stairs to peruse his vast collection. For a long while, Everett had considered the prank his finest hour. Of course, he had been a fool and a child, shortcomings that were swiftly washed away upon introduction to the real world.

“But that’s not the best part. That came when Everett got home. He had escaped Lord Vencent’s estate, but not his mother’s wrath at him staying out all night. He was grounded for a month,” Ryder laughed.

The men joined in. Ryder was a practiced storyteller, not to mention a complete glutton for the spotlight. He could tell tales all night—as long as he was telling other people’s stories.

“Very amusing, Ryder,” Everett said with a sugar-coated smile. “Maybe they’d like to hear now about that time you ended up naked on the roof of the Haze Maze building in Hope.”

Ryder’s face burned a shade of crimson vibrant enough to compete with any Elition’s exotically-shaded locks. “Uh…perhaps another time. I have a better idea. How about a good ghost story?”

The men voiced their assent, and Ryder passed around another round of sandwiches. As he took a seat on the empty log, flames from the fire cracked and swayed, casting a web of eerie shadows upon his face. He cleared his throat and began.
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THIS IS THE tale of Sam Mutton. Sam was a treasure hunter, not much different than the men who frequent Crossroads. But Sam did not hunt for Xenen scrap metal; he hunted for Elition treasures. He had raided five Elition ruins in the wild kingdom of Pegasus and made quite a nice profit for himself. Since he had managed all this without ever running into a single Elition, he believed himself to be the luckiest thief in the whole world. And he decided to test that luck with the riskiest excursion he’d made into Elitia yet.

The first five raids had been nothing more than quick excursions into Pegasus, but he was planning something much, much bigger. The Black Ruins were deep inside the Elition Wilderness, past Pegasus to the kingdom of Sienna. Once a great kingdom, the Siennans had quarreled with the rest of Elitia and abandoned their lands to move across the ocean. Though Elitia and the Siennans both claimed it had been a peaceful split, some told another story—one of spilled blood and mass death. These ‘believers’ also claimed that the spirits of the fallen Siennans had risen again as vengeful spirits that haunted the remains of their most precious site, what we today know as the Black Ruins.

Now, Sam was a practical man with no patience for fanciful ghost stories. Things he could not see, could not hurt him, he attested as he set out on his journey. And he trusted his luck to see him past any threat he could see. So with confidence, he set out for the Elition border, where he was sure he could hire a guide.

But no one would take a job into the Wilderness, let alone to the haunted Black Ruins. Sam brushed their warnings aside.

Nonsense, he thought. There is no such thing as ghosts. They are all cowards and fools.

He set off into Elitia alone. He had never needed a guide before, so he would manage now, he told himself. The trip to the Black Ruins was many times longer than any excursion he had taken into Elitia before, but he knew it would work out. Of course, it would.

He made it two days before he was completely and irrevocably lost.

The Wilderness seemed to have a life of its own. Promising paths ended in abrupt drop offs. Streams fed into caves—or, worse yet, roaring rapids and plunging waterfalls. The weather grew hotter and stickier every day Sam trudged along, and his food stores were diminishing. He had been wandering for over two weeks and had just about given up hope of ever seeing home again, when he came across an old man sitting before a campfire.

The man wore worn—yet not torn—clothes, and he was roasting a pair of rabbits over the fire. As he watched the meat sizzle, Sam’s mouth watered. The last thing he’d eaten was a pack of stale crackers that morning.

“Come out now where I can see you,” the old man said, his eyes still fixed on the fire.

Sam stepped out from behind the tree, coming into the light. He was not afraid. The man was too old to be a threat.

“What do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on people like that?” the old man’s voice croaked. He turned toward Sam. “Answer me, boy.”

Sam was thirty-seven years old and no boy by any account. But he really did want a taste of that rabbit, so he bore the insult.

“I did not mean to sneak, sir. You see, I’m lost, and I haven’t had a decent meal in days,” he added, eyeing the roasting rabbit with copious, covetous drooling.

The old man looked him over, his wrinkled face blank. “Yes, I could hear your stomach rumbling. Well, then, come closer, boy. I would hate for this meat to go to waste.”

Sam didn’t need to be told twice. He sat down on the log beside the old man, who handed him one of the rabbits. Sam tore into it, hardly feeling it when the hot meat burned his fingers and tongue. All the while, the old man watched him, saying not a word. When Sam was finished with one rabbit, the old man handed him the other. Sam finished it almost as quickly, then licked his fingers clean.

“Now that you’ve eaten, perhaps you can tell me what it is you’re doing all the way out here,” the old man said. It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. He fully expected Sam to answer, and Sam didn’t see any reason not to.

“I’m headed for the Black Ruins,” he said.

“Ah, a raider.”

Sam didn’t deny it. Only the Elitions would disapprove of stealing from the Black Ruins, and the old man wasn’t about to tell them. They would kill him for trespassing.

“The Black Ruins are protected,” the old man said.

“Yes, I know about the traps.” Sam tapped his bag. “I brought things to deal with them.”

“I wasn’t talking about the traps. I was talking about the spirits.”

Only the fact that the old man had shared his dinner with him kept Sam from laughing in his face. But something must have shown on his face, for the old man frowned.

“You aren’t a believer.”

“No, I’m not.”

The old man actually sighed. “That will change.”

No, it really won’t, Sam thought, but again he said nothing.

“Foolish boy,” the old man said, shaking his head. “Well, if you insist on going, you should know that the usual trail to the Black Ruins is blocked by fallen trees from last month’s storm.”

“Usual trail?”

“Try the northeast trail instead. You’ll only lose a few hours but still make it to the ruins within two days.”

“Two days? I’m that close?” Sam asked him.

When the old man frowned, the wrinkles on his chin scrunched together. “You don’t have any clue of where you are, do you, son?”

“I might be just a tad turned around,” Sam admitted.

“You should have hired a guide.”

It’s not like Sam hadn’t tried. They’d all been too scared. He wondered if any of them had even ever step foot inside the Wilderness. Probably not. But the old man… He didn’t look like much, but he seemed to know his way around the area. And Sam wouldn’t starve with him around.

“I’ll pay you a thousand Crowns to lead me to the Black Ruins,” Sam offered. He would make at least ten times that off the treasure he’d find there.

The old man stared at him for a minute before he said, “You are very stubborn.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I rather consider it a virtue. Now, will you guide me to the Black Ruins or not?”

“I will get you to the Black Ruins. But I can’t guarantee you will like what you find there.”

Sam just nodded his head, hope bubbling up inside of him. He slept that night dreaming of treasures and trinkets. His pleasant dreams were cut short when the old man woke him before dawn the next morning. As they followed twisting overgrown trails, Sam tried to memorize the path, but everything looked the same. He could not distinguish one generic brown tree from another, and he wasn’t sure how his guide could either. But the old man moved with unwavering confidence, setting a pace no one his age should have been able to keep. It was exhausted and sore that Sam stood atop a ridge late in the afternoon two days later, staring down upon the Black Ruins.

They descended a dusty slope of slippery pebbles, following it until they were standing amidst a graveyard of partially crumbled walls. Sam had read enough about the Black Ruins to know where to look. He walked inside the remains of a tower, then stared down into a hole in the ground.

“The treasury,” he told the old man, testing the staircase. It seemed stable enough. “There are supposed to be many things within, including the Crown of the Prophet, a legendary tiara worn by Sienna’s most famous queen.” He took the steps quickly, careful not to put weight on any of them for too long. “People have searched for it for centuries, but they did not know what I know.” He smiled to himself. “I cross-referenced accounts from dozens of Elition texts, as well as those of the Varenese treasure hunter Yvon Kanjan. Everyone knows Kanjan’s usual stories. They read like adventure tales. But there was a book of lesser known journals only rumored about. Now, I managed to dig up the only extant copy inside some ruins in Pegasus and used those to…”

Sam’s voice trailed off as he saw the old man standing motionless at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes wide.

“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” asked Sam.

“It sounded like music.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Music of the dead.”

Sam only laughed. “It’s just echoes in this tunnel. See? No dead. Not even a single skeleton to be seen.”

He brushed his fingers across a picture of a multi-colored circle painted on the wall, stopping when he felt a subtle sliver in the rock. As soon as he applied a bit of extra pressure, the wall groaned and split open to reveal a small compartment. And in that compartment sat an ornate gold and platinum crown set with enough gemstones to make Sam tired at the thought of carrying it—and gleeful at the thought of selling it.

“Ha! See, I knew it was here!” Sam exclaimed, putting it into his bag.

When he headed back toward the staircase, he found the old man still there, muttering something.

“What’s wrong now?” Sam demanded.

“The music is louder now. And someone’s whispering. You must hear it.”

Sam sighed in exasperation, then stopped. He did hear something, a light jingling on the wind. Straining his ears, he turned in place, trying to figure out where it was coming from. His heart pounded as he followed the eerie tune. He stopped before a closet behind the stairs, then snorted.

“No need to fear, old man. It’s just chimes in the wind,” he called out, tracing a line across the chimes hanging in the open doorway. They jingled with every breath of wind that blew down from above, cutting through the open steps. How long had the chimes been down there?

That took care of the music, and Sam didn’t hear any whispers. The old man was letting his imagination run away with him.

Literally, Sam thought with a frown as he reached the staircase to find the old man not there. The coward must have run off. Sam secured his pack, then ascended the winding staircase. Orange-red light streamed out from the setting sun, bathing the dark walls of the ruins in a sparkling red-black light. Sam turned to look for the old man, then nearly fell backwards into the hole when he saw him pinned to the wall by a set of four arrows—one through his head, one in his chest, and one in each leg. Blood poured out of punctures, dripping into a growing puddle below his feet. Sam looked the arrows over. The old man had triggered some sort of booby trap.

Too bad for him, Sam thought. But at least he wouldn’t have to pay him now.

He carefully walked out of the ruins, keeping his eyes peeled for any traps. Once he was clear, he hurried off back down the trail he had taken, hoping he could remember the way. He hiked until dark, then made a small fire and sat down to rest. He was halfway through his second cracker when a howl called out on the wind. Wolves. They sounded far enough away, but Sam gathered up his things, listening for another howl. It did not come, and after ten minutes, Sam settled back down on the ground.

That was when he heard the chorus of whispers, soft and fast. He shook his head. It was nothing but wind blowing through the leaves. He continued to tell himself that, even as the whispers grew louder. Chimes like in the tunnels sang out, loud as bells. Something whistled through the air, and in the flickering orange light of the fire, Sam saw an arrow fly and land with a thump in the nearest tree. A second arrow landed in the fire, and it went out. It was a new moon that night, and without the light from the fire, Sam could see nothing but the blackness of the thick forest. He froze, wondering if he should try to relight the fire or make a run for it in the dark.

The whispers grew louder, chanting ‘thief’ and ‘defiler’. Sam hugged his bag, wiping his hands on it as sweat dripped down his arms. Twigs crunched just steps from him. He shuffled around, seeing nothing. He collided with something, throwing him back as the fire blazed up with flames twice as high as before. That was when Sam saw him. The old man.

“You took something that doesn’t belong to you,” the dead man growled in a deep, demonic voice.

Blood still dripped from the arrows lodged into him, splattering Sam with crimson drops. He clawed his way backward like a cornered crab. The man who should have been dead followed with heavy steps. Two arrows shot out of the shadows, pinning Sam’s hands to the ground. He howled out in pain, watching in wide-eyed horror as the bag holding the crown rose into the air and floated away. Then, the old man turned the full power of his fiery red gaze downward, and Sam screamed.
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“AND THAT WAS the end of Sam Mutton,” Ryder finished.

Silence hung over the campsite, reigning until Everett took a loud chomp out of his sandwich.

“Very scary, Ryder,” he said, pushing back a smile to keep his face neutral.

Ryder must have known he was unmoved by the tale, for he kept his eyes on the younger members of the Wayward Bullets. They had stopped eating and were looking around nervously. Ryder, of course, ate their fear right up.

“Some say the tormented spirit of the murdered old man still wanders the Wilderness, dragging others down to the grave with him. There have even been sightings around the Elition border, where dark magic still has a hold in our world.”

They were so caught up in his words that they didn’t notice him set his hand behind the log and begin to tap his fingernails upon the wood.

“They say his soul is slave to the Elition Wilderness, doomed to forever do its biding.”

The taps sped up, growing steadily louder.

“He comes haunting after dark to kill humans who dare to stray too close to Elitia. And he drags their souls away.”

As Ryder thumped his fist against the log, the men jumped. Two even fell over backwards. Everett burst into laughter, and Ryder joined in.

“That wasn’t funny,” a few of the men grumbled.

“It sure was,” Ryder said, chuckling. “You should have seen your faces. It was absolutely—”

Ryder hopped back as a throwing knife flew at him. Had he not moved, the blade would have gone into his head. Instead, it sailed right past him.

“On your feet!” Everett shouted, drawing his gun. “Get those tranquilizers ready.”

Two more knives flew through the campsite, killing two men before they could stand. Everett looked around, searching for the attacker, but their fire’s light did not penetrate the surrounding trees. Another pair of knives shot out, taking down two more of the men. None of the knives had been thrown from the same spot, which meant their attacker was not standing still. There weren’t many people who could land multiple bullseyes on targets with tiny throwing knives while running through the near darkness of a thickly-wooded forest. Chances were good that they had finally found their Elition target. Or more like their target had found them. And was killing them off faster than they could stand up. Two more of the men went down. Everett had already lost half of his men, and they hadn’t even caught a glimpse of the Elition.

But he had thrown enough knives for Everett to guess his path. He slid his gun into its holster and took up his bow, shooting an arrow into the trees. The Elition’s soundless sprint staggered into stumbling steps long enough for Everett to land a second arrow in him. He rushed into the trees and circled around the Elition, then rammed him hard enough to push him into the light of the campsite, where he could be seen.

The Elition regained his footing and backhanded Everett so hard, he flew across the campsite. Everett rolled as he landed, then jumped up as fast as a broken wrist could allow. Thankfully, it wasn’t his left hand. He was a miserable shot with his right. Everett threw down the bow—he wouldn’t be drawing that anytime soon—and pulled out his tranquilizer gun.

Sometime during Everett’s flight across the campsite, the Elition had taken out another of the men and pulled the two arrows out of his chest. He was fighting off Ryder’s knife, while three of the men unloaded all of their tranquilizers into him from a distance. He roared with rage, but the drugs slowed him down enough for Ryder to land a few strikes. The Elition turned his eyes, smoldering over like burning green acid, on the three men. The guns flew from their hands and landed in the fire. Then, the men flew up and shot toward the trees. Two collided hard against the trunks, then slid down amongst a storm of splintering wood. One fell short and moaned out as he tried—and failed—to stand up again. Before Everett could shout at him to get up, the Elition landed a throwing knife in his hand. He scratched with his other hand against the ground, trying to get away. He didn’t seem to realize his hand was pinned. His confusion did not last long. The Elition threw another knife at him, this one hitting him right between the eyes.

Ryder landed more hits on the Elition with his knife, but the cuts healed together, leaving not even a scar. Even the arrow holes were nothing more than tears in his shirt. He was speeding up again, which meant the drugs were already wearing off. They needed a plan and fast. There were only two of them left standing, and the Elition looked mighty pissed off. Everett moved in closer, trying to trap the Elition between him and Ryder, but he reared around, striking Everett back with a knife that looked like it had been forged in the very depths of hell. It shimmered either green and red, depending on which way the light hit it. Everett had never seen anything like it before.

“Ideas?” he asked Ryder. There was no point in whispering. Everyone knew how well Elitions could hear.

“I’m out of tranquilizers. You?”

Everett drew his tranquilizer gun and shot the Elition twice in the stomach. “Now, I’m out.”

The Elition didn’t even lose a beat. He swiped his knife toward them. They lifted their blades, blocking a blow that nearly threw them off their feet. The Elition’s gold and black hair swung back and forth, and he moved his lips as he hit again and again with tireless, merciless force.

“Hey, fellow, what are you doing out here?” Everett asked him.

Ryder threw him a shocked look that was cut short when he had to dodge a strike designed to take his head off. “What the hell are you doing, Everett?”

“Talking to our friend here.”

“But why?”

The Elition could hit hard and take damage with the calm, calculating mind of a professional killer. He did not delay and did not stop. You would have thought that someone so disciplined would not be prone to the distracting habit of talking to himself. Not unless he was out of his mind. So somewhere in there amidst fighting for his life, Everett had realized that their target was crazy. He had only caught pieces of what the Elition was saying, but it was sufficient to convince him that he was right. Sane people simply did not argue with themselves.

“Can’t kill them… Why not? They’re here to do the same. Or bring us back… We must go back… No, not ever… You know what they will do to us… There is nothing to fear… Kill them…”

Ryder gaped. “He’s off his rocker, this one.”

“Do we have any more tranquilizers?” Everett asked.

“A dozen or two in the bag near the fire. But they don’t do much.”

“Hit him enough times where it hurts, and he’ll go down,” Everett told him, slashing out with his knife.

The Elition did not trip over himself in an attempt to dodge, but he did concentrate his efforts on Everett long enough that Ryder was able to run toward the bag beside the fire. Everett hoped his friend had picked up on the hint to unload their entire stash of tranquilizers all at once into the Elition’s heart. That would surely put him down long enough to…

To do what, Everett? he asked himself. Even if you manage to knock him out and tie him up, the man can catapult people with his mind.

“One problem at a time,” he told his skeptical self, only then remembering that talking to yourself is one of the signs of being crazy. Just like Mr. Multiple Personalities over there.

Everett kept striking at the Elition to keep him busy, taking far more damage than he dealt. His shirt was in shreds, and he was bleeding through what was left of it. He shook himself when his movements slowed, just trying to stay conscious long enough for Ryder to get his chance. He could worry about his bleeding wounds and blurry vision once the Elition was on the ground.

A gun fired, and the Elition whipped around, dragging Everett with him and dumping him on the ground. Crazy, yes, but he wasn’t stupid enough to expose his back to the enemy. Ryder shot him again and again, avoiding a killing shot. Well, a killing shot for an Elition. Most humans would have already been dead. The Elition glared at Ryder’s gun and it jumped forward into his own hand, cutting off the percussion beat of continuous gunfire. He pointed the stolen gun at Ryder. By Everett’s count, there was one bullet left. Not that the telekinesis-wielding demon needed anything so banal to kill them.

Ryder drew two tranquilizer guns, and without so much as a hiccup quickly unloaded their contents into the Elition’s chest. The Elition staggered sideways, but caught himself. Wide-eyed with disbelief, Ryder drew another two tranquilizer guns. His face dissolving away into absolute horror, the Elition stared at Ryder, then the gun in his hand.

“I will not go back,” he growled, as if arguing. “Better to die here than return to that.”

And then the Elition lifted the barrel of the gun to his forehead and shot himself in the head. The fact that he went down instantly proved that Elitions were not immortal after all. Ryder helped Everett to his feet, and then they both just stared down at the dead Elition.

“What now?” Ryder asked.

“I guess we just lost our capture alive bonus.” Everett grabbed his knife and sighed. “Come on. They’ll want proof that he’s dead.”
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“WHAT IS THIS?” Morton growled as Everett dumped the Elition’s head down on the table.

A full body was too big to carry and would have generated far too much attention, so they had opted for the time-honored tradition of just cutting the head off and stuffing it into a bag until they reached the Broken Barstool in Lear. It was nine in the morning, so the bar was empty again. Morton’s burly companion looked completely hung over, and when the head rolled out, he even managed to turn a bit green in the face.

“Your Elition,” Everett told Morton.

“You were supposed to bring him in alive,” he complained, hiding what was surely a sour face under his hood.

“The job might have specified that ‘alive’ was preferred, but ‘dead’ turned out to be necessary.”

“The man was completely unstable,” added Ryder.

“How so?” Morton asked, leaning forward eagerly.

“He kept muttering to himself, arguing with…well, himself. Completely creepy.” Ryder shivered. “Besides the mad part, the man’s a phantom of death. He killed the rest of our team, and nearly killed us too.”

And they would have the scars to remind them of it. They were still wrapped up in enough bandages to teepee even Lord Adrian’s massive estate. Everett’s wrist was broken, and Ryder had a few fractured ribs. Still, when it came down to it, they had been lucky compared to the other ten members of the expedition.

“Now, if you could just pay us, we can finally get out of here,” Everett said.

Morton fidgeted, probably debating if he could figure a way out of paying them. He couldn’t. He had clearly wanted to get the Elition back alive, but that was just too bad. The man had killed himself. And if Morton and his hungover bodyguard thought they could fight their way through him and Ryder, they had another thing coming. They had battled the demon spawn of the Elition Wilderness and lived to tell about it. They could handle a hooded clown and his flunky, even half-dead as they were right now. Morton had come to the same conclusion. He sighed and pushed a bag across the table. Once Ryder had counted the money, Everett put his knife away, and Morton and his bodyguard left the bar.

“So, what are you going to do with your share?” Ryder asked Everett.

The shares of their fallen comrades would go to the friend or family member listed in their signing contracts—or if they had none, into the operating costs for the Wayward Bullets. About half of the men had no benefactor listed, which meant the base would soon be getting some much-needed upgrades. Later. Everett didn’t even want to think about that now.

“I am going to find a secluded vacation spot and spend the next month there while my injuries heal,” Everett replied.

The physical ones anyway. The nightmares would certainly take much longer. As they left the bar, Everett vowed to himself never to get himself mixed up with Elitions again, no matter the reward. There was absolutely nothing human about them.
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IT WAS LATE afternoon, and warm light bathed the grounds of Rosewater, Elitia’s premier school. Isis Fontane walked past tables set with decorative platters of fruit and appetizers, interspersed with carafes of juice and wine. Most days, she wore strictly utilitarian clothes—the sort designed to withstand a fight—but today was not just any other day. It was the day she graduated from Rosewater, and there was no better excuse than that to don something considerably prettier. Today, she wore sky blue trimmed with purple, rather than blacks, browns, and greys. Her crisscrossing sleeveless top exposed her bellybutton and her wide-legged chiffon pants flowed together like a skirt. They were made to sit low on her hips, but she had tied on a fabric strap to cover the unseemly scar above her hipbone. Elitions weren’t supposed to have scars, and she felt quite embarrassed over it.

Isis spotted her friend Ariella standing beside a cheese platter, speaking to Davin. It was unusual for the crown prince of Elitia to attend Rosewater’s yearly graduation ceremony. That was the job of his father, the high king. But Davin was not at Rosewater in an official capacity. He was there because he was close to Isis and Ariella. Two years older and a whole lot more important, Davin was nonetheless their friend.

Isis headed for them, grass tickling her feet through her open sandals. The sweet aroma of blooming roses swirled in the summer air, and the sun shone on her shoulders, warming her skin. She smiled. It was summer. She loved summer.

“Isis,” Ariella said, opening her arms in greeting.

Isis took her friend’s hands and kissed her on the cheek. “You look pretty,” she said.

Ariella’s outfit closely resembled Isis’s but for the color. It was lavender rather than blue, and the trim was a deep royal blue. A smooth pear-shaped opal dangled from the engraved gold band set across her forehead, identifying her as the princess of the Elition kingdom Zephyr. Her silver-blonde hair was braided back from her ears, revealing the matching opal earrings that hung there.

“So do you,” Ariella told her.

Isis flipped her simple gold chain necklace around between her fingers. She had no earrings or gemstones of any kind. And she really adored pretty things.

“You do,” agreed Davin.

He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. When he lingered there, breathing in deeply to inhale her scent, Isis stepped back to snatch a fruit basket from the table. She shoved it between herself and him.

“Strawberry?” she asked.

Davin plucked one from the basket and tossed it into his mouth, stem and all. Isis hoped he didn’t choke on it.

“What is he doing here?” Davin muttered under his breath.

Isis turned to follow his gaze. Beside the next table stood a human man. Isis was not adept at gauging age when it came to humans, but her best guess would have placed him at around fifty. He had straight silver-grey hair, trimmed with careful precision to sit on his shoulders. The perfectly fitted slate grey suit he wore told her he was uncommonly wealthy. The masterfully woven blue and green silk slash draped across his chest, ornamented with a collection of two dozen gem-studded pins and crests, told her he was an uncommonly wealthy Selpe lord. And the pouch around his mid-section told her he was an uncommonly wealthy Selpe lord with a great appreciation for the buffet table. His shoulders were wide and bulky, a vestige of more active days.

“Who is he?” Ariella asked.

“Lord Adrian, ruler of Greenwood,” replied Davin.

“Oh, I’ve heard of him,” she said. “He has the largest territory in the entire Selpe Empire and is supposed to be the Selpes’ richest and most influential lord.”

“Wealth and influence he uses to undermine my father and Elitia,” Davin told them. “Father cannot abide the man. They are always at odds.”

Lord Adrian was speaking to the Elition man beside him. From the way the Elition stood, silently receiving the lord’s chatter as his eyes scanned the surrounding area, he must have been his bodyguard. King River stood behind the next table over, scrutinizing his rival’s every movement. As Isis caught the name ‘Terra Cross’ from Lord Adrian’s wine-stained lips, King River’s entire face twisted as if he had just bitten down on a particularly sour lemon.

Davin was equally unhinged, but he unclenched his fists and set a hand on Isis’s back, leading her forward. “Father has been wanting to meet you, Isis.”

Isis was in no place to stand in the way of the high king’s wishes. That did nothing to alleviate her discomfort at having to walk past Lord Adrian, his calculating eyes tracking their every step. As she turned to face King River, she could have sworn she caught the beginnings of a wink from the Selpe lord.

“Father, allow me to introduce my friend Isis,” Davin said. “The Prophet known as Oracle.”

King River looked her over, his gaze friendlier—but no less intense—than Lord Adrian’s. “So this is the young woman who bested a Triad in single combat,” he said to Isis, a smile spreading across his face.

Abruptly, Lord Adrian stopped talking. From the corner of her eye, Isis watched his eyes return to her. If she had thought his stare intense before, it was positively scorching now. She shifted her weight and tried to ignore him.

“You honor me, Your Majesty.” She offered a bow. “Though surely Davin exaggerated when he told the story. It was merely a school exercise.”

“That makes it no less of an accomplishment,” he told her.

Isis wasn’t sure how to argue with that, so she replied, “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Davin grabbed Isis’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go to the pond.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Isis apologized as she was pulled away.

She ran behind Davin, who was holding tightly to her hand. They passed row after row of flowering roses. White, yellow, pink, red, orange—each one more vibrant and fragrant than the last. Finally, he stopped beside the water lily pond. He had led her away from everyone else at the reception, far enough that they could not be overheard. But they could still be seen. Ariella’s curious eyes stared out across tables and roses.

“Davin, what is it?” Isis asked him.

He kept his eyes forward, turning toward the soft blend of pink and white blossoms atop a watery sheet. Isis sat down on a nearby boulder and tried not to stare too hard at the pond. Like a watercolor painting, its borderless mesh of colors was almost hypnotic. And she had no intention of falling into madness on the day of her own graduation.

“Emperor Selpe is here,” Davin finally said, sitting down beside her.

“Here at Rosewater?”

“Yes. Word of your skill has reached his ears as well.”

“If this is about that Triad incident again—”

“Not just that.” He set his hand on hers. “There were others.”

Isis slipped her hand out from under his and set it on her lap. “I was lucky.”

“It’s not luck. You just want people to think it is.”

That was true too. “Perhaps,” she allowed. “But there’s nothing wrong with that. I have no need to prove myself, nor do I crave recognition and accolades.”

“It’s a bit too late for that now. The Selpes have their eyes on you,” Davin told her.

Fabulous. Just fabulous. “What do they want?”

“All sorts of things, but we had best not mention any of that. Not on a day meant for celebration,” he said. “I headed the problem off, though, by praising you to Ambrose Selpe.”

Isis frowned at him. “This is your idea of helping?”

His face turned serious. “Yes. Ambrose Selpe is preferable to Lord Adrian.”

“You should have let me be the judge of that.”

“Trust me, Isis. I have been around the Selpes long enough to pick out the good from the bad.”

Davin had been hanging around the Selpes a lot—too much, in her opinion—but she could not deny that he understood them. “So what does the emperor of the Selpes want of me?” she asked.

“His son Hayden needs a new bodyguard.”

“I am no bodyguard,” stated Isis. Not like Silas Thorn, the emperor’s bodyguard. The Elition giant looked positively lethal. Isis, on the other hand, looked soft. Her appearance would not deter anyone from attacking. Even she could admit that.

“You have the training and then some. Didn’t the instructors of Rosewater want to turn you into an assassin?”

Isis repressed a shiver. “A preposterous notion that I cleared them of. I don’t know what they were thinking, trying to mold a Prophet into a killer. It’s like the whole reality of Prophetic Whiplash completely slipped their minds.”

“Perhaps they believed you to be immune to Prophetic Whiplash,” suggested Davin.

“I go crazy from the wrong blend of tea, Davin. Killing someone would rip all semblance of sanity from my mind.”

“You’re stronger than you think.”

“And now the Selpes think so too.” With her exposed big toe, she nudged a rock into the pond. “I don’t want to go, Davin.”

“My father wants you to go.”

Her chest tightened. “Why?”

“Ambrose Selpe’s sons are half-Elition.”

Isis nearly fell into the lake herself. “What?” she gasped.

“Their mother was an Elition princess.”

“Which one?”

“Does it matter? Father wants the boys protected. From the rest of the Selpes as much as from others.”

“Do the Selpes know?”

“That the boys’ mother was Elition? No,” he said. “And it needs to stay that way.”

Isis pushed off the boulder to stand, then began to pace at the pebbly edge of the pond. Cool water spilled through the gaps in her sandals, washing out the other side. Isis didn’t mind. It was hot today.

“Hayden lives most of the year in Cerulean. That’s not far from Laelia. You could cover the distance in a few hours by foot,” Davin said.

Isis offered a soft snort in response. She doubted the job as bodyguard of the heir to the Selpe throne would allow her much free time.

“You could still say no,” he told her.

“We both know that’s not really true.”

“Elitia will be close,” he said again with a squeeze of her shoulder.

Isis sighed.

“I will be close. I will come see you,” Davin added. He brushed his cheek past hers and lowered his lips to her ear, whispering, “You will not start until August. We can spend some time together now.” He traced his hand down her arm.

Isis jolted back, but his fingers closed around her wrist, holding her in place. Infatuation burned in his eyes as he leaned in to kiss her. She broke his hold and sidestepped, pushing him into the pond. Lily pads swayed as Davin staggered out, dripping streams of water from his drenched limbs. Isis did not wait. She turned and headed back to the reception.

“I am the prince of Elitia,” he growled, catching up to her. His sandals squelched with every step.

“Well, now you’re the wet prince of Elitia,” she told him.

“Isis—”

“No. Just stop,” she said, circling around the other side of the fruit table.

“But—” Davin began, trying to follow.

King River extended his arm to block him. “Davin, leave her be.”

“Father, I don’t see how this is any of your—”

“Enough!” he warned. “You are making a fool of yourself. As you just said, you are the prince of Elitia. Now start acting like him. We have business to attend to.”

The sight of Emperor Selpe, with one of his sons on each side, along with Silas Thorn looming over them all, seemed to sober Davin up. He followed his father toward them, his expression now controlled.

Isis passed a Diamond Edge soldier, who was hitting on one of her female classmates, and stopped at the next table. Ariella was hiding behind a cake tower, eating a breadstick. The breadstick basket was four tables down the row.

“What are you doing hiding back here?” Isis asked her.

Ariella grabbed her hand and tugged her behind the cake. “Avoiding that Diamond Edge.”

“Was he flirting with you?” Isis teased. She pressed her lips together, holding in the laughter.

“He is flirting with every Elition girl at the party!” she said. “Who even invited him?”

“The Diamond Edges are here with Lord Adrian, I believe.”

“And who invited him?”

Isis shrugged. “Maybe he invited himself.”

“I noticed he has an Elition bodyguard.”

“Yeah.”

“I hear all the important Selpe lords have Elition bodyguards nowadays. It’s the new trend,” Ariella said.

“Apparently,” Isis sulked.

Ariella wrapped an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m to be Hayden Selpe’s new trend.”

“His bodyguard?”

“Yes.”

Ariella’s eyes widened. “Bodyguard to the Selpe heir. Wow. That’s prestigious. How did you manage that?”

“I didn’t manage anything,” replied Isis. “It was Davin.”

“You don’t sound very happy with him.”

“No.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” Isis said. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me what your job is to be.”

Ariella stood taller. “I am King River’s new aide.”

Isis knew that was the job Ariella had been hoping for. But then so had nearly every other person in their class. The line was so long that the interviews had lasted days.

“Want to trade?” Isis asked her.

Ariella shook her head.

“Then, congratulations. You must have really impressed him.”

The smile wilted from Ariella’s lips.

“What’s wrong?”

“It was my parents.”

“They got you the job?” Isis asked.

“They deny it, but I saw them walking into the palace at Laelia just after my interview.”

“A coincidence?” suggested Isis.

Ariella’s frown deepened. “I had the last interview spot that day. It was past sunset when I finished. Tell me what business my parents had in Laelia after dark.”

“I don’t know.”

“They were going in to see King River,” said Ariella. “I don’t know how they bribed him, but they did. I didn’t get this job because of me. I got it because of their meddling.”

“Whether or not that’s true, you still deserve it.”

Ariella offered a half-smile. “Thanks.”

“So when do you need to start?”

“In two weeks,” said Ariella.

“I have the next three months off.”

“So, what are you going to do with all that free time?”

Isis grinned. “We are going to spend the next two weeks having fun.”

“Should I be worried about the devious look on your face?” Ariella asked.

“Yes.”

“Where do you want to go then?”

“I was thinking of a trek across the Tundra. We could track down the castle that’s supposed to be buried out there.”

“Buried under ice maybe. The Tundra is cold.”

“It’s summer,” Isis pointed out.

“It’s never summer on the Tundra. It’s just one big perpetual ice block.”

“We will wear warm clothes. Come on, Ariella. It will be fun.”

“Hiking across the Tundra may be your idea of fun, but it’s not mine. How about someplace warmer? Like Wellspring,” Ariella suggested.

“Isn’t that a Selpe town?”

“Yes, in the territory of Emeraldmere. I heard that Diamond Edge talking about it. It’s a resort right between the three lakes. They have warm pools and cool pools, hot pools and cold pools. They have saunas and spas and springs and beaches and exotic food.”

“I’ve had Selpe food. I wouldn’t call it exotic,” said Isis.

“Apparently, it’s different at Wellspring. In fact, the entire territory of Emeraldmere is one big party spot.”

“And you want to go?” Isis asked.

“After years of studying, I could use a party. I want my break to be a break. No hiking across frozen wastelands. No scavenging for food or making camp in the mud. And no fighting off bandits. Weapons are not allowed inside Wellspring. People go there to relax. You could use a bit of relaxation yourself.” Ariella smiled at her. “You know I’m right.”

“You are right,” admitted Isis. She could always head off to the Tundra afterwards. “Ok. We’ll try out Wellspring.”

“And who knows? Maybe we’ll find you a nice Selpe man while we’re there,” Ariella teased.

Or at least Isis thought her friend was teasing. She glowered at her anyway for good measure.
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WELLSPRING WAS FAR more tranquil than Isis had expected from a Selpe resort. Apparently, even the high-strung professional politicians and killers of the world needed a quiet sanctuary where they could unwind.

The resort had no streets or roaring vehicles. White-gold stone paths filled the narrow gaps between the pools, the grassy fields and flowerbeds, the huts that held the array of spa services, and the houses where the resort’s guests slept. Wellspring was not Elition—the ubiquitous use of technology made that clear—but it was not entirely Selpe either. It was a sort of crossroads between the two, so it did not surprise Isis that its guests were a mix of both as well.

She had only been outside of Elitia a handful of times in her life, but she knew an Elition was an uncommon sight in most of the human world. Most humans went a lifetime without ever laying eyes on one, yet Isis had counted twenty-six Elitions since arriving at Wellspring. She had counted even more Diamond Edges.

“Where are you two from?” one of them asked Isis and Ariella as he stepped into their tub.

“Elitia,” said Isis, looking around for a new seat.

But the tub was small and this Diamond Edge—and his five friends that had followed him in—took up a lot of space. Especially with their arms spread wide to show off the muscles in their bare chests, each tattooed with a symbol of a sparkling dagger. The only available spot besides her own was on one of the soldiers’ laps, and that was no better.

“Where in Elitia?” he pressed on, his green eyes panning down her bikini top.

“Death Marsh,” she told him.

“Sounds lovely,” replied Green Eyes with a grin.

“That’s not even a real place,” one of the others laughed at him. “She’s pulling your leg.”

He was right. It was not a real place. But the Diamond Edges didn’t get the hint.

“You’re a real tease, aren’t you?” Green Eyes said to Isis, reaching toward her.

She caught him by the arm and held him back. “Have I given you any indication that I want you to touch me?”

He shrugged, unconcerned by her hold. “You’re here.”

The answer was so absurd that she wasn’t even sure how to begin to argue with it.

“My friend can dislocate both of your shoulders in under a second,” she warned the two men on either side of Ariella.

They looked at Ariella, who smiled and nodded. Proving they were smarter than they looked, they opted to scoot away from her. Still pushing against Isis’s hold, Green Eyes was exhibiting no such wisdom.

“Whereas I prefer to break bones,” she said, glaring at him.

“I’d believe it. Your friend is as willowy as a model. You, however,” he said, looking her over. “You are built with strength.” He licked his lips. “I enjoy strong women.”

Isis was torn between breaking his arm and throwing up on him. She really didn’t want to do either on what was supposed to be a relaxing break.

“Hey, hotshot, why don’t you get out of that tub before she breaks something you’ll need,” declared a deep voice.

Isis turned around to find a man standing beside the tub. Like the Diamond Edges, he wore a pair of swimming trunks and a silver necklace that held his room key, but he was no more a soldier than she was. Whereas the Diamond Edges wore short hair, this man had long, luscious black hair that fell over his shoulders. His eyes were hazel speckled with gold. There was a hint of Elition in him, Isis realized. That alone made her relax.

“I saw her first. Go get your own girl,” said Green Eyes.

“She is already mine.”

“Funny, I don’t see your name on her.”

The Diamond Edges snickered as Ariella muttered, “Idiot.” Relaxing resort trip or not, Isis had just resolved to break the soldier’s arm when the part-Elition man spoke again.

“You Diamond Edges enjoy the power that comes with your position. You have become accustomed to living with this power. You think you’re always in control of every situation.”

“Because we are,” laughed Green Eyes. “So what is the point of your chatter?”

“The point is,” he said. “That you only think you’re always in control. You lost this one before it even began.”

“And why is that?” Green Eyes asked, smirking.

“Firstly, because you obviously can’t read when a woman is interested, as this one clearly isn’t. You might want to work on that. Elitions can do a lot more than break bones.”

The Diamond Edges continued to snicker.

“And secondly, because I know your boss.”

The snickers died out.

“You? You can’t possibly,” Green Eyes said, but he scooted away from Isis.

“I do,” asserted the part-Elition. “Aaron and I have been friends since long before he led the Diamond Edges.”

The soldiers exchanged worried looks with one another, then scurried out of the tub and down the path like their tails were on fire. The part-Elition set his towel on a nearby lounge chair and stepped into the tub beside Isis.

“Thank you for chasing them off,” she told him.

“They should be thanking me, not you. Had I not chased them off, the encounter would have gone considerably worse for them,” he replied, arching back to dip his hair into the water.

Ariella looked over the ridgeline of his torso at Isis and raised a suggestive brow. The man was well-built—as though his body had been born like that, not sculpted by countless repetitions of those lifting exercises men seemed to be so fond of—but that was beside the point.

“How do you know?” she asked him.

He straightened back up, his hair dripping water. “If you can handle a Triad, I have no doubt you can handle six drunk Diamond Edges.”

Isis moved back. “You know about that? Who are you? Really?”

“Ethan Frostwater.” He offered her a bow, and his nose brushed against the water. “Former member of the Selpe Intelligence Network, now working as the head of Hayden Selpe’s security at his estate in Cerulean.”

“Cerulean?” she repeated stupidly.

Ethan smiled. “And you are Isis Fontane. Soon to be the prince’s new bodyguard.” He took up her hand and kissed it.

Isis blushed. “How did you know?”

“I recognized you from the picture in the file I received last week. It says you will be starting in August?”

“Yes.” Across the tub, Ariella caught Isis’s eye and nodded toward Ethan, so she added, “So, you will be my boss then?”

Ariella dropped her head to her palms.

“No, you will report directly to Hayden. Your job is to make sure he is safe. Mine is to make sure Cerulean is safe.” He smiled. His teeth were so white they were almost blinding. “But we will be seeing a lot of each other.”

“I’d like that,” she said. “I mean, it will be good to know someone there.”

“Yes,” he agreed, his warm eyes holding her gaze. “It will. Especially, an Elition someone.”

“You are not entirely human yourself,” she said.

He grinned, flashing those sparkling teeth again. “You noticed, did you?”

“It’s usually the eyes that give people away.”

“I see. So you have had a lot of experience dealing with half-Elition men.”

“Not really,” she admitted, looking at her hands.

“Then I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he said, motioning her forward. “We’re basically the same as any other man,” he whispered into her ear.

This information was as helpful as a winter coat in summer. The truth of it was Isis had not had much experience with men of any sort. Except when it came to foiling their advances.

“Well, ladies, I think I’ll leave you to your bath,” Ethan declared, giving them each a bow. Then he braced his arms against the edge and pushed himself out of the tub, waterfalls streaming down his back as he rose.

“One more thing,” he said, turning his eyes on Isis. “It seems no one told you of Wellspring’s true purpose. It’s where Selpes—in particular, the Diamond Edges—go for steamy rendezvous with Elitions. And vice versa. If you want to avoid fighting off even more oversexed Diamond Edges, you might want to invest in some robes. Those bathing suits are distracting.”

Isis looked down at her bikini. There was hardly enough material to cover…anything. But the saleswoman in the shop they had visited on Shopping Lane insisted that all the women at the resort were wearing them. Since she had turned out to be right, Isis hadn’t thought of it again. She hadn’t known that the resort was one big excuse for cross-cultural sexual escapades. And she almost wished she had never found out.

“I notice that you are not following your own advice,” Ariella commented, waving toward his bathing suit.

“My lady, I am the product of a Selpe lord’s steamy rendezvous with an Elition woman,” he replied to Ariella, but he was looking right at Isis. “I have nothing to fear.”

Then he turned and walked down the path into the nearest hut.
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“WHAT DO YOU think of this one?”

Isis looked through the shop window at a display of mannequins wearing a variety of headwear, each decorated with an assortment of garish feathers, sequins, and fabric strips. The one Ariella was pointing at was the worst of them all—a chocolate-brown, straw-woven, wide-brimmed hat tied with a cream and magenta striped satin sash that held a bouquet of fake lemons, strawberries, and oranges in place.

“That it would go nicely with the tasseled robe you liked in the last window,” Isis replied.

They were walking along Shopping Lane, peering into every store window they passed to ogle and giggle. They had searched for robes to no avail. The only ones they had found looked more like an invitation than a deterrent. Isis had no intention of walking around like a present for some Diamond Edge to unwrap. So they had very quickly abandoned their search in favor of mocking the articles on display.

“Or those shoes from the one before,” Ariella added. “Those heels must have been longer than my sword.”

“It’s so the woman wearing them can’t get away from her lover,” Isis guessed. “Or to clunk him on the head if he gets too cheeky.”

Ariella exploded into snorting giggles as Isis tilted her head sideways in an attempt to decipher the purpose of a strip of red fabric trimmed with black lace.

“I think it’s a nightie,” Ariella said.

Isis continued to tilt her head. “Is this what human women like to wear?”

“Apparently, it’s what human men like to see them in.”

“Hmm,” Isis said, biting her lip.

“Do you think your friend Ethan Frostwater would like it?” Ariella asked.

Isis righted herself to look into her friend’s dancing eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you notice the way he was flirting with you?”

“No.”

“ ‘Oh, Isis your bathing suit is so distracting!’ ” Ariella teased.

“He said that about both of us.”

“Well, he didn’t ask both of us if we’ve ‘had a lot of experience dealing with half-Elition men’. That one was aimed solely at you,” said Ariella. “And he sure sounded happy that he’ll soon have ‘an Elition someone’ in Cerulean with him.”

Isis crossed her arms. “What’s your point?”

“He likes you.”

“Ethan was just being nice.”

Ariella grinned. “Oh, on a first name basis with him already, are you?”

“I don’t think half-Elitions have power names. Even if he does, I don’t know it. He introduced himself as Ethan. And I have to call him something,” Isis insisted.

“Yes, of course. You are right.”

Isis gave her a hard look. “You don’t really believe that.”

“No, not really.” Putting on a deep voice, Ariella intoned, “ ‘I am the product of a Selpe lord’s steamy rendezvous with an Elition woman’.”

There was no point in arguing any further. Isis decided the best course of action was to feign interest in a display window filled with…technological doodads? She hoped her surely perplexed expression would pass for interest, as she had absolutely no idea what most of the items were, let alone were used for.

“I think that one’s called a hairdryer,” Ariella said, pointing at a metallic piece that vaguely resembled the shape of a horse’s head.

Isis decided to drop all pretenses. The gadgets had sufficiently diverted Ariella’s attention anyway. “How do you know?”

“Davin told me about them.”

“How does it work?”

“Davin said hot air shoots out of it.”

“Like a gun?” Isis asked.

“Maybe more like a flamethrower?” said Ariella. “It’s continuous. And you direct it at your hair to dry it.”

“Humans willingly shoot hot air at themselves? What if they were to burn themselves?” Isis brushed a finger through her hair. “Or burn their hair right off?”

“Davin did.”

Isis gaped at her.

“Not his hair. But can you imagine what would have happened if he had? He loves his hair.” Ariella chuckled. “No, he got it into his head to try this hairdryer contraption out, and it burnt his ear. He was quite upset over the matter.”

“Davin is Elition. He would have healed immediately.”

“Tell that to his pride,” replied Ariella.

“And his penchant for melodramatics,” Isis added.

Ariella nodded. “That too. Well, he did learn something from the ordeal.”

“To stay clear of human technology?” Davin was spending far too much time with the Selpes. And it wasn’t just their technology that he was dabbling in.

“No, just how to use yet another piece of it.” Ariella snickered. “Apparently, you’re supposed to move this hairdryer around continuously while drying your hair, so as not to burn yourself.”

Isis shook her head in disbelief. “Well, trust it to Davin to learn things the hard way.”

Ariella stopped walking, pausing to stare into a store window. The display held belts, shoes, leather lingerie?…and a whole lot of things Isis could not even begin to fathom the use for.

“Isis, do you…do you think this is the sort of place Davin would enjoy visiting?” Ariella said, staring at the display.

“Why, are you going to invite him to join you the next time you have off?” Isis asked, trying to contain the tickling twitch from dancing across her lips.

“No, I don’t think I will come back here. After what Ethan said about what kind of place this is, it makes sense why that Diamond Edge was trying to talk Elition women into coming here. I should have realized it sooner,” Ariella said, frowning. “I only meant, Davin spends so much time with the Selpes. Do you think he would come here to find…another sort of company?”

Isis had known about Ariella’s feelings for Davin for years—since long before he had graduated from Rosewater—but in the last two years he had changed. The three of them had been close friends. Really close friends. But Isis wasn’t sure he was even the same person anymore.

King River might have been on Emperor Selpe’s Advisory Council, but it was no secret that he loathed spending time in the Selpe Empire. He would go to Orion to meet with the emperor or handle a crisis. For everything else, the day-to-day tedium of dealing with the Selpe nobility, he now had Davin. Isis could hardly blame King River for sending his son in his stead. After so many years of dealing with the Selpes himself, he surely needed a break from the ceaseless scheming. She only wished Davin had not been the one to go. So much time with the Selpes had changed him. Irrevocably? She hoped not.

“I don’t think this is his sort of place,” Isis told Ariella.

Because Davin was in love with Ariella. The two of them just hadn’t gotten around to figuring that out yet.

“I think—” Ariella began, then stopped. “Look.”

Isis turned around, her gaze following Ariella’s extended finger. There were no boat rides offered on the lake at this hour, which meant the docks were abandoned. Or should have been abandoned, at least. Isis caught a flash of movement behind a nearly solid row of boats. She could just make out a woman dashing down the dock, six hooded figures in black close on her bright blue ponytail.

“We should help her,” Ariella said.

“Does she need help? Perhaps this is just Wellspring’s idea of a good time.”

Even as Isis said it, she didn’t believe it. The Elition woman was barefoot and dressed in a bikini top and fitted shorts—an outfit typical of the resort. The six men, on the other hand, were dressed like a unit of soldiers—or assassins. Gunfire split the tranquil background hum of crickets and lapping waves, making up Isis’s mind for her. Weapons weren’t even supposed to be allowed in Wellspring.

“You swing around behind them as they run off the docks,” she told Ariella. “I’ll head them off as they pass into Shopping Lane.”

Isis dashed around the corner of the store and ran toward the docks along the narrow back alley parallel to Shopping Lane. Dull thumps replaced resounding hollow echoes, signaling that the men had reached the solid ground at the end of the docks. Isis could not hear Ariella’s strides over all that noise, but she knew her friend could not be far behind the stampede. She pushed herself faster, reaching the crossing as the blue-haired Elition zipped past. Isis channeled her momentum upward to somersault over the men’s heads. As she landed, she kicked the third man hard in the back of his knee. He stumbled forward, taking the two men in front of him down with him.

Ariella had closed in and was busy grappling with the other three. She hit a gun out of one man’s hand, but the other two were still armed. As a bullet tore into her stomach, a shrill shriek erupted from her lips. She pressed her lips together quickly and swallowed the scream. Then she turned her violet eyes, swirling with menace, on the man who had shot her.

Isis felt her thigh erupt in flames and she spun around to stare down the barrel of the offending gun. Perhaps, picking a fight with six gunmen had not been such a bright idea after all. Most especially because she and Ariella were armed with nothing more than seething stares—which only a Phantom could possibly wield as an actual weapon.

The man pointing his gun at Isis—the one who had shot her—was the clear leader of the group. She could tell from the way the other men were turned toward him, awaiting his instructions. It was as though he had an aura around him, just like an Enchanter.

“Are you Elition?” Isis asked him. She narrowed her eyes, trying to make out his face from beneath the heavy shadow cast by his hood, but it was no use. She couldn’t even see his eyes; they were shaded by a pair of sunglasses.

Chuckles rippled out beneath the hoods of the other five men, but no one answered. The leader’s only response was a nod to two of his men, who pulled out metallic bindings and stepped toward Isis and Ariella. Isis was looking at the leader’s gun, debating whether she could disarm him before getting shot again, when the man gasped in surprise and dropped his weapon. Isis dove for the ground to reclaim the gun, which was warm to the touch and smelled of burning metal. Had she done that?

Isis held it in her hand for a moment, her eyes following the sleek and deadly curves. She’d shot a gun before. She’d just never shot another person.

Then again, she’d also never been under siege by a band of so many armed men; she could sense another six nearby. And shooting them didn’t have to mean killing them. So she shot the man in front of her in the gut, grabbed ahold of Ariella’s arm, and pushed past the fallen men to take off running down the narrow alley.

As her legs pushed forward, Isis could hear the men who were still standing run after them. “Are you all right?” she asked Ariella as they ran.

Ariella gave her a demented smile. “Fine. You?”

Isis swallowed hard, burying thoughts of the flames dancing across her thigh. “Fine.”

Ariella grunted. They both knew they had about five minutes to lose the men chasing them and dig out those poison bullets before they both collapsed. Isis didn’t know what kind of poison was in them, but she had no doubt that it was one of the few poisons that worked on Elitions. A normal bullet wouldn’t have hurt so much and neither would one coated with a common poison. She knew this because the instructors at Rosewater had shot them all repeatedly to get them used to it. By the end of that course, Isis had fantasized about shooting them a few times herself—and then suffered for her vengeful mind too, with spells of foresight madness.

The steadily intensifying burn that shot all the way down Isis’s leg reminded her that running full out was only helping the poison to spread. But it was not as though they had any choice. If the hooded men caught up to them, they would shoot even more bullets into them. Isis grabbed ahold of Ariella’s wrist, steadying her as she stumbled. From the look in her friend’s eyes, they didn’t have five minutes. They probably didn’t even have two. Isis’s mind was so busy trying to get them out of this mess that she didn’t notice the periwinkle blue wall until it was right in front of them. They stopped and stared up at the building that marked the end of the street. It was four floors high and so were the two houses flanking it. They were trapped.

The footsteps behind them slowed, and four hooded men strolled casually forward. They moved into a line that blocked the street, guns raised. Isis looked around. The street was too narrow to dodge bullets, and there was nothing to hide behind. The only way out was through those men or up…

Her pulse still pounding hard in her ears, Isis grabbed Ariella’s hand and jumped toward the building. Her foot touched down on the tip of a window frame on the second floor, and she pushed off to land on the roof.

“Isis, how did you—” Ariella began.

“I…” She sighed. “It sometimes happens when I panic. Now, let’s get these things out of us.”

Isis took up a shard of broken glass and cut into Ariella’s stomach, digging out the bullet. Her fingers burned from the contact, and she tossed it down. The ball clinked against the glass roof and rolled until it hit one of the silver strips which formed the grid of metal between the large glass panels. She wiped off the glass shard and handed it to Ariella, who performed the same operation on her thigh.

“Do you still feel the poison?” Isis asked her.

“No. It is fading.” Ariella looked at her. “You know what this means.”

Isis nodded. The poison was meant to incapacitate, not kill. What were those hooded hunters up to?

When Isis voiced the question, Ariella shrugged. “Since they are not aiming to kill, they can’t be assassins. Maybe they are bounty hunters. They were after that blue-haired Elition before we ran in. She might be worth something to someone.”

Isis was about to answer when the boom of continuous gunfire shot up from below, and the glass roof shattered beneath their feet, raining glass—and them—down into the dark building.
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THEY FELL FOUR floors down. As Isis’s feet touched down onto a mountain of broken glass, jagged shards poking through the openings in her sandals, she was just glad that she had not landed on her rear end. Beside her, Ariella plucked glass from her own sandals, then stepped away from the debris to look around. Stacked levels loomed over them on each side, but the inner chamber where they stood extended all the way up to the glass ceiling. It was just their luck that they had stood right above the spot with the biggest drop.

The cavernous hall they had fallen into was dark, lit only by a dim yellow-grey light dangling from each of the four walls. And it echoed hollowly. As they moved, the shifting glass beneath their feet crunched and crinkled, like the sound of a partially frozen waterfall crashing down upon a fully frozen pond.

“They’re here. Somewhere,” Ariella whispered. “They could only have shot at the glass roof from in here.”

Isis walked over to a weapons stand and plucked a sword from it. It was a Serenity sword, an Elition blade. It was waiting here, as though just for them. Shaking off the icy shivers cutting down her spine, she tossed it to Ariella.

“You should take it,” Isis said. The Serenity was Ariella’s preferred blade.

“Are you sure?”

The stand now stood empty, which left Isis with the gun she’d stolen from the hooded hunters. “Yes. Of the two of us, you’re better with the Serenity.” Isis’s weapon of choice was the Versatile sword—two of them, in fact.

“Ok.” Ariella dug into her pocket and pulled out a velvet pouch. She tipped it over, emptying purple powder across the length of the blade.

“Is that Amethyst Dust?”

“It is. I swiped it from one of the tubs.” Tendrils of purple light slithered across the Serenity’s blade. “I thought it might be useful.”

Amethyst Dust, made from the Pegasus Amethyst Flower, had an unusual reaction when it touched steel: it made the metal appear to glow. It wasn’t quite the same as a magical sword—but it was pretty damn close. Without the special magical benefits, of course. Not bad for a pouch of powder designed solely to create a sensory-rich bathing experience.

Ariella lifted the glowing sword before them like a torch, the flames that licked the blade illuminating the room. She passed in front of Isis.

“What are you doing?” Isis asked, catching her arm.

“Taking the lead.”

“I will not let you be the shield that takes their gunfire.”

Ariella sighed and stared at her with that special look in her eyes. Isis knew the look well, and she was tired of being on the receiving end of everyone’s pity. She was not that crazy—not since she had started taking the Inhibiting Serum to subdue her foresights.

“Four armed men—six, if their comrades have caught up—with poison bullets against the two of us and our stolen weapons.” Ariella looked down at her sword. “Isis, I love you dearly, but we both know you cannot kill. And that is precisely what this situation may require. I must lead.”

It was hard to argue with stupid reality. Prophets did not make good killers. The punishment of insanity was a pretty good deterrent to that. Ariella was unusual among Prophets. She had killed someone and kept her mind. Isis had seen her that night, just a few minutes after one of their classmates had broken into her room and tried to have his way with her. He had gotten a knife in the chest instead. Ariella had sat on her bed, hugging her knees as she rocked, obviously shaken but far from insane.

“I’m tough,” Isis insisted.

Ariella arched a skeptical brow. “I know you are. You defeated a Triad. I was there. You performed some very unusual feats.”

Only a dozen people had witnessed the fight, but word seemed to have spread all the way across Elitia. She was a Prophet—no doubt about that with her tendency toward madness—but in that fight, she had proved she was something else too. What that something else was no one could say. Not even Isis. All she knew was that she could do things no Prophet could. Things like Phantom mind blasts, catapulting her opponent across the room without ever lifting a finger. Not that she had much control over these outbursts of power. These abilities seemed to just shoot out of her when she was agitated, which is why she had thought she could probably leap to the roof of the building. There were not many things more agitating than running away from a gang of gunmen while poison’s pumping through your body with every step.

“I don’t know how I did any of it or how it’s even possible,” Isis told Ariella. She lifted her gun, gesturing with it toward the only door in sight. “But I can hold my own, and I won’t hesitate to knock every last one of those men over the head. We go together, at the same time.”

“All right,” agreed Ariella, setting one hand on the doorknob. “I hear some shuffling past this door.”

“The hooded hunters?”

“We’re about to find out,” Ariella said and opened the door.

But instead of finding a room, there was only a staircase leading down.

Ariella frowned. “This can’t be the only door.”

“It was the only one I saw.”

“It leads down. How does one get to the upper levels? Or out of the building for that matter?”

“I don’t know,” replied Isis.

“I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” Isis agreed. She moved onto the first step. “But it’s the best choice we’ve got.”

They did not speak as they descended stair after stair. As they went deeper underground, it got darker—and the shuffling noise Ariella had mentioned grew louder. By the time they finally stepped off the staircase, they had to be at least six levels underground. Down there, the shuffling was more of a buzzing sweep. They stepped around the corner and froze. Right in front of them were four shapes masked in shadow. They were too tall to be the hooded men and far too wide. A dozen clicks punctuated the soft buzz, and overheard spotlights flashed on in quick succession, flooding the room with blinding light. As soon as Isis could see again, she took a step back. The four shapes were indeed not the men. They were not even alive. Four machines rolled forward, their bodies shiny silver and their eyes blood red.
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SINISTER AS THEY appeared, the machines did not attack. Instead, they rolled to either side of the arched open doorway and froze. The red lights in their eyes went out, and it was as though they had never been anything more than metal statues. It was then that Isis noticed each machine was holding a broom, not a gun. Ariella had picked up on this as well. She moved toward them, an amused expression on her face.

“Wait,” Isis said, grabbing a hold of her arm.

“It’s ok.” Ariella tapped the nearest machine with her fist. A hollow thump resonated from the metal chest and echoed off the concrete walls. “See? They’re harmless. I think we just ran into the housecleaning staff.”

“What use would an abandoned old building have for housecleaning staff?” Isis posed.

“Who knows?” Ariella shrugged. “Maybe they’re just being stored here between jobs. You know how the Selpes love their technology.”

Isis leaned in for a closer look. “I’ve never seen such machines before.”

“Neither have I, but we’re hardly experts in this sort of thing. This is only my second time outside Elitia,” replied Ariella. “Besides, we want to get out of here, and that there is the only door I see around here.”

Ariella was right, but that didn’t make Isis feel any better about the prospect of turning her back on those machines.

“Ok, we’ll take the door.” Isis pressed her back to Ariella. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

As Ariella moved toward the door, Isis kept with her, her eyes trained on the machines. They didn’t so much as twitch. Maybe she was just being paranoid. Still backing up to keep pace with Ariella, Isis nearly tripped over her friend, who had stopped in her tracks. Isis tore her eyes off the inanimate machines and turned to look at the new room.

It had the smooth, marked floors of a gym. Ropes and ladders hung against the walls, which extended high up into a metal framework ceiling of enormous spotlights. The spotlights blared down hot and bright upon the glossy floor, making it shine with circles of reflected light. A smooth swish sounded from behind Isis, and she turned as the door slid shut. When she tried to pry it back open, a second layer of sliding doors—these made of thick metal—slammed together, nearly gobbling her fingers.

“Isis, look,” Ariella said.

Isis returned her attention to the oversized gym. Thick metal tubes were sliding slowly out of rows of holes in every wall. They looked like gun barrels. Dozens and dozens of gun barrels. And they were all aimed right at her and Ariella.

Swoosh. A ball shot out of a tube, whistling past their faces. It bounced off the wall and rolled back across the floor to stop at Isis’s feet. As she squatted down to swipe her finger across its fuzzy, violently bright yellow surface, a second ball shot over her head. Rising, Isis took a step forward, and a racket fell down from the ceiling to land at her feet. Ariella did the same, and a second racket dropped.

“What do you think?” Isis asked.

“I think,” Ariella said, glaring down at the rackets. “That someone is messing with us. And that I am not playing along.”

Then she marched off toward the other side of the gym, kicking the two balls out of her way. She made it only three steps before the guns that had been tracking her released the first volley of balls. And then the second. And the third. Faster and faster they shot at her, the force of their coordinated attack knocking her to the ground.

“Ariella!” Isis shouted, stepping forward.

“Stop!” Her friend looked up from the floor, spitting out blood. Somehow, despite the unrelenting barrage, she managed to get to her feet and stumble back toward the door. With every step that she took, the attack lessened. When she was side-by-side with Isis once more, it stopped entirely.

“What did they feel like?” Isis asked her.

Ariella gave her a horrified look.

“When they hit you, I mean. Did they feel like normal balls?”

“It hurt,” Ariella said, rubbing her arm. “If you want a more detailed analysis, step out there and experience it for yourself.”

Isis tried not to take the snipe personally. Being bombarded by a few hundred balls was enough to make anyone testy. Instead she said, “I think you’re right. This is a game. And the rules state that we cannot cross the room so easily.”

“Whose rules?”

“I don’t know,” Isis said, taking up the racket as she tucked her gun into her pants. “But if we want to get out of here, we will need to beat the game.” She took a step forward, racket in hand.

“Isis, stop! I didn’t really mean for you to try it out for yourself.”

Isis smiled back at her. “It will be all right,” she said, taking another step.

The balls remained still. As soon as she took a third step, however, a single ball burst out of a wall cannon and shot toward her. Isis deflected the ball with her racket. It bounced off the wall, and she eased forward. This time, two balls zoomed toward her. Isis hit them away, and three more came at her.

“This is going to get unmanageable really quickly,” she commented when the number of balls reached four.

“I’m on it,” Ariella told her, jumping in to deflect one.

Even between the two of them, they would not be able to handle anywhere close to the number of balls in the gym. “We need to make our way toward the next door. But keep hitting the balls. I have a feeling that the moment we stop playing along, they will revolt again.”

Ariella grunted in acknowledgement. They were up to a dozen balls now, and they weren’t even a third of the way across the gym. As they passed the halfway point, Isis noticed the strip of green lights above the exit door. The first ten lights from the left were solid, while the ten on the right were blinking rapidly. By the time they were three-quarters of the way there, fifteen lights had gone solid. The progress would have been encouraging—if not for the fact that the remaining blinking lights were now racing as fast as the bombardment of belligerent balls.

Beside Isis, Ariella let out a grunt as a ball hit her hard in the arm. Isis lunged to repel another ball flying toward her friend. That deflected, she turned around just in time to take a ball straight in the face. Isis spit out blood, but forced herself to keep her eyes trained on the balls. Ariella was right. Getting hit by those balls felt like running full speed into a stone wall.

She reached the exit, hitting the big round green button on the wall. The door slid open, but the dance of the balls behind her did not stop. They continued to bounce to the song of a hundred out of sync hammers. Isis grabbed Ariella and dove through the door. On the way through, she pounded a big red button on the wall, and the door closed again, cutting off the stream of balls shooting their way. A series of rapid thumps sounded against the door, and then all was silent from the gym.

As Isis and Ariella rose to their feet, lights flashed on, illuminating the room. With its curved walls, floor, and ceiling of dark grey stone, it could almost have been a cave—if not for the row of wheeled machines positioned down the middle of the wide room.

“What are those?” Ariella asked.

“They’re called motorcycles,” said Isis.

“Davin told me about them.” Ariella’s eyes narrowed as they scanned over the machines, which for the moment remained still. But for how long? “He says they’re what humans ride when they want to live dangerously.”

Isis patted the seat of a motorcycle leaning against the wall beside the door, separated from the rest. “I think we’re expected to live dangerously now.”

“I am not getting on that thing,” Ariella declared.

As if in response, the lights on the motorcycles flashed on, and the brightly colored vehicles began to zigzag back and forth across the room, blocking off all passage to the next exit behind a maze of high-speed barriers.
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THE STENCH OF burning fuel and dirty exhaust was sickening. Like the balls, the motorcycles seemed to move on their own initiative—though it was, of course, Selpe technology at work again. Isis would have preferred if it had just been the work of an Elition Phantom.

After observing the pattern of their movements for a few minutes, she thought she had discovered the way through. There were just two problems. First, the path of escape between the vehicles was so tight that timing would be crucial. Second, Isis wasn’t entirely sure she was right. She was a Prophet, not a Cipher, and her power of foresight was buried beneath a whole lot of Inhibiting Serum at the moment. But it’s not like they had any other options.

“You have got to be kidding,” Ariella said when Isis outlined her plan. She shot the motorcycle beside them a dirty look. “Do you even know how to use that thing?”

“Sure, Davin showed me. I’ll drive.” Isis tossed her and Ariella’s rackets away. They might have been made to withstand impact with those uncommonly hard balls, but they would be no match for large masses of rapidly moving metal. “If anything gets too close to us, I need you to give it a good, hard slice with your sword. Or a kick.”

Ariella looked out at the field of speeding motorcycles. “Explain to me why we can’t just run past those things.”

“Because if we take the gym as any indication, there are consequences to not playing by their rules. In this case, if we ran through rather than drove, I’d imagine all those motorcycles would converge on us. We’re fast. The motorcycles are faster. And there are more of them than there are of us.” Isis pushed their motorcycle far away from the wall to straddle it, then looked back at Ariella, arm extended. “You know I’m right.”

Ariella sighed and locked her hand around Isis’s forearm to pull herself onto the seat behind her. “I’m going to regret this,” she muttered.

Isis drove toward the mass of speeding machines and took a tight right turn to slip into a gap in the line. A few seconds later, a yellow motorcycle cut across the gap now occupied by them. Isis spun to fall in beside it, narrowly missing a collision. She fell back as the yellow motorcycle cut through another moving line, then turned to screech in between a blue and a red motorcycle. She continued to cut from one line of vehicles to another, her pulse a pounding drum in her ears, her hands slick with sweat against the handlebars.

They were just a few turns from the end when Isis called back, “I need you now, Ariella. See those two black motorcycles ahead of us.”

“Yes.”

“In twenty seconds, they are going to cross paths, hitting us from both sides. Unless you knock the one on the right out. Knock it toward the wall, away from us. Ready?”

Ariella’s grip on Isis’s waist tightened in preparation. “Yes.”

“Then, now!” Isis shouted.

Ariella kicked out, sending one motorcycle flying toward the wall, just as Isis swerved around the other.

“Isis!” Ariella called out in alarm at the newly approaching solid line that stretched six motorcycles across.

“I see them,” Isis said. “On three.”

She increased speed as she steered for the middle of the line.

“One.”

The motorcycles were nearly upon them, an impenetrable wall of metal.

“Two.”

Isis grabbed ahold of Ariella’s arm and prepared to jump.

“Three!”

Together, they kicked off and shot through the air over the wall of motorcycles. They landed in front of the door, and as they passed through it, Isis glanced back just long enough to see the lines of motorcycles collide with one another, screeching and crashing into a heap of metal and heat.
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THE DOOR LED to a staircase, which thankfully led them out of the building. As they stood in the alleyway outside the building, finally free of the nightmare, Isis turned around.

Ariella had dropped the sword. It lay on the ground, the last remnants of amethyst light fading from the metal. Her hands were shaking. No, her whole body was shaking. Isis looked at her—at her friend who had never hesitated in a fight, who had never been afraid. But it was fear, pure and undiluted, that consumed her now, pulsing in her eyes and pumping tremors throughout her body. It was a sight Isis had never thought she would see. She squeezed Ariella’s hand and waited.

“We are never doing that again,” Ariella finally said, her lips twisted up in a weak half-smile. Her eyes, shifting in rapid discomfort, darted to the closed door. The echoes of the crash far below had long since faded, but Isis wouldn’t have been surprised if Ariella still heard them in her head. “Where did you learn to…”

“Drive?” Isis supplied.

“Yes.”

“Davin took me on a ride a few months ago. He had borrowed a motorcycle from a Selpe friend.”

“And then you decided you couldn’t get enough of it?” Ariella asked, looking ill as she leaned against the periwinkle blue wall.

Isis laughed. “Hardly. After he took me out on that contraption, I told him it was a death trap and that I didn’t care to repeat the experience.”

“So how did you learn to drive so…”

“Madly?”

Ariella nodded.

“I watched Davin drive. And he does not do it calmly.”

Ariella’s mouth dropped. “This is the first time you’ve even driven one of those things? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you already looked as though you’d rather swallow poison than get on that motorcycle, and telling you would not have helped matters. I knew I could do it. After all, I seem to have a touch of the Phantom in me.”

Ariella began to pace, clenching and unclenching her fists with every step.

“Ariella, you’re upset,” Isis said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to deceive you, but we had to get through that somehow and—”

“I’m not mad at you,” Ariella cut in. “I’m mad at myself.”

“Whatever for?”

“For suggesting that we come to Wellspring in the first place. I was curious to see what was beyond Elitia. Our last trip out of Elitia was hardly recreational.” Her expression hardened, though her eyes were still unsettled. “Well, this trip has cleared me of any further curiosity. If I never have to step foot outside of Elitia ever again, I will be happy. And if I never have to see another mechanical menace in my life, perhaps I will even begin to forget this nightmare.” Her violet eyes focused and met Isis’s. “But you. You are completely unshaken.”

Isis brushed a finger across her arm, where a patchwork of scratches was mending. “I wouldn’t say unshaken.”

“I finally see it,” said Ariella as she took her hands.

“See what?”

“Why the instructors at Rosewater tried to push you along the assassin track,” she replied. “You have an unbreakable mind.”

Isis lifted a hand to her forehead. “Far from it, actually.”

“You may be a Prophet, Isis, but you are not insane. And you are stronger than you think,” Ariella said, echoing Davin’s words. She brushed a strand of Isis’s hair, its pink undertone mostly muted by her serum, between her fingers. “Despite taking enough Inhibiting Serum to put most Elitions into a coma—”

“Hey!” protested Isis.

“You know it’s true,” Ariella said, her tone severe. “And yet, even taking that serum, you were able to defeat a demented maze of machines. Imagine what you could do if you stopped taking it.”

Isis shook her head. “No, I really don’t want to imagine that.”

“You don’t need the serum.”

“I do,” Isis insisted. “Dulling my foresight is the only thing keeping me sane. The madness is there, lying in wait to swallow me whole. You say I am strong? It was a maze of machines. Just see how strong I would be if they had been people. If I’d had to kill people.”

A shudder rippled through her body, then tightened into a wary stance at the sound of footsteps—hard dress heels against cobbled stone—coming around the corner. The man wore a slate grey suit that only partially minimized his round belly. His silver-grey hair was straight and meticulously groomed, quite a feat in the steamy summer air of Wellspring. Like at the Rosewater reception, he wore an elaborately woven slash adorned with crests and ornaments. Adrian Greenwood, the most powerful lord in the Selpe Empire.

Lord Adrian’s cold grey eyes looked at Ariella, who was still leaning against the building. But when they shifted to Isis, standing protectively in front of her friend and ready for a fight, his lip twitched in amusement. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

Isis didn’t like his tone, nor did she like the way he was studying her, as though she were some sort of exotic animal he wanted for his zoo. “What are you doing here?” she turned around on him. “Are you aware that there is a maze of death-wielding machines in there?”

Lord Adrian snorted. “Of course. It’s one of the training facilities for the Diamond Edges.”

Isis had heard that the Diamond Edges reported to Lord Adrian. The rooms had felt more like challenges to be conquered than traps, so perhaps the Diamond Edges really did use the building for training.  But that didn’t explain why they would feel the need to train in a resort town, of all places. The Diamond Edges they had met at Wellspring had seemed more interested in luring women into their beds than dodging deadly machines.

“The question is, my dear, what you and your friend are doing snooping around a top secret Selpe military facility,” Lord Adrian asked with a hard smile.

Isis didn’t like the patronizing tone in his ‘my dear’. And she certainly did not like being accused of spying on a building that had tried to kill her and Ariella.

“We came to Wellspring to relax,” Isis snapped. “Imagine our surprise in discovering what the Selpes like to do for fun.” She tapped the building pointedly.

Lord Adrian indicated the sign stuck to the door. It stated that the building was off limits. The symbol of the Diamond Edges was even stamped beneath the text.

“These signs are posted at every entrance into the building, and all doors and windows are kept locked at all times,” he said. “You cannot simply happen upon the training rooms by mistake.”

Isis ground her teeth, wondering whether she should mention that she and Ariella had been chased by hooded assailants and fallen through the roof. It’s not like it had been their fault. It was the hooded men who had shot holes in the glass roof. If Lord Adrian was really so worried about his facility, he should have been out looking for those men, not grilling her and Ariella. Especially since those men could only have shot open the roof from the inside.

“And so I ask you again,” continued Lord Adrian. “What were you two doing snooping around a top secret Selpe military facility?” Diamond Edges filed into the alley, moving to protect Lord Adrian and block the way out. “Choose your words carefully, for they will decide your fate.”

“Threatening the Elition tourists again, Lord Adrian?” a voice said from behind the wall of Diamond Edges.

As Lord Adrian turned, Isis caught a glimpse of Ethan Frostwater, the lethal glare in his eyes clashing with the ruffled beach shorts and relaxed sandals he was wearing.

“Run off, Mr. Frostwater,” Lord Adrian said with a dismissive flick of his hand. “You seem to forget that you are a long way from Cerulean. You may be in charge of what happens on those grounds, but you have no authority here.”

Ethan’s lips curled up, but there was nothing friendly in that smile. “And you forget, Lord Adrian, that I have a second important position, as bestowed upon me by both Emperor Selpe and King River.” The lethal smile widened. “Arbitrator of Selpe-Elition disputes, no matter where they take place.” He stepped forward, extending his hand toward Isis and Ariella. “We seem to have a dispute right here.”

“There is no dispute, only irrefutable evidence of criminal activity,” Lord Adrian said coldly. “These two Elitions were caught poking around a Selpe military facility. And you are not getting them out of this.”

Ethan looked at Isis. “Were you spying on Lord Adrian’s facility?”

“No, some hooded men shot at us with poison bullets, then when we ran to the roof of this building to escape them, they shattered the glass roof beneath our feet. We fell into the building and then had to find our way out,” she said. 

“During which time, all sorts of demonic machines tried to kill us,” added Ariella, her voice shaking.

Ethan turned back to Lord Adrian. “It sounds like they have a few grievances of their own. Do you really want to throw up a fuss over this, or will you just step aside and allow these ladies to pass?”

Lord Adrian stared at Ethan for a good minute, his eyes never blinking. Isis could see the cold calculation in his eyes. Lord Adrian was clearly not a stupid man. He was trying to decide whether his extensive influence was enough to allow him to get away with throwing Isis and Ariella into a Selpe prison, all the while laughing in Ethan’s face. There were six Diamond Edges in the alley and probably more on the way. Ethan had spoken up for them, but if it came to an actual fight and blood started flowing, would he stand with them?

In a fair fight, Isis thought she and Ariella could maybe handle six Diamond Edges between them, but this was hardly fair. Two Elitions, armed with a single gun and a sword Ariella was in no condition to wield at the moment, versus six elite Selpe soldiers toting an armory of steel? Isis didn’t comment that weapons were forbidden in Wellspring. The Diamond Edges were notorious for putting themselves above the law.

She sighed. They would have to find another way out of this mess, especially before those six became twelve. Isis looked up. They could run along the rooftops, possibly dodging the guaranteed onslaught of bullets. They’d just have to be careful not to fall into any more buildings—or any more deadly games. And then there was the problem of getting out of Wellspring. Things were not looking good for her and Ariella.

Lord Adrian had come to the same conclusion. “Run along, Mr. Frostwater.” He smirked with superiority. “This is none of your concern.”

“Lord Adrian,” called out Davin’s voice.

Isis could hardly believe her ears, but when she turned, there he stood in the alley.

Davin walked forward, his eyes locked on Lord Adrian. “It appears you have forgotten the terms of our alliance.” Davin smiled with all the warmth of a glacier. “Shall I recount them for you?”

The smile Lord Adrian returned was no friendlier. “No need.”

“Good. Then there is no need to remind you that Elitia retains the authority to deal with any crimes committed by its people. If you wish to file a complaint against these two Elitions, I will gladly see to it that King River, the high king of Elitia, gets it.” The words slipped off his tongue with practiced smoothness.

Lord Adrian stared at Davin, the air ripe with tension. It steamed up thickly from the Selpe lord’s body and from those of his Diamond Edges.

“All right. We’re leaving now,” Davin said, turning his back on Lord Adrian.

The Diamond Edges closed in toward Davin. Still gaping at him in disbelief, Isis reached back for her sword—only to remember that she was carrying an unfamiliar gun. A gun she had no intention of using to kill. She lowered her hand behind her back, shaking the stiffness from her fingers. Lord Adrian didn’t look like much of a fighter. She’d aim first for the Diamond Edges. A hard enough blow to the ribs should do it. If they couldn’t breathe, they couldn’t fight—no matter how ‘elite’ they were. She stole a look at Ariella and could tell that her friend was thinking the same thing. Maybe if they were lucky, they’d take down enough of the soldiers before they started shooting.

“No need to trouble your father with this trivial matter,” Lord Adrian said quickly, waving at his Diamond Edges.

The soldiers stopped advancing, and Isis remembered to breathe again.

“I will let this go. But I don’t want to catch either of them in any of my facilities ever again.”

“That makes two of us,” Ariella said quickly. “I have no desire to see any of your facilities from the inside. Or even from the outside.”

Lord Adrian nodded at Ariella, then flashed a smug smirk at Isis before opening the door and disappearing into the facility. The Diamond Edges filed in after him. Once the alley was again clear of soldiers and pompous Selpe lords, Ariella turned to Davin.

“Thank you,” she said, then looked at Ethan. “Thank you both.”

Ethan inclined his head. “Just doing my job.” He smiled. “Now, I suggest you leave Wellspring. Lord Adrian might say he’s letting you go, but I wouldn’t put it past him to try and corner you when he has a few more Diamond Edges by his side.”

Isis looked at Ariella. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

“More than ready. I can’t wait to set my feet back on Elition soil, preferably somewhere inside the Wilderness, where machines do not work.”

“Well, I did suggest a hike across the Tundra. Nice and quiet with not a machine to be seen,” Isis teased her.

Ariella’s face was serious as she replied, “Remind me never to argue with you again.”

“Oh, I will.” She laughed, then extended her hand out to Ethan. “Thank you.”

Rather than shaking her hand, he dipped his head and kissed it lightly. “It was my pleasure, Isis. And I’ll see you again soon,” he said before turning and walking out of the alley.

“Watch out for that one,” Ariella said with a snicker when Ethan was gone. “He’s smitten with you.”

“It’s nice to see you’re feeling well enough again to tease me,” Isis said drily.

“He’s cute.” Ariella’s eyebrows lifted in a suggestive arch. “Especially with his shirt off.”

“We are not talking about this,” Isis growled through blushing cheeks.

Davin frowned at her. “How do you know Ethan Frostwater?”

“We just met him this morning. He chased off a group of Diamond Edges who were annoying us.”

“Trying to capture you?” Davin asked.

“Trying to hit on us,” Ariella told him.

Davin let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s what you get for coming to a place like Wellspring.”

“You know about what goes on here,” said Ariella, and now it was her turn to blush.

“Of course I know.” He chuckled. “I would have warned you had you mentioned to me that you were coming here. When Muse told me, I knew precisely how either of you would respond to the Selpes’ advances. I pictured broken bones and dozens of men keeled over in agony. I hurried here to prevent an incident.”

“We do not create incidents,” Isis said.

Davin arched a dark eyebrow.

“That thing with Lord Adrian and the Diamond Edges was not our fault,” she insisted.

“Much as Lord Adrian absolutely deserves it, I’m still glad I don’t have to explain to Father why you beat up the Selpe Empire’s most powerful lord and his contingent of Diamond Edges.”

“They had us outnumbered. And they had guns,” Isis pointed out.

“I’m even gladder you two were not hurt,” he said, wrapping an arm around each of them.

“That makes two of us,” Isis replied. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

“Yes,” agreed Ariella. “How about we stop by Sundrop Loop for a few days?” She looked at Davin. “You could join us…if you want.”

“Sadly, I have to get back to work.”

Ariella’s chin dropped. “Of course.”

“But I can see you as far as Laelia.”

Isis could tell that Ariella was disappointed, and that just wouldn’t do.

“Sundrop Loop will be great,” she told her friend. “Or maybe a quick trip to Resonance Canyon? We can sit with our feet dangling over the edge of Majestic Falls and watch the sun set. And then we can jump into the ocean.”

A grin spread across Ariella’s lips. “Sounds like fun. And then, in less than two week weeks, I will return to Laelia to be King River’s aide,” she said with a mix of excitement and anxiety.

“You will do great,” Davin told her.

“You will,” agreed Isis.

Ariella beamed at them. “Thanks.”

“And how will you spend the rest of the summer?” Davin asked Isis.

“Actually,” Isis began, looking at Ariella. “I think I will take a hike across the Tundra and try to track down that buried castle. After today, I could use a bit of peace and quiet.”
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SAW WAS A town in the heavily forested Selpe territory of Ironwood, its name a joke that had long since ceased to be funny. Jason Chanz could not see how the name had ever been funny, but he was an assassin, and assassins were not really known for their ostentatious sense of humor. Besides, if people were laughing at Jason, he wasn’t doing his job right. Assassins were supposed to be frightening—the shadows of nightmares. Like other assassins, he dressed entirely in black. Even the assortment of throwing knives strapped to his arms and wrists had blades of dark metal, a deep smokey grey that blended into his clothing.

But darkest of all were Jason’s eyes. All Elitions possessed eyes just off the spectrum of human shades—eyes that sparkled like sapphires, twinkled like emeralds, or glistened like gold. That was just part of the magic of Elitions. Jason’s eyes neither sparkled nor twinkled nor glistened; they smoldered obsidian and oozed Phantom power. And because he was an Elition Phantom, he could phase his eyes darker and more frightening than their usual shade, which scared most people nearly to death. Fear was a useful weapon in the assassin’s arsenal, and Jason used it as much as he did his knives.

Even more than the eyes, what really frightened humans were mind blasts, a Phantom ability. The humans called it telekinesis, and most of them thought it did not exist. Though most of them had never come face to face with a Phantom. It was, after all, one of the rarest of the Elition gifts, and most humans lived their entire lives without ever meeting a single Elition.

Just like the client Jason had come to meet today. She had known to contact him via the female bartender at the Owl’s Roost, a bar at the outskirts of Saw. It was not a complete secret. An assassin that was impossible for clients to find would soon find himself without any jobs. Any legitimate client would be able to get a message to Jason with the right questions, and the bartender Lia at the Owl’s Roost was shrewd enough to spot impostors and send them off in the wrong direction. That’s what Jason was paying her for, after all. The Selpe Empire had put a substantial price on his head, and he had no intention of wasting his days killing every idiot bounty hunter who came after him, not when he could be spending that same time killing for profit.

Jason waited at a back table in the Owl’s Roost, looking out over the room from beneath his hood. He was not out of place. Half the people in the room were cloaked or otherwise concealed. The town of Saw was in south-central Ironwood, close enough to Elitia that should things take a turn for the worse, Jason could easily slip off into the Wilderness, where few Selpes dared to follow.

The Wilderness was the ultimate blackout zone for human technology. Their elaborate gadgets did not function, their computers died, and planes that flew over it fell right out of the sky. The other cloaked people in the room—nearly all humans—had chosen this town for that same escape route. They may have been of questionable character, but they had courage. Elitions did not take kindly to trespassers, particularly the sort who would have no qualms about stealing from them.

A woman walked through the front door. Jason had never seen her before, but he knew in an instant that she was his latest client. Zigzagging nervously from one table to the next, she was as out of place in the Owl’s Roost as a Prophet in a room full of Phantoms. She wore a beige cap-sleeved silk blouse with a pink and blue floral scarf tied decoratively around her neck, a snug black pencil skirt that hugged the curve of her hips, and navy blue pumps with triangular pointed heels that were as responsible for her uneven steps as her anxious demeanor.

She looks as out of place in that outfit as she does in this bar, Jason decided.

She was of about average height and thin, but there was muscle in her legs. She was built like an endurance runner, which meant that if only she kicked off those ridiculous shoes, she could outrun most of the people in the bar. But she could not fight. A woman with combat training would have displayed a more confident air and more poised movements—even in high heels. Jason could picture her more at home in a running suit and shoes rather than the dolled-up ensemble of a Selpe socialite attending an afternoon tea party.

She was not a threat.

A man at the bar turned his scratchy face, long overdue for a shave, and let out an appreciative whistle at her. Jason’s client stumbled back, nearly falling over the table of Rev mercenaries right behind her. Righting herself, she dug a shaking hand into her pale gold clutch and pulled out a slip of paper. Her pale green eyes tracked across the paper, then looked up, scanning the room until she honed in on Jason’s table. She stared at him for a moment, while most everyone else in the room stared at her. She was drawing far too much attention to herself—and by extension, to Jason. After a few seconds, she seemed to figure that out too. She brushed down her skirt with her hands and strode over to Jason’s table, the steady clunk of her heels against the wooden floorboards conveying an air of false confidence.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said with a shaky voice as she sat down opposite him.

When Jason did not respond, she tilted her head, trying to look past the shadows to the face beneath the hood. “You are the assassin Jason Chanz, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“I’m Alara. Pleased to meet you.” She extended a hand.

Jason kept his hands folded before him and his gaze fixed on her.

Alara cleared her throat. “I require your services.”

She did not look like the sort of person who would require the services of an assassin. Then again, in Jason’s experience, fear would drive someone to almost anything. And this woman looked very, very afraid.

“Who do you want me to kill?” he asked.

“My ex-boyfriend has hooked up with a new woman. Her name’s Viviana.”

Jason had been hired to kill for worse reasons. But that didn’t explain why Alara was afraid.

“I’m a professional marathon runner,” she continued. “And Viviana is my biggest competitor. For the last half year, I’ve been coming out on top. She thought stealing Laurence from me would throw me into a state of depression, allowing her to win, but I only channeled my anger into training harder. And beating her. She was furious.”

“And so she tried a different approach,” Jason guessed.

“I had no idea she was such a psychopath,” said Alara. “She has hired an assassin to kill me. I only just escaped Cascade with my life. He’s coming for me.”

“I am an assassin, not a bodyguard.”

“I don’t just need you to protect me from the assassin,” she said. “I need you to kill him. And Viviana. Otherwise, she will just keep hiring assassins to come after me. She might even try to hire you next time. You’re supposed to be the best.”

“I am the best,” he confirmed. “But I don’t do this sort of thing. Acting as bodyguard and assassin simultaneously would split my focus too much. I am the best because I act smart and don’t make a habit of taking on assignments that have a high probability of getting me killed.”

“But—”

“Try the Crescent Order,” he suggested, standing. “They almost exclusively take on assignments that are sure to get one or more of them killed.”

Alara caught his hand as he walked around the table. Apparently, no one had told her that it was unwise to lay hands on an assassin. Especially on this assassin. Jason glared down at her, and she cringed. She did not, however, let go of his hand. It was unfathomable.

“Please,” she said, desperation steaming up from her words like hot sweat on a frosty morning.

Jason considered drawing a knife, but she was painting too pathetic a picture to kill. Even he was not that cruel. Though if she persisted in clinging to him, he might just have to break her grip.

“Viviana is the daughter of Lord Roden,” she said as Jason’s finger traced over his armband of throwing knives.

He gave her a hard look. “Lord Roden Wilds?”

“Yes, and rumor has it that you’re after him. That you were the one who killed Lord Jon and Lord Fredrick but still need to kill Lord Roden to finish off a big contract involving all three lords.”

“You certainly know a lot for a ‘professional marathon runner’,” Jason said.

Alara snapped open her clutch. She pulled out a photograph of a keycard embellished with two symbols: a large one of the Selpe Empire and below it a smaller one of the Wilds territory.

“That is the key to Lord Roden’s castle,” she said, tapping the picture.

“No, that is a photograph of the key to Lord Roden’s castle.”

She brushed a strand of blonde hair from her forehead. From the way she tucked it behind her ear, Jason supposed she was not accustomed to wearing her hair down.

“I am not stupid enough to carry the actual keycard on me,” she said with a smile. “But if you take care of my problem, I will give you the card.”

After Jason had killed Lord Roden’s co-conspirators, the ruler of Wilds increased his castle’s security so much that even Jason hadn’t yet figured out how to break in. His next step would have been to abduct a relevant employee of the security company Roden had hired, but tracking down and ensnaring the right person would have taken months. If he could just walk through the front door unhindered…

“This is your proposed method of payment for my services?” he asked her.

She blushed. “Well, yes. I’d wager your prices are well above my means, but I have a feeling getting into Lord Roden’s castle is worth more to you than money.”

Jason threw the photograph a dismissive glance, then met her eyes. “Very well. We have a deal.”
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ALARA WAS ADAMANT that Jason remain at her side until he had killed Viviana and her hired assassin. He sensed she was still afraid of him, but from the way she clung to him like mussels to an oceanside rock, most casual onlookers would not have guessed it. In fact, even he had trouble reading much off of her beyond occasional whiffs of anxiety and fear. His client had a formidable mental wall. He could have broken through, but he didn’t see much point in that at the moment. Overpowering her mind would leave her unconscious at best, panicked and confused at worst. And if the assassin did strike, it would be nearly impossible to protect someone deranged by a Phantom attack. She would probably run right through the tip of her assassin’s blade.

Jason hated playing bodyguard.

“Oh, that’s a horrible photo. Lime green is just not my color,” Alara said from over Jason’s shoulder.

They were standing in front of one of the computers inside the Saw Public Library, scanning through Selpe news reports of sporting events. Jason might have believed Alara was being hunted by an assassin, but it wasn’t good practice to not check up on one’s own clients before taking a job. The lack of proper due diligence had burned more than one assassin. From the one hundred and thirty-six snippets he had found so far, Alara was by all accounts a stellar athlete with no personal drama worthy of the Selpe tabloids.

“In fact, lime green is not anyone’s color,” she continued. “But Verdant Valley Horticulture paid so well for that sponsorship. Much better than Ruby Works, though red would have been a far more flattering color on me.”

“Do you always babble like this?” Jason asked, keeping his eyes on the screen.

“When I’m nervous, yes,” she said sheepishly.

“There is no need to be nervous,” he told her.

“My competitor wants me dead. She’s hired an assassin to make that happen. He could be hiding behind those stacks as we speak, angling to make his move.” Her voice was panicked. “And with your attention focused on that computer, you wouldn’t be able to stop him before he managed to throw a knife into my back.”

Jason snapped around in the chair, and launched a knife at a nearby bookcase, skewering the annoying fly that had been buzzing around the room for the past half hour. A expression of utter shock on her face, Alara looked from the dead insect to Jason, who had not even left his chair.

“I would be able to stop him before he managed to throw a knife into your back,” he said.

Her mouth still agape, she gasped, “I believe you.”

Jason stood up and walked over to the bookcase to retrieve his knife, Alara’s light footsteps trailing him. He had convinced her to change out of her initial outfit—apparently her misguided notion of what one wore to meet with an assassin—in favor of something more practical. She had selected a tank top, stretchy capris, and a pair of running shoes, which allowed her to walk without sounding like she would bring the building down. Not to mention, she appeared more confident wrapped in familiar clothes.

As they passed the front desk, the man stationed there was furiously scribbling away on a piece of paper. Sucking in a gulp of indignant air, he propped up the revised sign on the counter.

It now read, ‘Visitors to the Saw Public Library are kindly asked not to… Shout. Consume food or beverages. Smoke. Run. Engage in debauchery. Steal library property. Or throw knives!’
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AN ASSASSIN WAS waiting for them outside of the library. Jason could not see her. He didn’t need to. Her smell gave her away: the harsh burn of metal masked by the scent of floral shampoo. She was hiding behind the twin trees a hundred meters from the library’s entrance. The staccato rhythm of her resonance told him she was nervous, but the steady beating of her heart meant that she had developed a decent check on her fear. Which meant she was more dangerous than most people who fancied themselves an assassin.

“What’s wrong?” Alara asked as Jason turned to circle around the back of the library. The forest began on just the other side, and if they were quick, they would be able to disappear into the trees before the assassin caught up with them.

“Jason?”

He caught a streak of black emerge from behind the twin trees as he pulled Alara around the building. “I need you to run now. Follow beside me. Do not stop until I say so.”

Swallowing hard, she looked at him with trembling eyes and nodded. Jason took off running. Beside him, Alara ran with the efficient strides of a trained athlete. They wove around tree trunks, their feet skimming across a layer of forest debris. Jason’s steps were muted, but the noise Alara was kicking up would lead the assassin straight to them. Unless they could outrun her. Jason ran faster. Alara grunted but matched his pace.

The assassin was falling behind, her soft footsteps growing fainter. A few hundred meters ahead, a twig snapped. Jason looked past the web of branches and leaves. He saw a black form hiding in the shadow of a great tree. A second assassin. Jason reached out with his senses, drinking in the resonances of the forest. This second assassin was loaded down with as many blades as Emperor Selpe’s bodyguard, the scent of metal drowning out all else around him. There was a third assassin closing in fast. The three assassins were moving to surround them.

Jason snatched ahold of Alara’s arm and rolled her onto his back. He burst forward toward the tallest tree in sight, an ancient giant with red bark singed by a thousand forgotten fires. He ran up the trunk and hopped onto the lowest branch. Thicker than the trunk of most any tree, the branch had sprouted straight out of a hole hollowed out by fire. It would have to do. He’d leave Alara there while he went to deal with the assassins. If only her fingers weren’t digging into his chest. When he tried to pry them off, she only clung harder to him.

“I need to take care of your assassins.” He tore her off of him and planted her on the branch. Looking at her, he said, “You will be safe here.”

Alara peered down, then stumbled back. Her head hit the top of an overhead branch, jiggling a nest of large pinecones. “You have got to be kidding. We must be at least ten meters up.”

“Closer to twenty actually,” he told her. “And that is precisely why you will be safe.”

“Not if I fall off the branch,” she muttered.

“So be sure to hold on tightly,” he said, then hopped over the edge.

He dropped to the ground, landing just in time to see the second assassin break through the underbrush. Many Blades stopped in his tracks. His eyes narrowed as he saw Jason. And that Alara was not beside him.

“Where is she?” he demanded, drawing two daggers.

From the way he held them, Jason could tell he knew how to use them. Many Blades did not wait for Jason to answer. He struck forward, aiming to slash him across the chest. Jason sidestepped, then stuck his foot out. Many Blades tripped, narrowly missing skewering himself on his own daggers.

The song of flying knives whistled over the wind. Jason whipped around, plucking two silver slivers out of the air. The third assassin emerged from the bushes. Unlike Many Blades, this assassin had a preference for throwing knives. They were strapped to his arms, his chest, and his wrists. He had already drawn a second pair. He crept forward like a hunter stalking his prey, waiting for the right moment to throw his knives.

Idiot. He should have long since thrown them. And he had severe misconceptions about who was hunter and who was prey. As Jason glared at Throwing Knives, the man seemed to come to the same conclusion. He quickly launched the knives. Behind Jason, at the base of the giant tree, Many Blades was stumbling to his feet, his daggers once again in his hands. Jason threw the silver knives at him, pinning him to the tree’s trunk, then spun around to catch the second barrage from Throwing Knives just long enough to send them back at him. Throwing Knives let out a surprised yelp and threw himself to the ground to avoid being killed by his own weapons.

Leaves rustled behind Jason, ushering in the arrival of the first assassin. She carried a sword with a long crimson blade in her hands. Colored steel usually meant an enchanted blade—and a cause for worry—but the assassin’s sword appeared to be nothing more than a knockoff of an Elition Versatile, the favored sword of the northern kingdoms.

The female assassin’s eyes took in the scene—Many Blades pinned to the tree, Throwing Knives with his belly to the ground—and her lips twitched. She swallowed down hard, containing the emerging chuckle, and advanced cautiously toward Jason with her sword held before her. Throwing Knives rose to his feet and closed in on Jason from the other side.

Jason turned to keep both assassins in sight. Crimson Sword slashed her sword down, aiming for Jason’s torso. He drew his dagger and caught her swing on the edge of his blade. As Throwing Knives hurled his third set, Jason pushed upward, throwing the sword off of him. Tipped off balance, Crimson Sword stumbled back. Jason darted out of the line of the knives. One flew into the bushes, but the other buried itself in Crimson Sword’s thigh. She growled and spat curses at Throwing Knives.

From the way they were moving—each as one attacker, rather than as a collective fighting force—the three assassins weren’t used to working together as a team. They were united only temporarily by their job to kill Alara. And the money Viviana would pay them should they succeed.

Fabric ripped as Many Blades freed himself from the tree. He dropped like a stone, then scrambled to his feet and charged toward Jason. His legs pumping, he drew two swords and let off an obnoxious war cry. Jason nearly sighed. Another idiot. Someone must have forgotten to tell him that assassins were supposed to be stealthy. As soon as Many Blades was close enough, Jason moved inside the gap between his blades and circled around to his back to give him a forceful push. Many Blades flew in an uncontrolled stumble toward Crimson Sword, and the two of them collided into a mass of twisted blades and blood. Their resonances winked out.

Jason turned around to face his final opponent, but Throwing Knives had his attention otherwise occupied. He stood at the base of the giant tree, a knife at his feet and his eyes glued to the branch where Alara stood, bombarding him with a storm of pinecones. The orange-sized pinecones hit his head and shoulders, then bounced to the ground. Many Blades was already standing in a huge pile of them, and Alara just kept throwing them at him. Gritting his teeth, he tried to aim a knife at her, but her assault was making that impossible.

Until she ran out of pinecones. Alara extended up to her tiptoes to pluck more from the tree, which gave Many Blades just the respite he needed to throw a knife at her. Jason sprinted forward and jumped, using Many Blades as a springboard to launch himself toward the trunk. Jason pushed off the red bark and landed on the branch just in time to catch the knife. He threw it back down. It landed right between the assassin’s eyes, and his back hit the ground like a stiff plank. Jason lifted Alara into his arms and jumped down.

“Wow,” she gasped, looking up at Jason. “Just wow.”

Jason set her on her feet and stepped back. The three assassins were dead. They could move on.

“The way you caught that knife… That was amazing,” she said, touching his shoulder.

“It was unwise of you to give your position away,” he told her, removing her hand from his arm.

“He was getting ready to throw a knife in your back. You were busy with the other two. I had to do something,” she said, her eyes trembling. She actually sounded like she had been worried about him.

“My reputation is not undeserved,” said Jason.

Alara let out a dejected sigh. “Of course not.”

She took a step, and her leg immediately collapsed under the weight of her body. Jason caught her hand before she hit the ground.

“You did not mention you were hit,” he said, pointing at the tear in her capris. The black fabric had camouflaged the blood, but it was now dripping down the back of her calf and into her shoe.

Alara twisted to look at her leg. “The knife just graced my leg. I didn’t think it was serious.”

“You are bleeding quite severely,” he told her. “You are human. If this is not treated, it could get infected. And if you lose too much blood, you will pass out.”

She leaned over to tear a strip of cloth from the fallen assassin’s shirt, then tied it around her leg. “There.”

“I don’t think that shirt is hygienic,” he observed.

She grinned. “Yes, it’s undoubtably full of forest spores and assassin sweat.”

“Undoubtably.” When she persisted in smiling he added, “If you pass out from fever, I will have to carry you.”

“I can think of worse fates,” she replied with a coy wink.

“It is difficult to protect you if you are unconscious.”

She traced her finger down his arm. “Then I guess you’ll just have to take me somewhere safe until I’m healed.”

Jason feared she was right. But where? Saw was out of the question now. Who knew how many of Viviana’s assassins still lurked about. He would have to take Alara somewhere that even assassins would not go. No, could not go. While the Elition Wilderness kept out most humans, it did not deter assassins, bandits, and convicts. Jason would need to bring Alara through a portal to one of Elitia’s hidden pockets. Eclipse, where Jason lived, was one of these pockets, but he would not risk the town by bringing her there.

“Where are we going?” she asked as Jason lifted her onto his back and set off deeper into the woods.

“To the Night Rose Order.”

One of the portals into their camp was just past the border in the Elition kingdom of Giantswood. And when Jason told Braeden that Alara was the key to taking out Lord Roden, he would help them.

“The renegade band of Elitions? But I’ve heard they kill people for their bones.” Alara shuddered. “Or heal them. I can’t remember which.”

“Yes,” he said.
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HOW THE NIGHT Rose Order treated you depended largely on two things: how much you could pay them and whether you managed to get on their good side. Unsurprisingly, there was a strong correlation between how much you could pay them and whether you ended up on their good side. Jason, though, was not linked to them by money. He was linked by blood. Braeden Falls, the leader of the Night Rose Order, was his cousin.

But that didn’t mean they saw eye-to-eye on things. Ten years ago, both he and Braeden had been displaced from Pegasus, along with the rest of the kingdom’s inhabitants. Many of those Elition refugees had settled in Eclipse. Others had scattered to camps throughout Elitia. Braeden had gone to the Night Rose Order, a group founded by his mother in the ashes of Pegasus’s fall. When she was killed in a fight with Laelia guards two years ago, he had taken her place as leader. Like Jason, Braeden did not have any love for the current leadership of Elitia, nor for their Selpe allies. That did not stop him, however, from profiting off of all Selpes desperate, gullible, and wealthy. Jason preferred to just kill them.

“We are close,” Jason told Alara.

She had started to nod off on his back, but this news snapped her back into consciousness. She shook herself and asked, “The Night Rose Order?”

“They are here,” he replied, turning toward a fire-scarred hollow trunk.

Three Elitions stepped through the tree tunnel, their vibrant outfits popping out against the black bark backdrop. The members of the Night Rose Order could be easily identified by two things: the rich jewel tones of their clothing and the enormous tattoos on their faces. The most subdued of the tattoos covered one entire half of its owner’s face. The more elaborate ones were painted on both sides. And the most ostentatious of them all spread down the neck and onto the chest and shoulders.

There were few Elitions walking the world with tattoos for the same reason there weren’t many scarred Elitions: rapid healing. It took a poison blade to etch a scar on an Elition’s body and a poison needle to ink a tattoo. The list of poisons that worked on an Elition was short—but every item on there was made from nasty, odious substances that made for nasty, odious consequences. Jason did not have any tattoos, but he’d once had a run-in with a poison blade. It had barely graced his skin, yet from that tiny sliver, a flood of volcanic agony erupted across his entire body. He could not fathom why anyone would volunteer for that sort of torture. Not even Phantoms were that crazy. But, then again, the Night Rose Order seemed to attract all sorts of lunatics.

A man with shoulder-length snow-white hair and eyes nearly as dark as Jason’s stepped forward, a Serenity sword in his hand. Sleek and slender with an eighty centimeter blade that was sharp enough to slice through nearly anything, the Serenity was the sword of the south. And this one was as real as the Elition who held it. The man’s fitted shirt and pants were deep purple splashed with accents of sunshine-gold. Around his forehead, he had tied a matching strand of cloth. A thorned vine tattoo followed the line of his left jaw, and black eyeliner was drawn around his eyes—or, as Jason suspected, tattooed around his eyes.

“Jason Chanz,” he said, raising his sword. He smelled like Chameleon.

“I need to see Braeden,” Jason replied, eyeing the man’s sword. If he had to kill any of the Night Rose Order, he would do it, but that would annoy Braeden. And annoying Braeden was not a good way to preface asking him for a favor.

Tattooed Eyeliner arched two slimly sculpted brows and warmed up his sword arm.

“Tell him it’s about Terra,” said Jason.

Tattooed Eyeliner nearly dropped his sword. “Terra Cross?”

“Yes.”

The three Night Rose Order Elitions exchanged loaded glances, then Tattooed Eyeliner nodded toward Alara.

“Who’s that?”

“Part of finding Terra.”

Tattooed Eyeliner gave a heavy sigh, then walked toward the tree tunnel. As soon as he took a step out the other side, he disappeared. The other two Night Rose Order sentries did not follow. They would not leave the portal to their camp unguarded. Jason resettled Alara on his back and passed into the tunnel. He felt the familiar jolt of a portal jump, and then he was suddenly standing before a field of bathing pools. There were several dozen of them, each hole just large enough to fit one person comfortably—two if they really squeezed together. Narrow streams of water connected groups of pools together. Jason knew that some of the pools were warm and some cool, depending on whether they were fed from the nearby hot spring or the cold water that came down from the mountains.

Tattooed Eyeliner disappeared into a nearby house and emerged a minute later. As he returned back through the portal, Braeden came out of the house. Jason’s cousin was nearly as tall as he was and built like a wildcat. He had eggplant-black hair that fell nearly to his shoulders, catlike honey-yellow eyes, and on his sun-bronzed skin he wore a tattoo in the form of a tiger’s paw. When his eyes met Jason’s, they twinkled, and a wide smile broke out upon his lips.

“Hello, hello, Jason,” he called out, holding his arms out wide.

Jason contained the dark glare beginning to slide over his eyes. He and Braeden had never really gotten along, but right now he needed him. Jason set Alara down on the ground. As her feet touched down, her injured leg locked up and she stumbled. Jason caught her, and she leaned against him for support.

“What do we have here?” Amusement danced across Braeden’s eyes as he looked at Alara’s hand locked against Jason’s shoulder. “Have you finally found yourself a girlfriend, Jason?”

“She is a client,” Jason told him. “And she is injured. I need one of your healers to take a look at her leg.”

“A client. Of course. How very…professional of you,” Braeden said. He sounded disappointed. Or perhaps bored. “My own dear Delilah is away at the moment. If only I had known that you were coming. She is interested in meeting you.”

No one was ‘interested’ in meeting Jason. Not with his reputation. This Delilah sounded like a lunatic.

“Why are you here anyway? Zan mentioned something about Terra?”

“Make sure you send for a healer with experience healing humans,” Jason said. “Those who have only healed Elitions don’t know much about handling infections.”

Braeden laughed. “Jason, we mainly sell our services to the Selpes. All of our healers have experience with humans.”

“I want her actually healed, Braeden. Don’t try that voodoo circus act you pull over on most of your clients.”

“I am offended,” Braeden replied with mock shock. “Our high-paying clients get only the real stuff. And since she is a friend of yours…” He winked at Alara. “…she will get the real stuff too.”

An Elition man with a red flower tattoo came out of the house and went straight over to Alara. She gave Jason a nervous look. He nodded and nudged her toward the healer.

“Let’s walk,” Jason said to Braeden once Alara and the healer were inside the house.

For a few minutes they walked in silence, the amusement on Braeden’s face magnifying with every step. Finally, when they were alone in the woods bordering the camp, Jason turned to his cousin.

“Alara is not a friend.”

Braeden grinned. “Did you remember to tell her that?”

“She is a client. A means to an end.”

“Don’t assassins generally busy themselves with killing people, not patching them up?”

“There are assassins after her. She hired me to take care of them,” said Jason.

“And take care of her?”

Jason inclined his head.

“I thought you hated bodyguard work. Or does that depend on the body?”

“Don’t be absurd.” Jason tapped his fingers against the knives strapped to his arms. “I do hate bodyguard work. That has not changed. But I took the job because Alara will lead me to Terra.”

“How?”

“Do you remember Lord Jon and Lord Fredrick?”

“I remember that you killed them. It was about five minutes after I told you they and Lord Roden had gotten their hands on the Elition Book of Memory.”

“Then you should also remember that I went to Lord Jon’s and Lord Fredrick’s castles, hoping to find the book.”

“Of course. And then you went to Lord Roden’s castle, but after his coconspirators died, he invested in a bit of extra security. You could not figure out how to get through it. But what does this have to do with your new client?”

“Lord Roden’s daughter is the one trying to kill her. And I know she’s staying at her father’s castle at the moment. If Alara goes to the front gate asking to see Viviana Wilds, the guards will call her. Presented with this chance to trap her competitor, she will tell them to let Alara in. And in that moment the gate is open, I will sneak through.”

Braeden chewed on his lip for a moment, his gaze lifted in thought. Finally, he looked at Jason. “Does your client know you plan to use her as bait?”

“She managed to get her hands on a keycard to Lord Roden’s castle. She is offering it as payment for my services.”

“Those cards are updated every day. Didn’t you go down that road already? You couldn’t steal a card and get to the castle before it expired.”

“Yes.”

“I suppose Alara doesn’t know that her card is worthless.”

“She went to all the trouble of taking a photo of the card so someone could not just kill her to steal it off her corpse,” Jason told him.

“So that’s a no.”

“Yes.”

“Well, I guess that answers my question of whether she knows you plan to use her as bait,” Braeden said. “Do you honestly think this is going to work?”

“It’s better than the other ideas I considered.”

“Even though you’re putting a woman’s life in danger?” Braeden posed.

“A woman’s life is already in danger.”

“Terra.”

“Yes. And the Book of Memory is my first lead on the Recovery Scrolls. Once I have all the pieces, I will be able to find her.”

“She’s been in hiding for so many years. What makes you think she’s all of a sudden in danger?”

“I just know.”

Braeden favored him with a skeptical look.

“The Selpes want her. The Avans want her. The whole world wants her. They will torture and use her until she goes mad.” Jason could feel his eyes going obsidian, burning and biting like frozen fire. “I will not allow it.”
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AFTER HIS DISCUSSION with Braeden, Jason returned to the bathing pools, this time to clean. A good assassin should move around unnoticed, and for that to work he could not stink. Jason had killed three people that day and taken a run through the forest. He was covered in mud and blood and sweat. So he had handed his dirty clothes to the bathing area attendant, then selected a warm pool with a good overview of the camp. He set his throwing knives down within arm’s reach and set about scrubbing over his skin. If someone hoped to catch him unaware while he was bathing, that someone would end up with a knife in his head.

But no one tried to attack Jason. Fifteen minutes after his arrival, Alara left the house and cut across the bathing area. She stopped before Jason. Her eyes locked on his, she dropped the robe she was wearing. As she oozed into the pool beside his, he noticed that her leg was fully healed. There was no sign that it had ever been cut. Braeden had kept his word. He had seen to it that she received the real treatment.

“Thank you,” she said, after she had finished washing her hair.

Jason said nothing.

“You have brought me somewhere safe. Somewhere that Viviana’s assassins cannot get to me.”

“We cannot stay. The Night Rose Order does not open its gates to humans. This was an exception. Tomorrow, we will need to move again.”

“Even so…” She reached over to set a hand on Jason’s arm. “…it’s nice to feel safe, if only for a few hours. I’ve been running from those assassins for so long. Viviana had them kill many of my friends and family in an attempt to smoke me out. But I just ran.” A tear slid down her cheek. She brushed it away, then turned her head toward Jason. “Does that make me a bad person?”

Her hand was still on his arm, but Jason did not shrug it off. “The drive to survive is a powerful force.”

“When the first assassin came after me at home, I hit him over the head with a barbell. Then I just ran. I thought I had killed him. I’ve never killed anyone before. But then he was there today in the woods, the one with all the knives.” She let out a sigh. “I was glad I hadn’t killed him. He just went right after me again, and still I was glad I hadn’t killed him.” She turned her whole body toward him, leaning her elbows against the edge of the pool for support. “Does that even make any sense?”

“Most people do not have what it takes to kill another person,” he told her.

She brushed a lock of wet hair from her face. “How many people have you killed, Jason?”

You don’t want to know, he thought.

“A lot,” he said.

“I’ve heard that you became an assassin when you were only fifteen years old.”

“That is true.”

She seemed to consider his answer. “Why did you become an assassin?”

He almost didn’t answer, but for some reason, he did. “When I was younger, my parents died, and I lost my home. I was very angry for a very long time. Elitions are not all alike. I’m a Phantom. Phantoms can do a whole lot of impressive magic. That’s quite useful. But we Phantoms also have short fuses that often lead to massive amounts of bloodshed. And it doesn’t help matters that we tend to delight in massive amounts of bloodshed.”

Alara paled.

“Don’t worry. I have it under control. I learned to channel this anger and these urges into my work.”

“So that’s why you’re so…so…”

“Cold,” he supplied for her.

She smiled. “Unreadable. Your face is blank. Usually, I’m pretty good at reading people. But not you. It’s like you’re wearing a mask.” She drew a line down his arm. “It doesn’t seem like you ever have any fun.”

“Deep down, every Phantom’s idea of fun is a bloodbath. I don’t think anyone wants to see that,” he said.

“Surely, there are other ways to channel your urges.” She took up his hand and flipped it over. She lowered her lips to his wrist and kissed it. “Ones that involve considerably less blood.”

Still holding to his hand, Alara rose from the pool. As she stood there before him, water droplets sliding down her skin, she released him, then demurely wrapped a towel around her body. She took a few steps toward the cabin Braeden had given them for the night, then stopped to look over her shoulder.

“Jason?”

“Yes?”

“Could you come with me? Just to make sure it’s safe?”

It was a flimsy excuse, but Jason pushed off his hands and rose from the pool. While he dried himself off with a blush-pink towel Braeden had probably told the attendant to set there as a joke, Alara just gawked at him. Jason continued to pat down his skin with the towel and ignored her as much as an assassin trained to remain aware of his surroundings could do. When he was done, he tied the towel around his waist, gathered up his knives, and joined her. She gaped at the towel as much as she had at him before he’d put it on.

Jason moved around her to open the door. He took a quick check of the inside of the house, then poked his head out of the doorway.

“It’s safe. There are no assassins hiding under the bed,” he declared.

“Any assassins hiding in the bed?” she asked, smiling.

“No,” he said and walked inside.

Alara closed the door. She looked around, which didn’t take very long. The house was small, consisting of nothing but a corner for the stove, a dining table large enough for two, and a bed. One bed. Alara picked up on that as well. As she slid her hand over the blanket, she chuckled. But she did not sit on the bed. She took the three steps back over to Jason and looked him in the eye.

“Who is Terra?” she asked.

Jason gave her a hard look.

“When you mentioned her name, that Elition let us in,” she said. “Is Terra…is she a girlfriend?”

“I don’t have girlfriends. Terra is a childhood friend.”

“Good.”

Alara smiled. She leaned over to kiss him lightly on his lips. When she was done, he just looked at her. And then he took a step back.

Alara sighed. “I suppose it’s against the assassin’s code for them to get close to their clients.”

“Most of my clients have been scruffy old men.”

Alara laughed aloud, a sound joyous and innocent.

“What’s so funny?” Jason asked. “I was being completely serious.”

Her green eyes laughed as merrily as her lips had. “And when a client is a young woman?” She dropped her towel. “Don’t assassins have needs too?”

“Naturally, just as any man.”

She sucked in air as he traced his finger up her ribcage.

“But an assassin’s clients want him for his skill with a blade,” he said, withdrawing his hand.

“Perhaps I’m interested in you for more than your knives.”

“I’m beginning to realize that.”

Alara brushed her finger along the top of his towel, then released the tuck. The towel fell to his feet, and she kicked it away. She sat down on the edge of the bed, her back arched toward him.

“Come to me, Jason Chanz,” she purred.

He stepped forward, and she pulled him onto the bed.
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JASON LEFT ALARA asleep in the bed, her smiling lips buzzing with a subtle snore. His clothes, now clean, were waiting for him just outside the house. He put them on, strapped his knives on top, then walked past the bathing pools to the house where the healer had patched up Alara. Braeden was waiting outside. As soon as he saw Jason, his lips lifted in a smile.

“Leaving the lady so soon?” he asked.

Jason crossed his arms and gave his cousin a cold glare.

“Very convincing, assassin. I almost believe that ‘I’m a rock with no emotions’ look. But, alas, not after that little demonstration.”

Jason phased his eyes darker, but Braeden didn’t seem to get the hint. He just kept prattling on.

“Whatever you were doing to that sweet girl, it certainly wasn’t cold or emotionless. The whole camp can attest to that.”

“I suggest that you instruct your followers in the finer points of minding their own business,” said Jason. “And you can begin with yourself.”

Braeden shrugged. “Really, what can you do when you have sensitive hearing?”

There was no point in arguing the point further. It was not his job to teach Braeden and his Night Rose Order self-restraint. They were like children. Lock them in a room with a pile of stimulants and nothing else to do, and they would drug themselves into oblivion.

“Why did you sleep with her? Not that I disapprove, Jason. You could use a bit of fun in your life,” Braeden added.

“Thank you for your approval,” Jason said drily.

Braeden patted him hard on the back. “I’ve never thought of you as a ladykiller. But clearly this was not your first time.”

“No.”

“I do so enjoy these monosyllabic conversations that we have.”

“Irrefutably.”

“Nice, Jason. Real nice.”

Braeden sat down on the chair in front of the house, extending his hand toward the one opposite it. Jason took one look at the chair, then picked it up and set it beside Braeden’s so that there was only a wall behind him. Braeden chuckled, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he did something far more foolish. He persisted in his misguided pursuit of gossip.

“Really. Why did you sleep with her?” he asked.

“It was necessary.”

Braeden snorted. “I’m sure it was.”

“I had to sleep with her because she has been lying to me,” Jason clarified.

Braeden had been balancing on one leg of his chair, and he nearly fell over when Jason said that. He steadied himself and returned all four legs to the ground.

“That doesn’t make any sense, Jason,” he said. “Or is this Phantom logic?”

“In a way, yes. Alara has put up a mental wall.”

“Meaning you can’t read her?”

“No.”

“How is that even possible?” Braeden asked. “You are the Elite Phantom. That makes you the strongest Phantom currently alive. And you’re telling me you can’t read some human’s mind?”

“She’s part Elition,” Jason told him.

“How do you know?”

“She’s fast. She has a good sense of other people’s feelings. She has better senses than normal humans. She heals better than humans. It’s not much. Maybe a great-grandparent, or even a grandparent, was Elition. But I am certain that she is not completely human.”

“Ok. Fine. Whatever.” Braeden waved his arms around. “But still. You can read most Elitions. You should be able to handle a mostly human woman.”

“Some humans can be conditioned to be resistant to a Phantom’s probe. It takes enormous mental discipline, but it can be done. Alara’s Elition blood makes putting up a good wall easier for her.”

“So, you think she’s hiding something? And so you sleep with her?” Braeden scratched his head. “That is Phantom logic, if ever I heard it.”

“Alara has a good wall, but it’s not indestructible. I have enough raw power to break it down.”

“And you’re not doing this because…”

“Someone who has the mental strength to put up such a wall would experience a great deal of pain the moment it was shattered.”

“And you don’t want to hurt her.”

“I don’t want her to notice. If it hurts, she will notice. I still need her in order to get into Lord Roden’s castle. And for that, I need her to trust me,” Jason explained.

“Even though you don’t trust her?”

“The only people who put up walls like that are—”

“Assassins?”

“Yes. And people who have something to hide.”

“So, what’s your girl hiding in her closet? Mismatched socks? Dead bodies?” Satisfaction rolled off his lips. “A harem of assassin lovers?”

“Lord Adrian,” Jason told him.

And just like that, perplexed disgust washed the satisfaction away. Braeden shook himself. “I wouldn’t have pictured him as her type.”

“As far as I could tell, it’s a strictly professional arrangement. Lord Adrian wants her to help him capture me, and in exchange he will help her with her Viviana problem. It appears most of her story is true. Her competitor did hire assassins to kill her. Alara just failed to mention that after she escaped the first attack, she went to Lord Adrian for help.”

“And she confessed this to you after you slept with her?”

“Of course not. She is not stupid,” replied Jason. “I did that to make her drop her wall, so I could sense what she is up to.”

“You’re a cold bastard, Jason.”

“She is plotting with the Selpe Empire’s most powerful lord to capture me, and I’m the bad one? She came onto me, Braeden. I merely took advantage of the opportunity. It’s not as though she suffered.”

Braeden threw up his hands. “Fine. I should have known better than to argue morality with an assassin.”

“Yes.”

Braeden snorted. “So, how does Lord Adrian hope to capture you?”

“He is sending soldiers to Lord Roden’s castle.”

“Are you still going?”

“Yes. I need the Book of Memory if I’m to find Terra.”

“So this doesn’t change your plans at all?”

Jason considered the question, then said, “There will be more bodies at the end.”

The tiger’s paw on his face stretched as Braeden sucked in his cheeks. “Jason, you may be family, but sometimes you really disturb me.”

“I know.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, Jason woke Alara before dawn. They ate a quick breakfast, then returned to Giantswood through the portal. By the time they crossed over into Wilds, Lord Roden’s territory, the sun was up. The early summer air was heavy with hot moisture. The sunlight broke through the canopy in narrow streams, setting a million water beads alight. They sparkled like rivers of diamonds, the sheer brightness dulling Jason’s eyesight. An enemy could use this blinding effect to hide from him. He would need to be extra cautious.

Beside him, Alara drank in the sight, enthralled by its beauty, blind to the danger it brought with it. Much as she was when it came to Jason. Last night, she had agreed without protest to her role as bait to get him into Lord Roden’s castle. Since her deal with Lord Adrian necessitated that she stick with Jason, this was not a monumental surprise. But Jason could tell from the way she looked at him that she was enamored. It was so strong that tastes of it were even seeping out of cracks in her mental wall. And she had not let go of his hand since they’d left the Night Rose Order’s camp.

The sky was darkening to the blue-grey of early evening when Jason and Alara reached Lord Roden’s castle. The lanterns lining the front gate were already on, shining a harsh white light over the entrance where two guards stood. Jason had counted another six patrolling the fenced perimeter of the estate and a dozen more walking the grounds past the gate. The fence itself was over twenty meters high and sizzling with enough electricity to barbecue an elephant, so the guards were overkill. Jason looked up at the metal-woven wall before him, too high for even a Phantom to jump. He repressed the urge to kick it. Those walls—and other features of a ridiculously overblown security system—were all that stood between him and the Book of Memory, his first step toward being reunited with Terra.

He released Alara’s hand and retreated into the shadows as she took a deep breath and walked toward the guards at the gate. They tensed at the sound of approaching footsteps, but relaxed when they found only a woman in running clothes there. Any real threat would have been able to sneak up on them unannounced. The fact that the guards didn’t seem to realize this indicated that they weren’t very competent, which meant Jason’s plan to get past them might just work.

“Hi,” Alara said to the guards, waving her hand.

Her eyes were trained to their rifles. She swallowed hard and lifted her gaze to their faces, just as Jason had told her. Her heart was thumping out a gallop, but the guards couldn’t hear that.

“State your name and your business here,” the guard with short and spiky black hair said.

“I’m Alara Reeves, and I’m here to see Viviana.”

“Viviana Wilds, his lordship’s youngest daughter?” asked the second guard, who sported a ponytail.

“Yes.”

Ponytail tapped the wire that looped from his ear to his mouth. “I’m going to have to clear that.”

While he chatted with the lethargic man at the other end of the line, Spiky did his best to hit on Alara. She smiled nervously but seemed to be making an effort to encourage him.

“You’re clear to go on through,” Ponytail finally said. He swiped his card, then hit a sequence of six keys to open the gate. “There are guards patrolling the grounds. They’ve been instructed to let you pass. Stay on the lit path. It will bring you to the front door, where Mr. Silverhawk will be waiting to show you inside. If you have any weapons, please leave them here.”

Alara lifted her leg to the curb in front of the gate and pulled a pocketknife out of her sock. She set it into Ponytail’s open palm. The guards gawked at her as she patted down a tiny wrinkle in her tank top.

Jason glared at the garbage can set on the sidewalk further down the fence. It toppled over, nearly burying a cat walking by. The tabby dashed away in a fit of hisses, screams, and the resonating thud of metal hitting concrete. The moment the guards’ eyes turned toward the noise, Jason slipped behind them and through the gate, disappearing into the shadows as silently as he had emerged.

“Stupid cat,” chuckled Spiky.

“Yeah,” agreed Ponytail.

“Can I go now?” Alara asked.

“Oh, sure,” Spiky said, stepping out of her way.

Alara gave them each a warm smile, then entered the grounds of Lord Roden’s estate. She jumped when the gate clanged shut behind her. She paused for a few seconds, then marched off down the path. Keeping to the shadows, Jason tracked her. He waited until she was out of sight of the guards at the front gate, then dashed over to her and swept her up. He covered an emerging squeal of surprise from her mouth and carried her over to a dark corner.

“You nearly scared me to death,” she told him as he set her on her feet.

“The cameras sweep across the grounds. I had to grab you quickly while they were turned away. The gap in coverage lasts only half a second.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing you’re so fast,” she said with a smile.

“Yes.”

Alara leaned in to kiss him, but Jason held her back.

“We don’t have time for this,” he said.

“Are there any cameras covering this dark patch of grass?”

“No, but there is an assassin waiting for you at the front door.”

She looked like she had just swallowed her own tongue. “Another one?”

“Yes. The Mr. Silverhawk the guard referred to is the assassin Silverhawk.”

“Silverhawk? The name sounds Elition.”

“He is human. Underneath.”

“Underneath?” she asked.

“There are certain humans who fancy themselves Elition. They give themselves names they believe sound mysterious. They dye their hair unusual shades and wear special contact lenses to change the color of their eyes,” he explained. “But underneath it all, they are still human.”

“I see.” Fear clung to Alara like a second skin. “So what do we do now?”

“You will return to the path in a moment,” he began.

“Return to the path?” She looked horrified. “With an assassin waiting for me on the other end?”

“Yes. Remember, the cameras are tracking you. If they lose sight of you for too long, the guards will grow suspicious. The whole castle will be put on alert, which we really don’t want.”

“But the assassin,” she protested.

“I will run ahead and take care of him. You just stay on that path.”

Jason nudged her forward, then darted from shadow to shadow until he closed in on the stone walls of the castle. Silverhawk was waiting just out of sight of the path, behind a statue of a rearing stallion. He wore shiny black leather, which reflected too much light to allow him to truly blend into his surroundings. There was a tattoo of a silver hawk, wings extended wide, on the back of his neck—peering out from beneath a long silver braid. The man’s hair was naturally pale blond, and he had dyed it with a glittery silver coat that made it sparkle like snowflakes in the moonlight. His eyes glowed bright turquoise, but Jason could just make out the pale blue beneath the vibrant mask. To top off the look, he had brushed a faintly shimmering powder all over his skin.

Silverhawk looked absolutely ridiculous.

His eyes were trained on Alara, his fingers tapping out the seconds upon the hilt of his knife. As soon as she came within throwing distance, he would not waste time in launching a barrage of blades at her. He had not yet noticed Jason—nor would he. Jason took up two of his black knives and hurled them at the clueless assassin. They hit him in the head and chest, and he went down.

Alara approached the front door with slow, cautious steps. Her eyes darted from spot to spot with nervous energy. She nearly jumped out of her shoes when Jason emerged from the bushes. He stood back, a finger pressed to his lips, then pointed at the camera angled toward the door. Pushing her shoulders down, she stepped forward and turned the knob. The door opened. Silverhawk must have left it unlocked on his way out.

Jason dashed inside, and Alara closed the door behind them. The foyer was dark but for the tiny red lights that littered the long, wide hallway before them. Jason set a hand on Alara’s shoulder and held her still.

“The cameras detect movement,” he told her.

Alara shot the lights a wary look. “How sensitive are they?”

“Very, according to my source.”

“Then why haven’t all sorts of alarms gone off yet?” she asked.

“The camera right here in the foyer is off.” He pointed to the camera mounted on the arch leading into the hall. No red light shone out from it. “As is the one above the staircase leading into the basement. It seems likely that your competitor had those shut off to cover her assassin’s trail. She would not want any evidence of your assassination to lead back to her.”

“So, he is down there?”

“He is currently behind the stallion statue outside,” said Jason.

Alara shot the door an anxious look.

“Dead,” he clarified. “But he must have come up from down there.”

“Ok.” She took a deep breath. “What do we do now?”

“You will go wait in that corner by the stairs. And remain quiet,” he instructed her.

“And you?”

“I will go down into the basement.”

“But aren’t Lord Roden’s chambers on the top floor of the castle?”

“If someone comes down that way, warn me,” he continued.

Alara looked at him for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not here for Lord Roden, are you? You’re here for something else.”

“Stay here. Don’t follow me,” he said, then headed down the stairs with soft steps.

According to the information Braeden had acquired, Lord Roden kept his collection of rare and exotic artifacts somewhere in his basement. The Book of Memory was a one-of-a-kind Elition text, so it certainly qualified as both rare and exotic as far as a Selpe lord like Roden was concerned. Jason took a silent run across the entire underground level. In one corner—past an inadequate lock—he found a chamber that contained four collections of jewels behind glass cases, a wall of paintings, and ten encased pedestals, each one holding an elaborately bound book open to a page with intricate illustrations and hand-scripted text. Not one of the books was Elition, however. The Book of Memory was not there.

Jason was just about to go off in search of Lord Roden after all, when he heard the rapid rumble of descending footsteps. Alara stumbled off the staircase, toppling into Jason. He caught her, then pushed her back, hitting her with a hard stare.

“I told you to remain upstairs,” he said.

“You told me to warn you if anyone came this way. Well, a dozen Diamond Edges are heading this way,” she said.

A bullet shot over her shoulder toward him. Jason ducked sideways, and it went into the wall behind him. A storm of bullets followed, but fired from the narrow openings in the spiral staircase, their range was limited. Jason moved out of range, and Alara scurried after him. He concentrated on the support beam holding up the staircase. It ripped out of the ground and rolled clear across the room, bringing the Diamond Edges along for the ride. By the time it stopped moving, the soldiers weren’t either. Jason turned from the dented piece of metal to glare at Alara.

“I’m so grateful that you are here, Jason,” she said, sighing with relief.

She threw herself into him, wrapping her arms tightly around his back. She released him just enough to kiss him. As her lips moved against his, she lifted her arms up to link her hands around the back of his neck—then stopped suddenly and staggered back.

“What?” she croaked out in shock, her hands clutching to her stomach.

Jason wiped her blood off his knife, then returned it to his wrist band. He moved past her toward the opening in the ceiling where the staircase had once extended down.

“Why?” she demanded, tears filling her eyes.

He looked over his shoulder at her.

“You know,” she said, shoulders drooping.

“I know,” he confirmed.

“How long?”

“I had my suspicions about you from the beginning, but it was not until last night that I learned you are working with Lord Adrian.”

“Last night?” She fell to her knees, dejection breaking through her mental barrier, mixing with her pain to shatter it. “You mean…you mean, it was all an act? You didn’t feel anything?”

“Lord Adrian sent you to seduce me and lead me into a trap. What trap?”

“He didn’t say,” she said. “He only told me to get close to you. To learn your secrets and find your weaknesses. But you are just interested in finding some woman named Terra Cross. You don’t have any secrets or weaknesses. I told him that.”

Jason dove forward, catching Alara as she fell toward the floor. “When?” He pushed her chin up and held her gaze.

“Just now upstairs.” Her voice shook. “He’s here.”

Jason gritted his teeth. “What exactly did you tell him about Terra?”

Her cheeks were wet with tears. “I didn’t want to tell him. But I was afraid.”

“What did you say?” he repeated, his words popping with Phantom energy.

“Just the name. And that you were looking for her. I told him I didn’t know anything about your weaknesses, but he didn’t care about that. He kept asking about Terra. When he realized I didn’t know anything else, he told the Diamond Edges to keep an eye on me, and then he left. That’s when I ran down the stairs.”

Jason swallowed down the rage. If he lost it now, he would never find out what Alara had passed along to Lord Adrian.

“I should never have gone to Lord Adrian for help. But I was so scared when Viviana’s assassin came after me. And Lord Adrian is the lord of my territory. I’ve won so many competitions for Greenwood. I even met him once after a big race. He congratulated me and said I was an honor to my territory. I thought he’d protect me,” Alara babbled on. “He promised that if I did as he asked and went to you, Viviana would never trouble me again.”

“He knew I would find out and kill you,” Jason told her.

A flicker of understanding—and despair—shone in her eyes. “Of course. That’s what he meant.” Sniffling, she looked at him. “Just tell me this, Jason. Did our time together mean nothing to you?”

“I eliminate all threats to me.”

“You did not answer the question.”

“It is nothing personal.”

“It is absolutely personal!” she exclaimed. “I have come to care for you.” She stroked her hand through his hair. “I want to come with you, Jason.”

Her wall broken, he knew she was telling the truth. “It is too late. And I eliminate all threats to me,” he repeated.

“I want to help you,” she insisted.

“Then tell me where the Book of Memory is.”

Pure puzzlement washed across her mind. “The book of what?”

She really didn’t know anything. Lord Adrian had merely used her fear and desperation to drag her into all of this. Jason lowered her gently to the ground, then rose. As she sat there propped up on one arm, her eyes red and trembling, he jumped through the hole and ran out of the castle. He swiped a keycard off of Silverhawk’s body, using it to escape the grounds.

The Selpes were after Terra Cross, the Elition Elite Prophet. That was nothing new. But now they knew Jason was looking for her too. After so many years of searching and scheming, Lord Adrian had finally found his weakness. And it wouldn’t be long before they put the pieces together and realized that Jason was after the Book of Memory because it was just one of four items that together made up the Recovery Scrolls, which would lead its holder to any Elition alive. To Terra.

No. Jason would find her first. Whatever it took. That he swore.
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ALL DAY THE newscasts played the video over and over again, the same thirty-second clip. The grainy cloud erupted and spread its raindust over the city. It stirred ever closer. So close that the attentive viewers, powerless to look away, wiped their eyes and cleared their throats of sand from a continent away. Just as they believed themselves safe, broken from the vicious trance, the camera looped back to the tiny, ominous spark that started it all. And they were forced to relive it all over again. The screams that pierced the air in hopeless torment. A smoke too transparent and cruel to hide the obscenities that lay beyond. The desperate bodies that rained down from sky-high balconies. The warm human mulch that padded the asphalt ground.

Every time they diverted their eyes, they found their attention returned to the screen. They could not look away from the saga of pain so neatly encapsulated into one half-minute montage. A woman learned one cannot fly on faith alone; her broken body tumbled and bumbled downward in a sickening, leaden dance. A man discovered the limits of his own bravery as his flesh was slowly consumed by flames.

And as Emperor Ambrose Selpe, slumped behind his desk in the capital city of Orion, numbly shuffled through the casualty reports from this horrible day, he realized the pride of his great people did not make them immune to the venom of another.

Fifty thousand. One hundred thousand. Two hundred and fifty thousand. The numbers wadded up before him. Innocent lives. Every few minutes they swelled, drained, then swelled once more.

And then he received the final estimate. Almost half a million Selpe citizens died the day Decia, once the pride of the Selpe Western Territories, was attacked. Mounds of debris, piled in mocking similarity to the grass-topped rolling hills of the neighboring countryside, were all that remained of the once prosperous coastal city.

As if this slaughter were not enough, Ambrose soon had another problem on his hands. Throughout the now shaken empire, people took to the streets. For most Selpes, the attack had been a distant continent away, far across the ocean to the west, but their rage was very close to their hearts. They marched. They rioted. They took their revenge.

Ambrose set down the report of a seven-year-old girl who had been stoned to death by her classmates for daring to be born to a foreign mother. He wiped rogue tears from his lined face with the back of his trembling hand. He had not even realized he’d been crying. It was behavior unbefitting of an emperor.

“This has to stop.”

His eyes still pooled over in concealed tears, he looked up through blurred vision at Davin Storm. The prince of Elitia stood beside his chair, his intense eyes staring down at Ambrose.

“What does your father suggest?”

Davin pulled his fingers through his hair, displacing the cocoa-bronze locks into a messy array against the platinum band set on his forehead. Biting the inside of his lip, he replied, “Father is upset, of course. Our people are sure to be targeted next if this situation is not resolved swiftly and decisively. But he did not send me. I have come with an idea of my own. With your permission, of course, Majesty.”

Ambrose looked Davin over. He did not remember how old the young Elition prince was, but he could not be even twenty. And yet here he was, at the wise old age of sixty-five, leader of the greatest empire in the world, so desperate to end the chaos that he was ready to grab at any insight this youngster could offer.

“Proceed.”

Davin bowed his head, then began to speak, “If the Selpe people were to have an outlet for their anger, someone undeniably evil, that would do much for morale. Not to mention take care of another…inconvenience currently on your plate.”

“Are you suggesting a scapegoat?”

“Why of course not, Your Majesty. That would be immoral. I simply believe that if you were to take a look at your list of irritations, you would surely find that another such nuisance provides a happy solution to this most desperate situation.”

“The Revs,” Ambrose said immediately, for there was no doubt as to where this was going. “Could they be responsible for such an atrocity?” he pondered, more to himself than to Davin.

“The Selpe people will without a doubt believe it to be so.”

The Revs, they who in an act of flamboyant treason had designated themselves ‘The Revolutionaries’ and seceded from the Selpe Empire, were nothing more than a renegade colony of disgruntled children. Their show of open rebellion was more damaging than their actual acts, which over the past twenty years had amounted to nothing more menacing than the occasional supply transport thievery or spray-painting ‘Long Live the Revolutionaries’ in bright red graffiti on the sides of Selpe city buildings. Such an act of outright murder was beyond them. And yet…

“Yes. They must pay for their crimes,” Ambrose agreed. If only he’d really believed it.

But where the Revs had succeeded most in the last two decades was in decaying the Selpe emperor’s once esteemed position. This attack could be the last nail in the coffin of his crumbling regime, and the Selpe Empire itself would be sure to follow. He could not allow that to happen. Not at a time like this.
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THAT DAY THE newscasts showed the destruction of Decia. They showed the riots. But all of that was just an appetizer to the much-anticipated announcement by Emperor Selpe, where he finally, with unblinking confidence, declared the Revs to be responsible for the attack on the beloved Selpe city. Instantly, as if by magic, the riots subsided. And Ambrose Selpe, whose reputation just hours before had been very much shattered, became the most popular Selpe ruler in the last century. Even his critics, outspoken citizens who had believed him to have grown soft in his old age, stood with him that day—the day he united all Selpes under the flag of vengeance.

Ambrose wished he could say that made him happy, but this thing had grown far beyond him. It didn’t matter how he felt.

All day and all night, the news stations replayed Emperor Selpe’s declaration. It played in the background as the Selpe Advisory Council convened to discuss the retaliation on Hope, the Rev capital city. Ambrose was silent as the twelve council members bickered and laughed, shouted and schemed. He didn’t feel much like celebrating.

He was apparently not the only one.

Beside him, from his place at the u-shaped table, King River’s face was as unreadable as a stone. Elitia’s high king watched his son Davin, who stood at the back of the room with Aaron Pall of the Selpe Diamond Edges, whispering like excited bees.

Aaron beamed, and the emperor knew he was relishing the eager anticipation in the air. Aaron’s views were no secret to him, and Ambrose really could not blame him, for he had not lived through all that Ambrose himself had during those long decades as emperor: the treachery, the pain, the death, and finally the mass destruction of an entire city in just the blink of an eye.

But all the young man saw was that seemingly the council had been forced to sit idly by for over a decade, even as a war call sang out to their aspirations. That the empire had grown static—hard-faced, even cruel perhaps, but static still. That the council had allowed their dreams to lapse into mediocrity. That even the ambitious Lord Adrian had grown fat in his stupid complacency.

But everything had changed. The council members spoke with renewed glows upon their faces, buzzing with dreams of reclaiming their destiny. Aaron nodded to Davin, and the implication was clear: such old men and women needed only young blood to remember those days. Once, long ago, they had bathed in power.

Overnight, the council had transformed into a group of young, zealous patriots. It was the council of thirty years prior. A monitor in the background played Emperor Selpe’s address to the press ad nauseam.

“My fellow Selpes, the cowardly assault on our magnificent city of Decia shall not go unavenged. The Revs, those bearers of devastation, will regret the day they attacked the great Selpe Empire.”

That was all he said, but to a people who had for so long retracted into darkness, it was enough to renew their faith—and their fire.














~ 3 ~

526AX June 3, Orion







EMPEROR SELPE’S DECLARATION of vengeance continued to play late into the night. It danced in tireless loops upon every monitor in the palace ballroom at Orion, where the Selpe inner circle celebrated the countdown to Hope’s destruction with grotesque fervor. The party was to last until the televised bombing of the Rev city began at dawn.

From his perch on the draped balcony, the emperor stood in silence and in shadow, isolated and alone. As he watched the scene below unfold through a narrow gap between the thick velvet curtains, he rubbed a corner of the downy, royal blue fabric between his fingers.

No expense had been spared in decorating the ballroom for what should have been an ominous occasion—but had turned out rather more festive than Ambrose would have liked. Every corner was saturated in deep steel blue, the Selpe imperial color, and accented with a sprinkling of silver. There were towering ceramic blue vases with oversized white roses, their petal tips frosted with blue and silver glitter, of course. Ten thousand flowers in all. The rows of long dark cherry wood tables were packed with edible wonders set on blue silk runners. There were blueberries and blue ice cream, blue chips and blue bread. Even the signature drink of the evening was blue. At the center of the room, it gushed and splashed out of an ice-encased fountain with a ceramic pool the size of a bathtub.

Ambrose watched a contingent of three men adorned with steamed satin sashes and ridiculous, colossal family crests formed from gemstones. They had gathered beside the monitor closest to the six-tiered cake. One big-bellied, jolly, and red with the mask of alcohol. One proudly pumping out his chest to show off his sparkling emerald crest. One with a long, pointed nose and an expression that displayed all the originality of a cartoon character. They chatted away, completely unaware that the emperor could hear their every word from his balcony just above them.

“All I have to say is, it’s about time Ambrose Selpe crawled out of the hole he was hiding in and showed us what it means to be Selpe,” said the bearded man, bouncing his rounded belly in emphasis.

Ambrose could not remember the fat man’s name—any of their names, actually. It was not so long ago that he had known the name of every Selpe nobleman from Orion to the Selpe Western Territories.

“The Revs are a start, but far from the end,” the next man replied and adjusted his emerald crest smugly.

Ambrose thought this pompous one could have been the lord of Meadows, a territory that lay in the southwest of the continent, close to the Learan Peninsula. But he could not be sure. Anyway, ‘Emerald Crest’ suited the man just fine, superficial and vain as he was.

The third man swirled his pointed nose over his wine glass and smacked his stained lips in delight. “Ah, yes. And now we will be treated for the six-hundred-and-fifteenth time to your obsessive drivel on Lord Varen.”

Yes, Lord Varen. That nonsense again. Ambrose sighed. He had long since grown tired of the puzzle that so fascinated the younger generations: that mysterious island of independence between the Selpe and Avan Empires, a chunk of insignificant rock that somehow remained immune to invasion from either.

“Someone has to talk about it!” exclaimed Emerald Crest.

“Lord Varen is yesterday’s news. No one even remembers him anymore,” said Pointed Nose.

“Only because we’re all too scared to send anyone else after him!” Emerald Crest insisted. Lowering his voice, he added, “Rumor has it no one has made it back from his domain alive.”

“Why are you whispering? Are you afraid he will jump out from behind the cake?” Bearded Belly bellowed with a jiggle.

With a nervous twitch in his eye, Emerald Crest looked up at the blue and white buttercream-glazed cake, crowned with the blue Selpe flag. It was so tall it cast a shadow down upon them. Pointed Nose snorted and Bearded Belly laughed so hard that his face flushed hot pink. Emerald Crest snatched a champagne glass from a passing waiter and pretended to ignore them as he chugged it down in one go.

Bored with the three men’s downright silliness, Ambrose allowed his gaze to drift elsewhere. His eyes settled on Aaron, who along with five of his Diamond Edges surrounded a nearby wine barrel, drinking and laughing without the slightest hint of the doom that had sunk like a boulder to the pit of Ambrose’s stomach.

He watched Aaron look over his wine glass to the far end of the room, where Lord Adrian, the most senior member of the Selpe Advisory Council, was tucked away beneath the arched staircase talking to Lady Cassandra. The lord of Greenwood’s arms were steady and calm, but not his fingers. They flicked and gestured. From the looks of it, he was not discussing something as trivial as the uncommonly hot summer they were having.

Ambrose swallowed a groan. He wanted nothing more than an exit off this carousel of death. But Adrian was hopping on willingly, trying to figure out how to best use the desperate situation to his own advantage. Yes, there was no doubt about it. The ambitious lord was plotting again. Ambrose knew Adrian too well to even bother wishing otherwise.

King River, Davin’s father and the ruler of Elitia, appeared to be thinking the very same thing. King River and Lord Adrian were perpetual rivals. They had been ever since the Elition king’s induction onto the council eleven years ago.

From his spot just beside the central ice-encased fountain, King River’s penetrating eyes tracked Lord Adrian’s subtle sways of movement and his keen Elition ears seemingly drank in every word the Selpe noble uttered. Ambrose watched King River whisper to his son. The two of them looked like twins with their identical builds, strangely saturated teal-green eyes, and wild cocoa-bronze hair. On King River’s other side, his aide was poised elegantly, like a dancer, her vivid dark violet eyes alert. As she turned her head, her silken silver-blonde hair cascaded over her shoulder, shimmering like a waterfall.

King River continued to whisper to his son, but only his aide was really listening. Though Davin nodded along, his eyes stared off blankly toward the cupcake tower beside the great cake. His attention was clearly elsewhere, somewhere not in this room. Perhaps off chasing half-dressed women with Aaron, who had apparently become his best friend.

Ambrose followed Davin’s gaze over to the cupcakes. The three chatty nobles had just abandoned the spot in search of the breaded pork bowl. In their place, several girls in ivory white party dresses with short puffed sleeves and colored waist sashes stood before the layers of cupcakes, looking up in awe. The youngest was an eight-year-old named Isabella with dark braids capped off in steel blue ribbons. Ambrose had encountered her innocent eyes and charming smile at several functions. She was such a refreshing change from the usual vultures that surrounded him. Isabella boldly extended onto her tiptoes and claimed a cupcake as big as her two hands. Her tongue brushed across the pale blue icing in delight.

She stopped, and all the girls stared in contemptuous silence at the boys who now approached.

“I heard that icing’s made of horse sweat and swine piss,” said the boy at the head of the pack.

Ambrose chuckled. Some things had not changed, not even in over fifty years. He could remember using such lines on the girls back when he’d been a pompous little prince.

“Then it’s better than anything you had for breakfast this morning,” replied Isabella’s older sister, stepping forward.

“You’re one to talk, Lilac dog breath. Your whole family’s rumored to drink the blood of Elitions at every meal,” retorted Pack Leader.

“What’s an Elition?” Cupcake Girl Isabella asked.

“Witches and sorcerers. If you anger one, they are sure to perform dark magic on you and curse you forever,” the boy to Pack Leader’s right declared.

“Don’t be stupid. My father says there’s no such thing. Elitions’ powers are just stories told to frighten gullible little boys into doing their schoolwork,” Lilac said with a smirk.

If only that were true, thought Ambrose.

“So, then why don’t you tell that to him?”

Right Hand Boy pointed to King River, who at that moment looked away from his observations of Lord Adrian to stare straight at the children. His vivid teal-green eyes shone out like a search scope. Isabella squealed and ducked under the table. The others laughed nervously but held their ground.

As silently as he had come, Ambrose withdrew from his balcony, thankful for that one beautiful moment of purity in a room otherwise dominated by a thirst for intrigue and an appetite for death.
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IT WAS JUST past midnight. The laughter of children, that joyous song of innocence, echoed in the distance, then was drowned out by the boom and crackle of fireworks and the roar of bloodthirsty cheers. The emperor’s few minutes in the ballroom had been more than enough to utterly disgust him. It was a shameless joy—the worst kind of reverie—with which they all eagerly awaited a massacre. And they did not even have the decency to check their ambition and scheming at the door on this most solemn occasion.

Ambrose had told no one of his brief excursion to his private balcony. They all thought he had been in his chamber the entire time, for he had made his excuses of exhaustion earlier that evening. Truly, he was exhausted, yet he could not sleep. Not on a night like this.

He paced in uneven circles across the room lit only by a lone candle set upon his nightstand. His leather night slippers shuffled against the cold marble floor.

At just past dawn, Selpe forces would invade Hope, the Rev capital city. It was almost twenty years ago that the tiny colony in the far west had uprooted, rebelled. People were talking. His people. His council. And even Aaron who, at the precocious age of twenty-nine, was wasting no time with his ambition. An ambition which had in just a decade catapulted him through the ranks to the prestigious position of major in the Diamond Edges, the elite of the elite within the Selpe military.

They believed the emperor could not hear the dissent or the dissatisfaction. They said he had lost it. They said he was weak, that he could not hold the empire together. And perhaps they were right.

He was tired.

At just past dawn, Selpe soldiers would draw blood. They would murder people—innocent people—in the streets. In their homes. In their beds. They would awaken to death. Orphaned screams would simmer in the air long after everyone was dead. Oh, he had grown so old!

At just past dawn, Selpe vengeance would tear through Hope. It would leave no survivors. But there was nothing Ambrose could do about that now, powerless as he was cloaked in the regal fabric of great power. He heard the council’s whispers. They drank fire and spit venom. It would not stop there.

He paused at the open window, thinly veiled with an off-white mesh curtain that fluttered up with each ebb of the breeze. He looked out over the rose gardens far below. It was a clear night. The moonlight penetrated his faded skin; he could see through to his innards. He was a skeleton. The screams, the cries, the echoes, the calls for violence—a thousand different voices tore through his body. They told him how weak he was, how cruel, how old.

The wind soaked through him. All at once, the voices within were silent. All was silent—all except the breeze and the crickets’ song. But there was something else too. An odd stillness. He called out to his bodyguard, his trusted Elition friend. Nothing. He called to the guards outside his chamber. Again, no response. Panic took over. He ran to his door and pulled on the golden knob. But it was bolted shut.

He turned around to find a cloaked figure. He called once again for help, but no one appeared. No one would appear. He was alone.

He dashed for the letter opener on his desk, but before his fingers could wrap fully around the handle, it burned in his hand. As it fell to the floor with a cling-clang-clung, his eyes fixed upon his red, blistered palm.

Turning from the unblinking blood-red eyes of his uninvited guest, Ambrose stumbled toward the open window, but it slammed shut in his face. Finally, knowing the end was near, the frail Selpe emperor summoned all the courage he had, turned on his heel, and returned to face his assassin. If he had to go out, he would do so with dignity.

The red-eyed fiend had other ideas, however. Ambrose felt his hand spring up, gripping tightly to the long silvery letter opener he thought he had dropped. How did it get back there? His face locked in terror, all dignity washed away, he fell to the floor, stabbed by his own treacherous hand.
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1. White Ravens

526AX June 19, Orion







THE BUILDINGS OF Orion were an uneven mixture of brick and shaded glass, the jagged skyline composed of the progress of today and the testaments to yesterday. As Ariella Steele, aide to the high king of Elitia, dashed across the shingled rooftops of the Old District, she was thankful for small favors. The contingent of mercenary assassins closing in on her had at least initiated their attack here—and not amongst the glossy blue skyscrapers just a few hundred meters down the road. Elition or not, scaling those monstrosities was completely out of the question. And at the moment, being a few floors above street level was all that was keeping her ahead of the pursuing swarm.

There were at least ten of them, men in unmarked black uniforms, loaded down with enough ammunition to take on a military outpost. They regularly launched bizarre mechanical gadgets at her, most of which exploded, taking chunks of the Old District skyline with them. One pyromaniac had a canon that could catapult fireballs from two streets and five stories away, and his nearest companion was keeping himself busy redecorating the brick facades with hundreds of tiny bullet holes.

Ariella sidestepped a stream of bullets from the gunman, then rolled to dodge a fireball, only to slip on a shingle. She steadied her step, but not before she had skidded a few notches down the slanted rooftop. Something heavy and metallic clinked on her heel. She kicked off hard, throwing herself forward as the roof exploded.

Three silver orbs landed with her on the next rooftop. The shingles beneath her boots burst apart and rained down in a confetti of clay and brick shards. She fell too, breaking through four crumbling floors, taking down most of the house with her.

She landed softly in the marble-floored foyer, as half the internal walls showered down all around her. A whispered whistle echoed down the newly made chute overhead, and she flung herself into a rolling dive away from the mound of debris, springing to her feet to sprint out of the house.

And not a moment too soon. Bricks shattered and plaster crumbled as five bombs exploded in the foyer, and what was left of the ceiling caved in. Clearly, the assassins had no qualms about blowing apart the capital city of the Selpe Empire to get at her.

And they had her. Ariella had not run three steps before she hopped to a halt. They had her surrounded, men encroaching from each side of the narrow back alley. She stomped her boots and made a show of brushing the fine grey dust coating from her forest green sleeves.

“One moment please, gentlemen. You seem to have spoiled my outfit,” Ariella stalled.

She was a wreck, and she knew it. Her filthy garments were the least of her problems. The explosions had torn through the leather as though it were tissue paper and left lacerations all across her body. The cuts bit and they bled, and if those trigger happy hit men did not stop pummeling her with bullets and debris, her body would not be able to heal itself. Which was likely their plan in any case. Good old attrition. The best strategy against an Elition opponent.

“Enough primping, princess. Fight already. Or perhaps you Elitions are not such badasses as you make yourselves out to be,” the man with the machine gun sneered.

Ariella drew her sword in response. It was a fast draw, so fast that the burly men in black took a collective step back. Ariella bared her teeth at them and strode forward, projecting menace for all she was worth. The men continued to back up, but sooner or later, the ruse would be dispelled. They would remember that they were ten bulky men toting gigantic guns and avalanche-inducing bombs, and she was a lone willowy woman with a lame sword. Any moment now…

“Hey—” the man in the black bandana began, but his words soon evaporated into a slushy string of wet gurgles. He clutched his throat, blood squirting through his grasping fingers. A moment later, he fell to his knees, revealing his attacker. The Elition harbinger of death.

At least that’s what he looked like, posed there with his thick arms crossed against his chest like two tree trunks locked in a heart-shaped embrace. Built from solid muscle, he wore only black leather—from his studded boots to his thick textured jacket—which along with his spiky tangerine-orange hair, pierced nose, and steady glare made him look so imposing that any sane person would think twice before taking him on. The perfect facade for the personal bodyguard of the Selpe emperor.

“Silas Thorn,” Ariella said.

He inclined his head in her direction as he wiped his bloody blade on his victim’s sleeve. Then he thumped his boot down on the man’s back, sending his face straight for the asphalt. Silas stepped around the body, throwing the nine remaining mercenaries a casual shrug.

“Oops.”

It was a wonder he had managed to conceal himself behind the dying mercenary, for he towered at least two heads over everyone in the alley. The intense burn in his nearly white eyes made Ariella’s walk of menace look like a toddler’s hissy fit.

“Sorry about that. He wasn’t one of yours, was he?”

The utter shock on their faces at the fall of their companion hardened into collective outrage, then blanked to professional determination. They would not be backing away from this fight.

Silas had not failed to notice that. He shrugged. “Just as well.”

Before another breath could be taken, there were two throwing knives in his hands, and they found their marks in enemy feet. Two men stumbled over their pinned toes, and two faces smacked hard against the dirt. Silas leapt over them, and shot straight for the man with the fire canon. A logical choice. The pyromaniac could do a lot of damage from a distance.

A bullet whistled past Ariella’s ear, just missing her. The dolt with the machine gun had crawled his way up one of the few remaining walls of the house he and his miscreants had demolished, and was perched up on a mostly intact balcony. Ariella studied the brick wall behind him.

“You are a miserable shot,” she taunted, creeping forward through a maze of scattered balls that had been expelled from the collapsing building.

“It was a warning, sweetheart. Don’t take another step, or the next one goes through your head. Hands up where I can see them.”

Who even talks like that? Ariella smiled and lifted her arms high. “You couldn’t hit me even if I stood still for you.”

“Shall we find out? I have a lot of bullets.” A sick grin flashed across his lips. “Lay down your sword.”

“I rather like the feel of it in my hand.”

“Would you like the feel of my bullet in your brain? Now, lay down your sword, or you’ll find out just how accurate my aim can be.”

With a loud sigh, Ariella lowered the sword to the ground.

“Very good, cupcake. Now—uuh!”

He hunched over, clutching his stomach. Ariella pitched a second small hard ball, this time at his exposed head. He stumbled away, but before his back could hit the wall, Ariella had catapulted a head-sized swirly pink ball at the cracked archway above his head. Bricks burst forth from the impact. The last remnants of the dilapidated balcony split from the building and crashed to the ground, burying the man. The pink ball spilled forth from the debris and rolled to a stop before Ariella’s feet.

“Now you’ve seen just how accurate my aim can be,” she told a hand sticking out from the rubble.

“A bowling ball. Nice.”

Ariella watched Silas sink three fingers into the pink ball’s holes. She had no idea what a bowling ball was, but it seemed moderately useful in a fight.

“It is.”

“You’re doing it again,” she told him.

“What?”

“You know what.”

He grinned.

“You’re doing it just to unnerve me.”

“No, dear Destiny. I do it to them to unnerve them.” He indicated the field of fallen bodies. “When it comes to you, I fear my intentions are considerably less sinister. I am merely showing off for your benefit.”

“Silas Thorn, you are a pompous piece of work.”

“We all have our small failings. I merely aim to impress.”

“Consider me impressed. Now, stay out of my head.”

“Of course.”

“And Silas?”

“Yes?”

“How many times have I told you to call me Ariella?”

“Many. But I am an old-fashioned man, and old habits die hard.”

“Consider this one good and dead.”

He nodded. “As you wish. Ariella,” he tacked on with a chuckle.

“Good. Now, how did you—”

She stopped, watching as Silas quickly discarded the bowling ball and took up a thick metal rod that had broken loose in the preceding demolitions. He swung it hard, like a bat, and a metal object clinked and ricocheted off. It launched into the broken house and exploded. What little remained of the walls buckled and crumpled inward, leaving nothing of the building but a pile of shattered parts.

“Didn’t I kill you already?” Silas muttered under his breath.

He pilfered a rifle from one of the fallen men and shot once at a shadow at the far end of the alley. The bullet hit the man straight in the forehead, and he went down.

Silas tossed the rifle aside. “That should do it.” He gave the pile of debris a dirty look, and his white eyes faded to pale blue. “That grenade he threw was a Micro-24 Butcher Bomb.”

“That sounds…unpleasant.”

“Yes.” He reclaimed a knife from one of the bodies and tucked it back inside his boot. “You don’t want to be anywhere near it when it goes off. It’s not big, but it sure makes big holes. And lots of them. That is some serious firepower those men were carrying.” He kicked a dead assassin over onto his back. “Harrowers? Praedari?” He shook his head. “No, they are White Ravens.”

Ariella surveyed the scene of fallen bodies. “They are wearing black,” she pointed out.

“A misguided attempt at irony. Clients care for results more than they do for witty names. The White Ravens consider themselves far cleverer than they are. They reek of unprofessionalism.”

His words dripped with complete distaste, as though he considered this the foulest of insults.

“Do you know every Selpe mercenary order in such detail?” she asked.

“Selpe. Avan. Rev. Varenese. And more. You name it, I know them. Of course I know them all. As should you if you’re hard set on clumsily poking your nose around hornet nests with such careless disregard for your own life.”

Ariella stiffened. She thought she had been quite discreet in her movements. Then again, someone had sent the White Ravens—or whoever they were—after her, so maybe Silas was right after all.

“How’s your arm?”

She parted the torn fabric of her sleeve with two fingers and examined the deepest of the wounds. The lacerated skin was mending. It finished sealing itself shut before her eyes.

“Fine.”

“Follow me then.”

Silas led her out of the Old District and down the western shore of Lake Orion, where muggy hot air dueled a musky breeze. They walked in silence just past the city limits to a narrow peninsula of vibrant green hills that sloped down to a beige-pebbled shore on each side. Silas was at the tip of the peninsula when he took a step off the edge and disappeared. Ariella did not even pause to think. She looked down at the gentle waves that crashed against the cliffs below, then followed.

She did not fall. Besides the slight lurch in her stomach, it was like nothing more than taking a normal step. Her foot hit the ground without delay, but in place of the oaks and the heavy lake air, it was cool sweetness. Ariella looked up to the thick canopy of pink-white flowers. The cherry blossoms of Laelia flowered year round, and it was for this that the expansive grounds of Elitia’s high king were most famous.

The portal, one of many that connected Elitia to the world, had brought them home in a matter of seconds. The journey on foot would have taken months. Even aboard one of the Selpe Empire’s flying contraptions, it would have lasted hours.

The ruling seat of Laelia, more of a large house than a castle, was nearby. Ariella could not yet see it through the flowering foliage, but she could hear the gentle trickle of the streams that cut through its gardens. Only a few steps more, and they pushed through a blossoming blanket, sending a light flurry of white and pink petals into the air, where the breeze caught them and twirled and danced them through the orange-red sky.

The sun was rising, and the garden lights were flickering off one by one. Laelia was one of the few areas in Elitia where electricity worked. The Selpes had termed those areas outside the Wilderness as ‘civilized Elitia’, the implication being that only savages populated the remainder. King River had put in the lamps and power outlets to appease the occasional Selpe guest, though they were unlikely to have any for quite awhile now that Ambrose Selpe was dead. He and his sons had been their most regular visitors. Lord Adrian only came when he was looking to stir up trouble, and the rest of the Selpe aristocracy could not be bothered to visit a ‘witch state’. Even so, Ariella knew they took their pleasure cruises along the coast, going off on guided tours of Elitia’s lands and temples. Tourist towns like Silvan Springs had sprung up in response to the Selpe demand for the exotic.

“It is safe to speak here. In the cities of the humans, it is not. There are always ears listening. Always. Take care to remember that,” he told her.

“You brought me all the way here to tell me off?”

“No. I brought you all the way here to tell you I’m coming with you. But, yes, you should consider yourself told off. You, Ariella Steele, are about as subtle as a herd of stampeding elephants. And we cannot afford to alert our enemies to our every move. The mission is too important.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Come on. Give me some credit. You were snooping around at the Imperial Guard House. The Selpe aristocracy knows this. That’s why those prickly bastards sent a band of assassins to kill you. The guards see everything that goes on along Imperial Lane. The noble elite fear that the ticking bomb of their sinful little secrets will be blown open for their ravenous media to devour. If only they knew you were up to something deliciously more devious.”

Ariella ignored the knowing wink he fired her way.

“Ambrose Selpe was murdered. You are trying to uncover the culprit.”

She said nothing.

“It was meticulously planned. The night of the murder, Ambrose Selpe was alone. The six personal guards on duty to protect him were missing. I, his bodyguard, was reassigned. He was alone. Completely vulnerable.”

The crack in his voice was subtle, but Ariella did not miss it. She did not even know Silas had cracks.

He crossed his arms firmly across his chest once more, as though in apology for his moment of weakness. He added, “Old Ambrose was human, but I had grown quite fond of him after all these years. I will catch the Selpe rat who sold him out.”

“Silas—”

“Ambrose’s imperial guards were missing. And Ambrose’s personal assistant Larix showed up at my door just before I was to escort the Emperor to the party in the ballroom. Larix said Ambrose had assigned me to guard an Elition delegation for the evening. A very odd command, to be sure, but I had no reason to question Larix. He is not a very good liar, and he was telling the truth when he showed up at my door that night. So while I was not thrilled about this change of plans, it was not my place to question the Emperor’s wishes. If he wanted to show his support for Elitia by loaning me to them for the night, I saw no fault in such a symbolic gesture. He would be surrounded by his loyal subjects all night long, on the eve of his heralded attack on the Revs, I thought. And he had his imperial guards too.”

“You’re ranting.”

“No, explaining. Don’t interrupt. This is important,” he insisted. “Ambrose retreated to his chamber early, and his guards—right down to the very last one of them—were nowhere to be seen. He was unprotected.” A hint of regret seeped into his voice, then hardened to seething fury as he finished, “They played me. You’re not going to shut me out of this. I know King River assigned you to investigate. I’m assigning myself to assist you.”

“This is bigger than your vengeance, Silas. This affects us all.”

“Agreed. That very same night Ambrose Selpe was killed, his two sons disappeared. Both boys had just arrived in Orion that morning, Hayden from his villa in Cerulean and Ian from visiting Veronica Frostwater at Cape Midnight. Concerned for their safety in the aftermath of the attack on Decia, Ambrose had summoned them back to the capital. They were both under heavy guard.

“And yet they, too, were completely exposed the night of the kidnappings. Their Elition bodyguards were also missing that night. Hayden’s bodyguard told me she was summoned to a midnight meeting with Aaron Pall of the Diamond Edges. She seemed very broken up about Hayden’s disappearance. She is quite fond of him, I believe.”

Ariella knew her friend Isis had become far more attached to young Hayden Selpe than bodyguards should. They were people to be protected, not befriended, the teachers had often told their class. It was a lesson her friend had apparently skipped. Ariella couldn’t really fault her. Only a machine could block out all emotion, and Elitions were the antithesis of the machine.

Silas had continued talking as Ariella’s mind wandered. She silenced her meandering thoughts.

“And Ian’s Elition bodyguard was sent to spy on Lord Varen,” he reported. “Fuse was lucky to have made it out of Varenese territory alive. He is still unconscious two weeks later.”

Ariella bit down on her lip. That was unusual. For an Elition to have remained unconscious for that long, the injury he sustained must have been severe.

“He is being cared for by our best healers at the temple of Rosewater.”

“But two weeks?” Ariella nearly spat the words out. That would narrow the causes down to potion or poison. She wondered if someone had been setting him up to die when they sent him off to the Varenese.

“Ian’s bodyguard should recover, at which point he will hopefully have some insight into all of this,” said Silas. “And King River sent Isis away on special assignment before anyone could try to target her as well. Which just leaves me.”

Ariella arched her eyebrows. “Not afraid they will be after you too?”

“They can try,” he grunted, fingering one of four knives strapped to his right thigh. Ariella looked him over, counting no fewer than thirty-two knives visible on him, and she did not even try to wager how many were not visible. She was of the opinion that tucking away knives inside one’s boots was not a particularly good idea, but it was clear Silas did not subscribe to that school of thought.

“I can get you a pair,” Silas told her.

Ariella met his eyes and felt as though her neck would break off backwards from the strain of the awkward upward angle. “Sorry?”

“I take it you were admiring my boots. Or the grass. Which is considerably less interesting than my boots.”

“Indeed.” She chuckled, nodding toward his massive black leather boots. They were laced halfway to his knees with matching silken rope. “Nice boots. But I don’t think they’d fit me.” She told him of her suspicions about the knives in his boots.

“It’s not as dangerous as you might think. It’s a matter of securing them,” he explained, adding with a flash of his teeth, “And the size of the blades.”

“I see.”

“Speaking of blades, are you going to finally ditch that ridiculous sword? You do know it’s not real, right?”

He looked concerned, as though he suspected all her wits were not about her. Ariella was not ashamed. Ten men with really big guns had trailed her from the Imperial Guard House. She had evaded them by slipping into an unlocked house and found the sword in one of the children’s rooms. Made of wood carved into the form of a blade and painted with an unusual shimmery paint, it almost looked real. It wouldn’t be disemboweling enemy combatants any time soon, but it was convincing enough from a distance. Ariella had swiped the scabbard too. A mismatch of gaudy metallic emblems intertwined around fake gems over a basic leather sheath, it looked like a child’s art project. Which it probably was. Nonsensical rune disks, clearly inspired by those video games Selpe teenagers wasted their youth away playing, were neatly glued on to brighten up the empty patches. It looked impressive enough to the common eye, so she’d taken it.

“All that matters is they didn’t know it’s not real.”

He studied her face for a moment, then burst into laughter. “True, true.”

“When I have time, I will bring it back to its rightful owner. With my thanks. Fake or not, this sword may have saved my life.”

“And here I thought it was I who could boast of that honor.”

“The sword made them take pause. You took advantage of the opportunity. You have my thanks as well.”

“Good,” he replied, a foreboding look in his eyes. “You need me, Ariella. You do not understand the Selpes as I do. Their world is not our world. They will eat you alive.”

“King River—”

“Trusts me,” he cut in.

It was true. Something had happened between them long ago, something that had sealed their mutual trust and respect. She did not know what, but she could read this bond in their eyes, the bond of brothers in spirit. And yet, King River had assigned the task to her.

“If I had to guess, I’d say he considers me emotionally compromised when it comes to this matter.”

“You’re doing it again.”

“Sorry.” He looked about as apologetic as he was short. He shrugged. “I am a Phantom Extractor after all.”

“Well, let’s keep your extracting to a minimum for the moment, ok?”

“Sure.”

“Good. Now that that’s settled—”

“I’m not, you know,” he declared.

“What?”

He favored her with an exasperated twitch of his orange eyebrows. “Emotionally compromised. It is my professional pride that is shattered. The Emperor died on my watch. It is my fault, and I will never live that down.”

“Not compromised, you say?”

Silas held his thumb and index finger so close they were nearly touching.

Ok, got it. Just a tad. Cute.

He winked. “You will bring me along,” he said with perfect confidence.

“And why is that?”

“Because I have something you don’t have. Something that will make all the difference in this mission.”

He paused for dramatic effect, clearly savoring every moment of it.

“A plan,” he finished.

“Do you now?”

“Yes.” Silas fiddled with the hilt of the Everlast Ripper strapped across his chest. The knife was so massive that Ariella could almost have named it a sword. At least, it would have been a sword to her. “You are going about this all the wrong way. Start with the assassin.”

“You mean Ambrose Selpe’s assassin?”

“I have it on good authority that the Avans have the princes. They have disappeared with them into the Wilderness. Nemesis was seen with them.”

Ariella cringed. “You want us to talk to Nemesis? The Avan Empress’s very own mad Triad?”

“Of course not. She would not disclose anything useful anyway. But she has a sister. I have met her. She is different than the other Siennans. I believe she will help us. She’s not in the Avan inner circle like her sister, but in her line of work she hears things. She probably knows more of the Avan Empire’s dirty secrets than any other person alive.”

“What is she, a prostitute?”

He snickered. “No, so much better. She owns Solstice.”

The island of Solstice was the exclusive club for the Avan elite. It was also informally known as the Whispering Isle. Overprivileged aristocrats paid small fortunes to hone their physical skills under the guidance of Elition martial masters, and they could test themselves against their peers in tournaments hosted by the island. Silas was right. If Echo owned Solstice, she would have access to more information than the Avan Intelligence Ministry. Avan lords liked to duel, and they liked to drink. And when they drank and dueled amongst their own, their tongues loosened. Echo had to have heard all sorts of scathing gossip throughout the years.

“But we can’t get to her. Passage to Solstice is invite-only,” Ariella pointed out. Naturally, the Avans wouldn’t allow just anyone onto their isle of whispers. “Its borders are patrolled by a hundred Siennan guards. We could never get past them all.”

“You leave that to me.”

Why did bad things always follow those words?




* * *
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“This way,” Silas instructed Ariella as they passed onto Orion’s Imperial Lane, the section of city that housed the estates of the ruling families and the imperial palace.

She felt an abrupt tug on her shoulder, and she pivoted around to face him. Mirrored across his pale blue irises, a multi-colored potpourri of shattered glass shards atop the aristocracy’s coiled metal fences sparkled gold in the sunlight. She tilted her head sideways, leaving the question unasked.

“To Emperor’s Park,” he told her, indicating the high curtain of trees looming just across the road.

Silas passed in front of her, dancing around streaks of speeding cars in his casual dash to the opposite side. At least he seemed pretty casual about the high-speed obstacle course he had just navigated without pause, as though he did that sort of thing every day. Ariella could not stop staring at the rush of cars. Mechanical demons. She had been nearly run down by one of those confounded contraptions every single time she had come to Orion. And she didn’t even want to think back to that horrific incident in Wellspring.

Standing at the verge of Emperor’s Park, Silas lifted his arm and waved her forward.

Right. You can do this, she told herself.

Bouncing on agitated tiptoes, Ariella watched the cars speed past. Silas waved again, this time with a hint of impatience. Ariella exhaled a sigh that rocked her whole body, then bounded across the street in three long leaps.

“Mechanical menaces,” she muttered, shaking her head as she watched the automotive rainbow.

“Problem?”

“No, of course not.” Ariella struggled to steady her voice—she looked down—and to steady her shaking hands. “Let’s just put that madness behind us.”

Side-by-side on the bleach-white brick path, they passed under a flower canopy tunnel. Climbing roses and strawberry-tipped vines twisted and coiled with artistic precision along twelve evenly spaced charcoal-grey metal archways. A wooded sport and recreational area that spanned several city blocks, Emperor’s Park was where the residents of Orion came to get out into nature. Architected nature.

“Where are we going?” Ariella asked. “And what exactly is this grand plan of yours?”

Saying nothing, Silas pointed upward. Her eyes followed the line from his finger to the center of the park, where a single massive platform atop a slender spiral tower projected up from the treetops like a stubborn mushroom on a manicured lawn. From the pie-shaped platform, four slender pillars rose into the sky, ladder holds chiseled into each. Ariella’s eyes continued to pan upward, following wind-tossed ropes to…

“You have got to be kidding,” she stammered out, her eyes frozen on the Selpe monstrosity.
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THE SLIDING DOORS parted with a whisper. A cold shiver trickled up Marin’s naked toes as she passed from the balmy spa suite onto the tiled floors of the pool partition. The tiles were tastefully chosen, a marriage of oranges and deep purples that only an interior designer could pull off without disastrous results, and they were silky smooth against the soles of her feet. But that did not make them any less cold. Lovely as it looked, the material quite simply did not hold heat. It was nearly always cold. That was no secret. Not for the first time, Marin wondered why every single pool designer stubbornly insisted upon surrounding their creation with blocks of ceramic ice.

She shook the thought from her head. She was here to relax.

Stop overanalyzing everything, she reproached herself. Her mind was buzzing with enough problems already. Problems she was actually expected to solve. Like those ridiculous micro bombs.

No, no, no! First, clear your head, then worry about problems.

Ha! Problems love you. It’s not as though they will just go away if you stop thinking about them.

With that little matter cleared up, Marin shook herself free of her fluffy bathrobe. It fell to the floor with all the grace of a tripped polar bear, twisting around her legs on the way down. Biting down on the string of curses that threatened to fly from her tongue as she nearly stumbled over her own robe, Marin was just thankful that the pool hall was still empty. Luckily for her, few people on a luxury vacation ventured from their suites before breakfast. And it seemed no one savored a good sunrise like she did.

She quickly checked the clock. Just another minute to go. Free of the rebellious bathrobe and with no one to ogle at her strictly utilitarian sport swimsuit, Marin pushed off her toes and dove into the pool. She propelled forward for a few underwater strokes, then angled downward. Opening her eyes, she swam across the clear glass bottom, watching as the sun broke the flat grassy horizon far below. The thrill of high altitude sunrises just never got old.

The floor angled up, and Marin followed its path until she burst through the surface. Pushing her arms against the pool edge to open up her chest, she gulped in air. Yellows and blues streaked across the early day sky, melding together like a panorama painting in the ceiling-high glass wall that loomed before her, and morning rays reflected off the two gigantic silver windmill propellers mounted to the back of the airship on either side.




* * *

526AX June 19, The Splendor




In addition to a swimming pool, two saunas, and luxury suites for over one hundred passengers, the three-hundred meter long, dual envelope airship featured a rotating restaurant with tilted panorama windows that offered stunning views of the world below. Not that Marin had time for staring at the scenery for hours on end. She didn’t even have minutes to spare. The sunrise swim had been an indulgence, but now she had work to do.

Heavy beats vibrated through the large headphones covering her ears. She nearly always listened to music while working, and that went double for working during the meal rushes. Breakfast had come and gone, along with the morning swarm of passengers, and most of the restaurant’s twenty tables were now empty. Marin’s table could seat six, but she had it to herself. Herself, a mug of now-cold coffee, and four structurally unsound paper stacks. She took a sip of the coffee, which was unsurprisingly disgusting, but she needed the caffeine. It was but three hours past dawn, and she already knew it was going to be one of those days. Under a week to go until the start of the Solstice Games. She took the top sheet off the topography stack, struggling to focus her eyes on the swiggly lines. She had to focus. Her team’s victory depended on it.

She turned her eyes to the neighboring stack, that of her bomb design sketches. The team had commissioned her to develop a micro bomb the size of a bullet. Which could actually be loaded into a gun. And they wanted it to possess the power to blow up a grove of trees. Easy peasy, right?

Yeah, so she might have neglected to tell them that the task was impossible—well, unless they were thinking of shooting 40mm grenade bullets at a small grove of bonsai trees. More likely, though, they were hoping for something akin to a plasma gun.

They’d played too many video games.

While plasma guns sounded spiffy to boys who reveled in flashy displays of destruction, they were a long way off from being a reality. Come to think of it, they were actually complete nonsense. The enormous effort required to keep plasma stable in a fusion reactor was problematic enough. And scaling that down to a handgun was, well, pure fiction.

But Marin had assured the Orion Incendiaries that she’d have something spectacular for them. It had been her only way onto the team in the first place. Thanks to her grand professional reputation of blowing things up, they had every confidence in her ability to deliver.

And she would have something for them. The bombs wouldn’t be able to decimate a forest, but they would secure the team’s victory in the first match. Somehow. If she could just figure it out. She grabbed the terrain map of the Solstice shore, looking for inspiration.

It was then, as she sifted through her stack of papers, that she noticed them. Two Elitions sat at the neighboring table. Marin blinked. She must really have been absorbed in her work not to have noticed them earlier. They stood out like two sailboats in a sea of motor-powered barges. It was those glowing eyes. They could not be missed. But what were they doing there? Elitions did not travel by airship. Period.

The Elition man, a hunk of exaggerated masculinity, inclined his orange-spike-topped head in her direction in recognition of her attention. Marin quickly dropped her eyes. When she chanced a second glance, his pale blue eyes were still there, as though he could read her thoughts. She scraped her sandals against her chair leg, but did not drop her eyes this time. If he wanted something, he could just come on over and ask her.

A smile cracked his lips, and a moment later he was on his feet. He walked slowly, so slowly that the gentle pan of the world behind him whipped by in comparison. Not waiting for an invitation, he slid out a chair and sat down opposite her.

Marin slipped the headphones down to her neck and said, “What do you want?” It came out quite a bit curter than she had intended, but she was not going to make apologies. No one had forced him to come over.

The Elition appeared unbothered by her rudeness. He leaned back in his chair and set his linked hands onto the table, all the while shining a relaxed smile her way. His eyes swept over her. It was not an aggressive stare, but rather a surveying one, as though he were cataloging all her strengths and vulnerabilities and filing that information away for later use. When he was done assessing her, he looked over his shoulder and waved his companion forward.

Whereas he looked like a bodybuilder, she could have been a dancer. Tall and lithe like a paper doll, she moved with the grace of satin and lightness of air. Marin half-considered sneezing to see if the woman would blow over. She checked the urge and remained still.

As she walked, the woman’s silken silver-blonde hair swayed across her back. A thick fringe feathered past her sculpted eyebrows in jagged lines, teasing the border of her vivid dark violet eyes, then extended down past her chest, cresting her face in soft, straight layers. Dressed entirely in black, her hair stood out magnificently against her clothes. Diffused morning light shone through the windows, framing her body in a golden halo. All that was missing were the chirping birds and choir voices raised in praise.

Marin tried very hard not to stare, but that was like telling herself not to think about pink elephants in purple and yellow polka dot underwear.

“I am Silas.” The man indicated himself. “And that is Ariella.” He nodded toward his companion, who parked herself behind him with crossed arms, offering no indication that she would sit down any time soon. Alrighty then.

Marin felt very plain next to the Elition pair. Like a block of unmolded clay. A block in navy blue sweats and white flip-flops. But at least the flip-flops had cute yellow flowers on top. And the two Elitions were also wearing sweats, albeit better fitting ones than hers. In black. With sport tank tops. And proper athletic footwear. Marin wondered whether they had just come from the gym. They sure didn’t smell. Did Elitions ever smell? Or even sweat for that matter?

“How long must we wait here while she muddles through some unfathomable internal dialogue?” Ariella asked Silas.

Marin stiffened. Were the stories actually true? Could Elitions read minds?

“Shh, you’ve frightened her. You don’t spend enough time around humans, Ariella. They process things a bit more slowly than we do.”

Slowly, my foot, Marin grumbled to herself. But she swallowed the snarky comment on her tongue.

“So how long are we supposed to wait for her to process our names?” demanded Ariella.

“I’m sure there’s more than just that going on in her head.”

Marin exhaled slowly in relief. Maybe Elitions couldn’t read minds after all.

“How odd to find two Elitions on an airship,” she commented to them, aiming for relaxed casual.

Silas acknowledged her statement with a nod but left it otherwise unanswered. Typical. He instead replied, “You’re a member of the Orion Incendiaries.”

“How did you know?”

He pointed to the front of her zippered sweatshirt, where the team’s name was stitched in. Oh, right. She suddenly felt rather stupid.

His eyes fell over the heap of maps in front of her. He tapped down on the top sheet. “What is that?”

“A map of Solstice, the island where the Games will take place. If you know of the Incendiaries, then surely you have heard of the Solstice Games.”

“That is not Solstice,” he told her, tapping the map once more, this time harder.

Marin’s eyes jumped to the sheet. Had she mixed up the maps? She exhaled in relief. No, it was right.

“Look, Silas whatever-your-last-name-is…”

“Thorn.”

“Ok, Silas Thorn. I’m not sure if you Elitions are familiar with the reading of maps—”

Ariella snorted.

“But this is without a doubt the island of Solstice. Here are the Twin Ports, where passengers arrive by sea and air.” Marin indicated the spot of the multi-level station. “Traveling inland, the rocky beaches turn to solid woods.” She walked her fingers toward the center of the map. “We cross forking rivers.” Her fingers hopped four times. “Then finally, we arrive at the base of Roost Mountain. Its peak is the highest point on the island.”

Silas had scrutinized every movement of her fingers across the page, which made Marin blush. And she wasn’t exactly sure why.

“Have you ever been to Solstice?” he finally asked, meeting her eyes.

“No,” she admitted. “But I ordered these from the Selpe Topography Bureau. They came with an official stamp.”

“I’m sure they did,” said Silas. “But even so, this is not Solstice.”

“The Selpe Topography Bureau—”

“Means well, I am sure,” he cut in. “But one must really wonder how it is that they still have not corrected these faulty maps in the three years since I last participated in the Solstice Games. Especially considering I sent them a detailed list of the errors.”

“You competed in the Solstice Games?” Marin and Ariella said together.

Marin made the mistake of meeting the Elition woman’s violet eyes, which made her feel embarrassed. No, you have no reason to be embarrassed. She may have the looks, but you have the brains. Somehow, the thought was not very comforting.

He nodded once to each of them.

“More than once?” Marin asked.

Silas held up two fingers.

Ariella opened her mouth to say something, but she pressed her lips together again just as quickly.

“I take it your team will be using these maps to prepare for the Games?” he inquired, waving a hand in the direction of the collapsed pile.

“Yes.”

Shaking his head, Silas snatched a hold of her pen. Marin did not even see his hand move. One moment it was before her, and the next it was in his hand. Like magic. Except magic did not exist. Just like mind reading.

Moving slowly this time, he scooped the top map to his side of the table. Marin opened her mouth, but a warning look from Ariella froze the protest on her tongue. Weapons might have been disallowed onboard the Splendor, but she was pretty sure the Elitions could kill her without any such accessories.

Marin watched with horror as Silas began to scribble and sketch over the neatly printed page. Yes, please feel free to mutilate my research material. No, no need to bother asking first.

When he finally returned the map to her, she hardly recognized the terrain. Marin felt her heart drop to her feet. She brushed a mournful finger across the page.

“Those are some corrections to the map,” he told her. “There are eight, not four, forks of the river within the woods, and they branch out like the intertwined lines of a star. The highest point on Solstice is not Roost Mountain, but rather a nearby grove of ancient trees atop a rounded rock plateau. Furthermore, the Twin Ports Station is swallowed by means of an underground shaft for the duration of the Games. And—most importantly for you—as you can see here, the woods do not begin directly at the beach. The stony shore extends for two-hundred meters further inland than as indicated on your map.”

Marin scrutinized his modifications. Her mouth hung open, but no words escaped.

“That means,” continued Silas, pressing a finger to the beachfront. “If you were planning to make a quick dash for cover upon your arrival in the first match, you can forget it. An uphill run on slippery stones would expose you.”

“You…broke my map,” she croaked out.

Silas looked up from the map with humorless eyes. “I fixed it.”

Meeting his glare, Marin realized she believed him. As her eyes panned over the map, her shoulders began to droop, until she was slouched over with only her elbows to hold her up against the table.

“We have been preparing for the Games based on these maps. All my surprises were developed with this terrain in mind.”

“Surprises?” inquired Silas, eyebrows raised.

“Traps. A boom here and there,” replied Marin. That included the tree explosion the team thought she’d already figured out how to create—the one that would trap their opponents in the first match.

There was a page of bomb specs in plain sight, which she discreetly slid under the nearest sheet. At least she thought she was being discreet. Silas was undeceived. His eyes followed her hand, falling over a sheet of doodles.

“I see,” he said, not the least bit tickled by her sketches of mermaids.

Marin tapped the map. “Can you tell me more about this?”

The hint of a smile cracked his lips. “I’ll share if you do.”

“What do you propose?” she asked, checking the sigh.

“We want to join the team,” Silas declared.

Ariella swallowed a surprised breath.

“Why?” Marin asked, looking warily from one Elition to the other.

“We require passage to Solstice, and the area is inaccessible to outsiders,” he told her.

“Except twice a year to the competing teams of the Solstice Games,” Marin appended.

“Precisely.”

Marin tapped her fingers about in the air. It was an old habit that had won her much ridicule, but it did help her think.

“What do you want in Avan territory?”

The Elitions were allied with the Selpes. At least they were last time she’d checked. Though she didn’t know anything about these two Elitions.

“Elition business,” Ariella said.

“Solstice is a Siennan island.”

Silas nodded. “That is correct.”

“I thought Siennans and Elitions didn’t get along very well.” Something about a rift between Elitia and the former kingdom that had abandoned them to ally themselves with the Avans.

“We don’t,” said Ariella, her voice sharp. Ok, so the hostility had not died out in the many years since then.

Marin knew the Elitions were not telling her everything and that she would be a fool to trust them. The two things everyone knew about Elitions were that they kept their secrets and they stuck together. Elitia first, external alliances second. But Marin also felt that these two weren’t up to no good. They needed her, and her team most certainly needed them. At the very least, having two Elitions on the team would help them frighten the competition. Best case, they would actually incapacitate the competition with their gravity defying stunts and laser beam shooting hands.

Rumors, she reminded herself. There are as many rumors surrounding Elitions as there are helium molecules holding this airship afloat. Some say they are witches. Some claimed demons. One of Marin’s friends from university believed Elitions to be genetically engineered super humans. Marin did not know what she believed, but she found herself suddenly bizarrely curious.

They’re desperate for passage to Solstice, she told herself. I can push them for details on their people. She voiced the rumors. And waited. For awhile, neither Elition said a thing, but an instant chill shivered up Marin’s neck. Her stomach rumbled as though it were churning metal.

“What is ‘genetically engineered’?” Ariella inquired of Silas, outright ignoring Marin.

“People grown in test tubes,” he told her.

At Ariella’s indignant tilt of her chin, Marin broke in quickly, “No, no. That’s not entirely accurate.”

“We have families,” Ariella told Marin, finally acknowledging her. “Mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters. Just like humans.”

“So you are not human?” asked Marin.

“We are Elition. Not human. Not plant. Not animal,” Ariella said, slowly enunciating each syllable. “But that does not mean we were bred like pets in some laboratory.”

“So how do you explain your unusual abilities then?” inquired Marin.

And what are they precisely? Heightened senses, strength, quickness, brilliant eyes and luscious hair. The other wild stories Marin was not so sure about. Elitions who could see the past. Elitions who could see the future. Elitions who could control a human body like a puppet master his puppets. The rumors were vague and contradictory at best.

“Magic,” said Ariella simply, as though no further explanation were necessary. As though it were the most obvious thing in the world.

But the scientist in Marin could not let that stand. “There is no such thing as magic,” she contended.

“Then how do you explain the Wilderness, lands where your technology has been nullified? Your computers do not turn on, and your planes fall out of the sky,” said Ariella, leaning forward until her face was but a breath’s distance from Marin’s. She had not even uncrossed her arms to brace them against the table. She was in perfect balance, a dancer in a world where gravity could simply be ignored.

Marin would not allow herself to be intimidated by the trick. “When something has not yet been explained, some call it ‘magic’. I call it an opportunity for closer examination. The Wilderness is most likely just some weird physical effect.”

“Hmm. Sounds to me like magic causes some pretty weird physical effects,” observed Ariella. “And what of our portals?”

“Wormholes. Beaming. Supersonic tubes. Whatever,” offered Marin, trying to sound more sure than she really was.

“Nonsense.”

“Maybe we don’t understand everything quite yet,” Marin allowed. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not possible. The Xenens possessed technology far more advanced than the Selpes or Avans or anyone in this world.”

Ariella snorted and straightened, settling her hands on her hips. “The Wilderness is magic. The portals are magic. They were created long ago by the Elition queen Aurelia and her daughters. For all their extravagant technology, the Xenens did not create our portals or our Wilderness. They created nothing but trinkets and death, and for that we justly banished them from this world.”

Marin chose not to argue with Elition mythology. She knew better than to debate religion with a believer.

“Elitia is a land of magic. How else would merely flying over Elition lands cause human planes to crash?” Ariella concluded. Her flawless smooth face suddenly lined with worry, she turned to Silas and asked, “Are we going to crash as soon as we pass over the Wilderness? These Selpes do know to go around it, don’t they?”

“They can’t go around,” Silas told her. “The effects of the Wilderness extend to the Avan border. And the Avans are known to shoot at anything that drifts too close to their territory.”

“We’re not going to crash,” Marin said. “This is an airship, not a plane. Only the military has airplanes. Civilian air travel is serviced exclusively by airships, which do not crash. Completely safe. Would the Helleans build gigantic floating cities in the sky if they weren’t safe?”

Ariella gaped at Marin as though she had completely lost her mind.

“Anyway,” Marin continued, clearing the uncomfortable knot in her throat. “Unlike planes, airships do not need propellers or jet engines to fly. Airships stay afloat by filling a large envelope—or balloon, or several there of—with lighter-than-air gas. In this case, helium. Helium-4, to be precise. Then it’s simply a matter of…”

At Ariella’s stern stare, Marin lost her voice. The Elition did not seem interested in the mechanics of air travel, nor did she appear to appreciate the lecture. Even Silas, who was better versed in the ways of human technology and science, looked bored by the explanation.

But then so is everyone. Why do they even bother asking if they don’t want to hear the answer? Marin wondered.

So she finished, “The airship stays up because it’s lighter than the surrounding air. We will not crash. We just cannot maneuver while over the Wilderness because the engines do not turn. So, we wait for a favorable wind to push us over the no-tech zone.”

“That could take days,” Ariella noted.

“Doesn’t often happen,” Marin assured her.

Ariella looked to Silas. “And you are sure they cannot sneak past the Avans?”

Silas shrugged. “Considering the shadow this behemoth ship casts over the land, I very much doubt stealth is an option.”

“You are likely right,” Ariella said with a sigh.

“It will be ok,” Marin assured them. “I checked the forecasts before we left Orion, and the wind should be favorable for our very brief trip across the Wilderness. Once we hit the ocean, the engines will fire up again and we can continue without delay to Solstice.”

Of course, had they bothered to implement the improvements she had outlined in her doctoral thesis on airship design, trips such as these would have been considerably faster. Instead, they had misused her ideas to develop weapons. Three years later, that still made her mad.

“This is an insane way to travel. I prefer the portals. I miss the portals,” Ariella said to Silas.

“The closest portal anywhere near Solstice is on the neighboring island of Sentry, and it is being watched. Every portal in the Estival Isles is being watched. The Incendiaries are our only way in, and they are on this ship,” Silas reminded her.

“I know,” she muttered, and a touch of sadness broke through the hard facade. But only a second later, hardness returned. She turned suspicious eyes on Marin. “You sure know a lot about how this ship works for a mere athlete.”

“Actually, I’m an airship engineer.”

“I have no idea what that entails, but it sounds reasonably impressive,” Ariella told her. “So how then did you end up on the team? I was under the impression that Selpe athletes were devoid of brains.”

While she did not appreciate the comment, Marin had to admit that her teammates were definitely not the brainy sort. There was no question that they were talented athletes, but great thinkers they surely were not.

“I have always wanted to compete in the Solstice Games,” Marin explained. “Ever since I was a girl. I talked my way onto the team by tooting my aptitude at making bombs. And blowing things up has always been a strategy heavily employed by the Incendiaries. They lost their previous bomb maker just last month, so I jumped at the chance.”

“What happened to him?” asked Ariella.

Marin swallowed hard. “Blew himself up while experimenting.”

“And you’re sure you know what you are doing?” Ariella asked.

From her looks, she could not have been more than eighteen, but she asked this in a tone so like Marin’s mother, it was downright eerie.

“I do,” said Marin. “My other job is designing bombs for a company with Selpe military contracts.”

“Selpe military,” Silas repeated.

Ariella’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “I thought you were an airship engineer.”

“I am,” Marin said. “That’s my degree anyway. But there aren’t so many jobs in airship engineering, you see. Airship work is mostly outsourced to the Helleans. They run the stations and handle ship repairs and servicing. So I had to take a job in bomb making. Oddly enough, there are always available jobs as a bomb maker.”

“Because they keep blowing themselves up,” quipped Ariella.

“No, because big empires like big bombs,” Marin replied. “I don’t care for them, but it pays the bills. And I still have enough spare time to tinker with airship designs.”

“How are you in the field?” Silas asked her. He probably thought she was a liability to the team, and the team would likely agree. But they didn’t know what she could do.

“I’m pretty good at extreme sports,” she told him.

“And your teammates?” he asked to her surprise.

No one had ever questioned the athletic prowess of the Orion Incendiaries. They were imperially sponsored and won just about every sports tournament. Marin told him as much.

“But they have never competed in the Solstice Games?”

Marin shook her head. “No. Most of the teams are Avan. The Games are invite-only, and this is the first year the Incendiaries were invited.”

“The Solstice Games are no simple tournament with referees, stop watches, and the rules of good sportsmanship. They are a brutal fight to the top. The stakes are high and death is well within reach.”

“It’s essentially a military tournament,” argued Marin. “The goal of each round is to capture your opposing team. Excessive brutality and premeditated killing are outside of the rules. No competitor has died in the Solstice Games in…”

“Ten years and six months,” Silas said. “I was there.”

Marin felt her eyes go wide.

“And three years ago, two of my teammates nearly died in an attack thwarted by me.”

She just stared at him.

“People die at the Solstice Games,” he told her. “Do you think your popular team was invited this year so that they could add to their extensive trophy collection?”

“Then why…”

“Maybe the Avans have a plot to do them in. Maybe one of the other Selpe teams is trying to get rid of their competition. Or maybe the Avans just want to humiliate them in front of the world. It is irrelevant. All I can tell you is that if you want your team to survive—much less win—you should take us to them immediately,” said Silas.
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A FEEBLE HUM punctuated the uneasy silence, buzzing in Ariella’s ears. She sat with her bottom to the raw floor, hands draped across her raised knees. She turned to Silas, who sat beside her, his legs crossed. Past him sat Prime, the leader of the Orion Incendiaries, and further down the line was Bullet, then Yellowjacket, Fisticuffs, and Sprint. Those were the names on the official team roster, and ludicrous as they sounded, they were what the men insisted upon being called. Ariella didn’t care. She would have called them Porkchops One, Two, Three, Four, and Five had they introduced themselves as such.

But she had to draw the line when they tried to change her name because it did not sound scary enough. Prime was still prattling on about it, three days later. And that was why she had put Silas between herself and him.

“Elition power names are bestowed upon each of us around the age of twelve, just as our personal talents become evident,” Silas explained to Prime. “Her name is Destiny, and she’s not going to change it just so you can spice up your team roster.”

“But it sounds like a wooed maiden from a Valentina Fay fluffy romance novel. Not a name to invoke fear,” bemoaned Prime for the two-hundredth time.

“She’s not going to agree to ‘Silver Harpy’,” Silas told him.

“Silver Slayer?”

“No.”

“Scarlet Scythe?”

Silas shook his head.

“Dark Angel?”

“Absolutely not,” Ariella cut in. “I am a Prophet, and none of those names are fitting. Destiny was the name I received at my Passing four years ago, and Destiny I will remain ten, twenty, one hundred years from now. Were I to live to be one thousand, my name would still be Destiny.”

“But—”

“No,” she said firmly.

Prime threw up his hands in exasperation. He muttered a few incomprehensible complaints, then fell silent, concentrating his attention on the clipboard in his lap. After a few moments, his eyes honed in on Yellowjacket, and he shuffled over to his teammate. The rest of the Incendiaries crowded round. All but Marin.

“Aren’t you going to join them?” Ariella asked her.

Marin looked up from the cylinder she’d been tinkering with for the past ten minutes and arched an eyebrow at Ariella. “Trying to get rid of me?”

“No,” Ariella said, allowing a chill to creep into her voice.

Since they had met the Incendiaries, she had kept up a hard shell—a necessary step according to Silas, who claimed the team would not take them if they thought her a softy. Three days later, the act was starting to get old. Silas did not need to act. He looked like a war tiger in battle armor. Whereas she apparently looked like a lost ballerina. Lucky her.

So that boiled down to this: he was free to smile and be cordial, while she was reminded to throw out cold glares every ten seconds. Had weapons been allowed in the common areas of the Splendor, he would have had her pull out a dagger at least twice per conversation. Though he was the one with enough knives to outfit a respectable invading force.

Ariella slid her finger down the blade of her Serenity sword on the ground before her. The dull side. Serenity swords were the sharpest blades Elitia had to offer, and she had no intention of cutting her finger off.

The no-weapons rule had been forgotten the moment the last of the Splendor’s passengers had disembarked at Homestead station. Bullet wore four guns, and he had ammunition packs strapped to every free patch on his body. The other Incendiaries also favored guns, all but Fisticuffs, who wore no weapon but the metal knuckles on his hands. Silas was equipped as he always was, with as many knives hidden as visible. He had given her the Serenity sword and told her to carry it around, insisting that the long and sleek eighty centimeter blade made her look at least twice as deadly. Ariella did not mind. Ever since her school days, the Serenity had been her preferred weapon. And besides, this Serenity’s blade was beautifully crafted, shimmering violet if she turned it just the right way in the light.

“Good. I’m too busy to move,” replied Marin, returning her attention to the cylinder. Ariella assumed it was meant to blow up, just like everything Marin developed. Except airships. Those were not designed to blow up, they had promised Ariella.

“What are you doing?” Silas asked Ariella as she banged her hand twice on the floor.

“Just telling this flying boat to stay together until we’re off it,” she replied, sheathing the blade. Then realizing she was supposed to show only a hard, unbothered face to the Incendiaries, she mouthed, “Sorry,” to Silas.

“Marin is ok,” he said softly, nodding to the bomb builder. “Oh, I forgot to mention that you can act yourself around her.”

“Silas told me you’re not a cold-blooded killer,” said Marin, peeking up from her work. “He says you’re actually a very sweet person.”

“Sweet?” Ariella repeated, nudging Silas.

He shrugged.

Marin stole a quick glance at the other Incendiaries, whose heads were still huddled together, then leaned toward Ariella to whisper, “Don’t worry about me. Silas said you have to keep up the scary image. And you did a great job of it too. I was more worried about you than him.” She nodded toward Silas. “The others don’t know you’re sweet, and I won’t tell them.”

Ariella glowered at Silas.

“Very scary, Ariella,” he told her with an approving smile. “Keep it up.”

“Sweet?” she demanded.

“It’s true. You Prophets are softies,” said Silas the Extractor Phantom. “And it’s a good thing most humans don’t know that. They think all Elitions are bloodthirsty demons.”

“Like Phantoms?” Ariella growled.

Silas lifted his hands in the air. “Hold on there, kitten. I’m on your side.”

“Why are Prophets so…” Marin began.

Ariella locked her arms against her chest. “Soft?”

“Gentle-hearted,” Silas amended.

Ariella turned her back to him and addressed Marin, “I thought you didn’t believe in Elition magic.”

“I’m trying to keep an open mind,” Marin replied with a cautious smile. She had the face of someone who was confronting her fears, which Ariella had to respect.

“Prophets see the future. For most, it is as flashes of countless possibilities, any number of possible futures,” Ariella explained. “And for that reason Prophets do not generally kill others.”

Marin gave her a blank stare.

“It’s called Prophetic Whiplash. When a Prophet takes another’s life, she is hit with a burst of foresights, flashes of what the victim could have done had he lived. Even planning to murder someone is apparently enough to bring on the flashes. Enough to drive a Prophet to guilt and then to madness,” clarified Ariella.

Marin chewed on her lip, her eyes drifting up in thought. “And you?”

“Ariella is special,” Silas said.

Marin looked at her with questioning eyes.

“I don’t see possibilities. I see only what is most likely to happen. My foresights can change, but it does not happen often. And as soon as I decide to kill someone, he has no future as far as my gift is concerned. I am not hounded by troublesome flashes.”

Marin’s body tensed. Her fingers extended, and her nails scraped against the textured floor. “In other words, you are free to murder without consequences.”

“There are always consequences, whether you are Elition or human. But yes, I am free from that particular consequence.”

Marin curled her legs up, hugging her knees to her body as though the talk of death had made her cold.

“I meant what I told you. Ariella would never hurt someone unless they deserved it,” said Silas.

“And who decides whether someone deserves it?” Marin demanded.

Silas spread his arms. “I don’t believe I’m helping.”

“Clearly not,” replied Ariella drily.

“How many people have you killed?” Marin asked her.

“Two.”

“Counting Mr. Machine Gun?” said Silas.

“Is he dead?”

He shrugged.

“Two,” Ariella repeated. “When I was twelve, a fellow student broke into my room as I slept and pulled a knife on me. I struck back. I did not actually mean to kill him. The idiot fell on his own blade.”

“What was he even doing there?”

“I can only speculate as to what a boy was doing breaking into a sleeping girl’s bedroom in the middle of the night holding a knife.”

Marin’s mouth fell open.

Ariella continued, “The second was an assassin. He and his comrades attacked me and King River. The Avans sent this band of assassins after my employer. The nerve!” She exhaled, recalling the day. The sound of sliding boots on wooden floors. Of clashing blades. Of her own heart galloping. “But we survived, and that assassin did not.”

“These were the Siennans who came for Davin a few weeks ago?” inquired Silas.

Ariella’s chest constricted. “Yes. They were fast, well-trained, and strung up on enough stimulants to take on even you, Silas. It’s a miracle I survived, let alone killed him, but he did underestimate me. And I never meant to kill him either.”

“See? Two kills in self-defense. Maybe a third who was trying to paint Orion’s Old District red with her blood. Ariella is perfectly harmless,” Silas commented to Marin.

Ariella caught a hint of something in Marin’s eyes, and she was quite sure it was not loathing. Something between sympathy and respect. Marin then turned warily to Silas.

“And how many have you killed?” she asked him.

“I have not kept count.”

“So many?”

“I have been around awhile.”

“Just how old are you?” Marin asked him.

Ariella watched his face, curious for the answer. Truth be told, she knew very little of Silas’s past, except that he had served as Ambrose Selpe’s bodyguard for sixteen years. Before that, she knew he had been a guard for some time at the Rosewater temple. That was the extent of her knowledge. For all she knew, he was five hundred years old. But had he been so old, Silas would surely have said something. It was a mark of distinction to reach such an age, for while Elitions hardly aged, the volatile nature of their gifts—and their recent involvement in human affairs—meant many of them no longer lived longer than humans.

“Old enough to be an expert judge of character.”

Marin’s eyebrows scrunched together. “And to have lost count of your kills.”

“Elitions who cannot abide getting their hands dirty stay within the temple walls,” replied Silas.

“Don’t mind him,” Ariella told Marin. “Phantoms are excessive pragmatists. It takes some getting used to before you can stomach conversations with them. In fact, maybe it’s best to forgo talking to them altogether.” Ariella inclined her head toward Silas. “I recommend Enchanters. They are fantastic conversation partners.”

Silas acknowledged the jest by sliding a finger across the Everlast Ripper strapped to his chest. Ariella returned the gesture, turning her sword around slowly in her hands as she showed him her teeth. Phantoms appreciated things like that.

“Why are you telling me all of this?” Marin asked them both. “Elitia is one big mystery. All we know about Elitions is you are secretive. And yet here you both are, telling me more about your people than is printed in any book. What’s more, you are telling me about yourselves. Why?”

“As I said, I am an expert judge of character. And you are not like most humans,” Silas stated. “We may have convinced your teammates to let us join them for the Solstice Games, but they did so only out of fear.”

Ariella nodded. Silas had proved that all of their maps were flawed by sifting through endless hours of Solstice Games footage. Apparently, every match of every tournament had been filmed since the start of the Games forty-nine years ago, and those videos backed up Silas’s map corrections. At that point, the Incendiaries had found themselves with no other choice but to accept his firsthand experience. Plus, Silas had frightened them with his own bleak tales of the Games, dismissing their previous experience as insufficient to handle what was before them.

“You, Marin, on the other hand,” Silas continued. “You could be useful.”

Ariella wondered at the statement. What did he want with Marin?

“Here I thought you wanted to join my team, but could it be you in fact want me to join yours?” Oddly, she did not look displeased at the prospect.

“We shall see. First, I need to get your team through the tournament rounds,” Silas responded.

“Why do you even care?” Marin asked him. “You’ve got your passage to Solstice. You could just take off and leave us to sort everything out.”

“We don’t renege on our agreements,” Ariella said. “We said we would help you, and we will see it through.”

“Is that so?” asked Marin, her face skeptical.

“Well, we do need to speak to the tournament officiant, which means at least making it into the final round,” Silas admitted. “She will meet the finalists the evening before the last match.”

“Echo? What do you want with her?”

“Just to ask her a few questions about what her big sister Nemesis has been up to.”

“Nemesis?” Marin repeated, even more confused. “Who’s that?”

“Enough questions.” Silas turned to Ariella. “How much time do we have?”

Before Ariella could answer, Marin spurted out, “You’re not going to hurt her, are you?”

Silas looked at Marin. “Who?”

“Echo.”

“That is not our intention,” Ariella assured her.

“Not your intention, but you may end up doing it anyway?”

“Not unless she attacks first.”

“Why do you even care anyway? Do you know her?” Silas asked Marin.

“No, but I’d hate to be an unknowing accomplice in an assassination.”

“Killing Echo serves no purpose. I cannot get my questions answered by a corpse,” declared Silas. “But enough of this.” He returned his attention to Ariella. “Time?”

Ariella closed her eyes briefly, then looked to Silas. “We will be coming up on the Estival Isles in a few minutes.”

“Did she just use her—”

“Are you ready?” Silas asked Ariella, severing Marin’s emergent sentence. “Show no fear. Look scary.” He flashed his white teeth. “Just not as scary as I do.”

Skintight black leather bodysuit. Spiked leather boots. Eye-catching sword. Ariella did not think she could look much more frightening.

“Considering your size, Silas, everyone will be looking at you.”

“You will fill up the camera shot,” agreed Marin.

“Good.” He set a hand on Ariella’s shoulder. “Can you handle what we are about to do?”

Beside the door, a red light blinked on.

“Incendiaries to your feet!” Prime boomed out.

“I won’t like it,” Ariella admitted.

“Secure gear!”

Ariella lifted her glossy black helmet from the floor. “But that won’t stop me from doing what it takes.”

As one, the Incendiaries locked their helmets into place and thrust on their gloves.

“In line!”

They moved until they were all shoulder to shoulder, their toes in line with the blue strip taped across the floor. One of the Splendor crew, an enthused teenage fan of the Incendiaries, pushed a few flashing buttons. Just past the Incendiaries’ line, the bay floor quivered as it slowly began to drop. An opening formed, first only a crack, but by the time the floor stopped moving, it was wide enough to offer an impressive panoramic view of the Estival Isles.

The dense treetop cover of Solstice, by far the largest of the seventeen islands that made up the core of the isles, was rolling by beneath them as the airship continued on along its way to Vasala. A tiny lump of an island just big enough to fit a narrow strip of rocky shore that circled a red brick castle lighthouse, Vasala apparently had its own story, but Ariella did not know it. No more than she knew the stories of the other fifteen mini islands that surrounded Solstice like a necklace of perfectly spaced pebbles.

The water was bobbing with boats. Docked at nearly every island were sailboats, rowboats, and even one cruise ship. Some sort of water airplane was just easing to a stop at one of the piers. The competition. Tomorrow sixteen teams would set out from sixteen islands for the Solstice shore, competing in eight simultaneous matches to capture their opponents and determine who would advance to the next round.

A cool breeze bounced off Ariella’s face. She breathed in slowly, allowing the fresh air to fill her lungs. Her eyes continued to scan the waterscape. They passed over six smiling athletes in cranberry red wetsuits who stood atop a mostly submerged boat, waving and winking at cameras affixed to flying silver mini helicopters. Crimson Down, tomorrow’s adversary. Ariella could not decide what was most unsettling. The competition. The underwater boat. The floating cameras. Or the expectation to perform for those cameras.

Beside her, Silas’s helmeted head dipped, giving her a solid nod. Ariella returned the gesture and clenched her gloved fists. Marin walked behind them, hooking a rope into each person’s harness. She connected the final rope to her own harness, then stepped back into line. After glancing quickly at her gigantic watch, she held up two fingers to Prime.

He nodded, then shouted out, “Take your positions!”

Maintaining their even spacing, they crossed the blue line, progressing to the edge of the floor. Hard wind battered Ariella’s face and the sides of her helmet as she took a final step down. Balancing on the metal rail platform, she allowed the rope to gradually slide through her hand, easing down until her chest was parallel with the ground.

The wailing wind muted, and a subtle hiss hummed inside her helmet. “Ten seconds,” Prime’s voice clicked in.

In sync with the others, Ariella slid forward until her head was down, and she hung from the rail by her boots.

“Five.”

She stole a peek at Silas.

“Four.”

In his yellow sunglasses, her reflection shone golden.

“Three.”

It was exhilarating to see herself decked out completely in leather, her telling Elition eyes hidden behind sunglasses, her hair tucked completely inside her helmet. She looked like a force to be reckoned with.

“Two.”

Laughing to herself, she wondered what Davin would think if he could see her now.

“One.”

Ariella squeezed the rope in preparation.

“Go!”

In unison, they slid down the ropes, diving for the ground. The rope poured through Ariella’s gloved fist. Beside her, a toothy grin filled Marin’s face. The stone courtyard was rapidly approaching. They slowed. Two meters from the ground, they flipped forward, releasing the hooks as their feet hit the ground with a thud that shot reverberations up Ariella’s legs. Loose ropes whipped back in the wind and were swept up into the airship.

A ring of ten helicopter cameras revolved around them, dipping and rising in a coordinated dance. They looked like gigantic mechanical insects. Ariella resisted the urge to swat at the nearest one, which had moved in for a closer look at her. Decked out in their full rappelling gear, it was unlikely she and Silas could be made as Elitions—unless someone contemplated Silas’s enormous size. The Elition surprise would come later. For now, they were just to look as menacing as humanly possible.
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MARIN SAT INSIDE the creaking boat, her body swaying with each pulse of the oars. Crisscrossed on her chest were two thick leather bands tasseled with bulging pouches, but this was all covered from sight by an itchy rough-spun poncho dyed a revolting shade of brownish yellow.

Beside her, with one armed poised upon a raised knee, Ariella looked like a queenly statue, even with her long silver hair swept up and tucked away beneath a tight black cap. Rather than a vomit-toned poncho, she donned a cloak of fabric lush to the touch—and black as night, of course. Her violet eyes masked behind enormous sunglasses, she looked more like a rich lord’s trophy wife than a warrior. If not for the sword. Her fingers traced lightly across the blade of her menacing sword, which lay upon her raised knee, sparkling and sizzling in the sunlight.

“Try not to prick yourself with that, doll,” said Yellowjacket with a smirk.

Ariella ignored him.

“If you want to get pricked, I—”

“Leave her alone,” Marin cut him off. Ew. No one wants to hear that.

From their positions at the oars, Bullet, Fisticuffs, and Sprint chortled. Ok, almost no one.

“Double time,” Silas commanded them.

The three of them groaned but matched his rowing pace. They were soon heaving out breaths. Silas had not even broken a sweat, and his voice remained conversational.

“And you,” he said, jerking his head toward Yellowjacket. “Obviously, you don’t have enough to keep you busy. Take my place at the oars.”

Yellowjacket muttered a string of muddled profanities but did as he was told.

Their boat burst through the wall of fog and suddenly an island was there before them. Overgrown with eucalyptus trees and blanketed in layers of sticky warmth, Solstice was green and blue and pink and yellow. It sang with the songs of a thousand birds and smelled the sweet scents of a thousand blooms.

“Prime, we are coming up on Solstice. Do you have the map I modified?” Silas asked him.

From his position at the bow, looking outward toward the approaching shores of Solstice, Prime replied, “Indeed I do.”

“Then steer us to our landing spot.”

Prime hurried to obey. The leader of the Orion Incendiaries did not even raise an eyebrow at being ordered about. He who screamed commands left and right. They all knew they needed Silas to win.

“Are you two ready?” Silas asked, settling in just in front of Marin and Ariella. He was so enormous that they would be hidden from their competitors’ eyes.

Ariella sheathed her sword and strapped it across her back, hiding it beneath the velvet cloak. “Ready.”

As she raised her hood, Silas lowered his. He dropped the sunglasses from his face. Together with his tangerine hair, those near white eyes would not escape notice. There was an Elition on board the Incendiaries’ boat, in plain sight for all the world to see. Marin could almost hear the Solstice Games watchers’ explode into supersonic gossip.

“Marin?”

Marin nodded at Silas. “I’m ready.”

So she sat there quietly, right beside Ariella, counting the strokes until they would scrape up against the pebble shore. Five strokes from their target, Ariella rose into a low crouch. Silas’s massive figure still hid them.

“They have an Elition!” one voice cried out from down the shore as another yelled, “Look at the size of him!”

Four strokes.

“Are you ready?” she asked Marin.

Three.

Marin nodded.

At two strokes from the cusp of water and shore, Ariella draped Marin over her shoulder and sprang into the air like a rocket. Eyes clamped shut, Marin held her breath, waiting for the inevitable thump of their landing. She never felt the impact. Telling herself that Elitions could not fly, she hazarded a peek, then snapped her eyelids back down. What she saw were Ariella’s boots sprinting faster than any feet should rightly be able to move. And yet the movement was utterly smooth. She did not jostle Marin, not even a little.

Ariella hopped to a stop and lowered Marin to her feet. She inclined her head in a subtle nod, then turned around and sped back down the path. Marin’s eyes grew dizzy from watching the inhuman burst of speed. She shook her head. She was supposed to be watching the shore.

The Incendiaries’ boat had scraped up at the midpoint of the shore. They could not have chosen a more visible spot. Marin heard shouts from down the beach, where the Crimson Down team had neatly roped their boat to the designated dock.

“Weren’t there supposed to be eight of them?” a member of Crimson Down said.

A faint chomp sounded in the distance.

“Just move. That Elition giant is getting closer,” one of his teammates told him.

Rocks scraped and slid as the trailing member of their team scampered forward, screaming, “Watch out!”

Crimson Down’s rowboat was catapulted over his head, plunging to the ground at the team’s feet. With looks of utter horror, their heads turned as one toward Silas. He responded with a smile and a shrug, pointing further down the shore, where Ariella stood silhouetted against a rock backdrop. Her long ponytail rose in the wind like an enraged tornado, and her black cape whipped wildly at her knee-high boots.

“There are two of them!”

They scrambled up the pebble hill, feet sliding and shifting against the slippery footing. That was Marin’s cue. Keeping low, she eased slowly toward a boulder overhang that jutted out over the hill. She inserted a few sticks of dynamite into crevices carved out by the stream that flowed beneath the protruding boulder, lit the fuses, then scurried back into the cover of the forest.

Rock boomed and cracked—and the sheet of stone broke off. As the former overhang slid down the hill, it brought a river of pebbles, gravel, and water with it. The avalanche of rock burst down the hillside like a wayward waterfall, burying the members of Crimson Down from the neck down in a mixture of gravel and mud.

Silas led the Incendiaries in a steady march up the hill. The team paused only to snicker in Crimson Down’s scratched and enraged faces. Her black leather bodysuit shining sleek and smooth, Ariella took up the rear, sword in hand. The silver blade shimmered violently violet in the sun. Beautiful, graceful, and frightening, she looked like a superhero from a comic book. The competition would take notice.




* * *
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In the forest cabin, Marin sat with Silas on the sofa. She looked back as Ariella entered the team’s living room and joined them in front of the television, which was nearly as big as the wall that held it. Clips recorded from the day’s matches rushed past to the beat of pounding music intermixed with dramatic sweeping instrumentals. Ariella edged forward and rested her hands upon the back of the sofa.

“Today marked the first elimination round of the biannual Solstice Games,” a woman’s sultry voice commentated over the flash of imagery. “Tomorrow, the remaining eight teams will be cut to four, then two, then finally only one will remain. The champions.”

The voice paused, and the screen switched to a well-lit room, empty but for the garish leather magenta sofa at its center. Upon its sleek cushions sat a man in the red-trimmed, green-grey uniform of an Avan soldier, and poised beside him was a woman in a fire-red mini skirt suit with matching stilettos capping off long crossed legs. There was no question in Marin’s mind as to whose sofa it was. While the soldier sat stiffly with a straight back, his companion leaned one manicured hand against the arm cushion as she perched her second hand upon her knee, flicking only her spidery fingers as she spoke. Unsurprisingly, that body belonged to the commentator’s voice.

“Conditions are cruel and the competition merciless, for only one team may be crowned the champions. Welcome to the ninety-eighth Solstice Games. I am your host, Cynthia Warden,” she purred, then turned to her companion. “I am here with Samuel Felday, special correspondent. Captain Felday, this morning we had the first glimpse into the teams’ varying styles. Is there anyone in particular we should be keeping an eye on during the coming days?”

“Well, Cynthia, naturally I am partial to the Alterian Aviators,” he responded.

“Of course,” she replied with an exaggerated wink as a clip of seven men marched onto the screen, their steps in perfect sync.

“Spirit Reapers,” Ariella muttered.

Silas graced her with a knowing head tilt. The Spirit Reapers were the Avans’ rough equivalent of the Selpe Diamond Edges. Marin knew little about the Spirit Reapers, but she’d had many dealings with the Diamond Edges. Too many in fact. Orion Explosives, her employer, was one of the Diamond Edges’ top suppliers, and they liked to visit the lab and touch things on her desk. Delicate, highly explosive things. And she wasn’t even allowed to tell them no. Everyone was too afraid of them.

An elite military division, the Diamond Edges were continuously neck-deep in missions of questionable morality. All off the books, naturally. They were trained to kill and did their job well. If the Spirit Reapers shared just half of their competence, mere athletes would not stand a chance against them—even in a competition that involved only capturing the opposing team.

Marin watched the Alterian Aviators efficiently corner and capture their competing team, never betraying a smile.

“They’re quite reserved compared to the Diamond Edges,” she commented.

“They don’t have Aaron Pall,” Ariella replied.

Silas snorted.

“Aaron Pall?” Marin asked.

“The young major in command of the Diamond Edges,” said Ariella. “The Selpe military considers him a superstar. I consider him an incorrigible skirt-chaser with an entirely too high opinion of himself.”

Oh, that Aaron. Marin very nearly blushed. She had met the young leader of the Diamond Edges once and actually found him rather charming—not to mention hot as a fusion reactor. Clearly, her two Elition companions did not share her opinion, so she bit her tongue and tried to keep her face blank.

“I wonder, Captain Felday, what you think of the Orion Incendiaries’ match against Crimson Down?” Cynthia posed.

On the flat screen, the Incendiaries’ rowboat pulsed forward along the water’s glassy surface. Silas’s colossal form sat at the center of the boat, at least a full head higher than anyone else. He dropped his dark hood, and bright tangerine hair burst into sight. The fact that it was swept up and styled high made him seem that much bigger, particularly on camera.

“This match heralded a most shocking turn of events. It was the moment it was unveiled that the Incendiaries had recruited themselves an Elition. And what an Elition he is! Just marvel at the size of him! Crimson Down was not prepared for this surprise.”

“I do wonder why they chose to hide this information until now,” Captain Felday’s voice put in. “A cowardly deception.”

“We’ll see who is cowardly,” Silas muttered, a wide grin curling up his lips.

Marin tossed a popcorn kernel at him. “Shh, we’re going to miss it.”

He caught it in his open mouth and chewed it with relish. Marin rolled her eyes.

The camera cut to Crimson Down’s boat, just as it rowed up to their dock. The boat was identical to the Incendiaries’, except for the six men dressed in skin-tight running suits of cranberry red. The youngest, a boy of no more than sixteen with curly blond locks, was the first to notice Silas.

“They have an Elition!” he shouted.

“Look at the size of him!” another bellowed.

The clear leader, the only man whose step remained steady as they clambered out of their boat, scanned the scene with a veteran eye. “Marshall, you stay here and keep an eye on the shore. Radio us with any significant news,” he commanded panicker number two.

His nerves settled by his captain’s unbothered tone, Marshall nodded and planted himself just inside the boat. His five teammates marched off down the dock, making quick progress until they reached the incline in the pebbly shore.

A lithe figure in leather stepped up to Crimson Down’s boat, her cloak swaying in the wind. Ariella.

“Who are you? What are you doing on this beach?” Marshall questioned her, standing uncertainly.

The camera cut to Ariella in her trophy wife getup: fluffy velvet cloak, knee-high leather boots, and gigantic sunglasses.

“Weren’t there supposed to be eight of them?” rumbled one of his teammates suddenly from down the beach.

Marshall scanned her neck-to-toe leather-clad body and his eyes widened as realization dawned. Her leather ensemble was far too frightening to make her just some lost soul.

Ariella smiled, reaching back to draw her sword. Even on camera, the smooth scratch of metal sounded clearly. As she raised the sword high, her hood fell back from the sudden movement, exposing her silver-blonde hair tied up in a high ponytail. Fear invaded Marshall’s face, contorting otherwise pleasant lines into something grotesque. Ariella lifted the sword higher, pausing for effect.

“Well played. Very dramatic,” commented Marin.

“Thank you,” replied Ariella as her earlier self swung the blade down, neatly severing the rope that held boat to dock.

She took off her sunglasses and told Marshall, “Get out.”

He took one look at her glowing violet eyes and scrambled out of the boat, running down the shore as fast as his stumbling legs could carry him.

Ariella sheathed the sword, then bent over to grab the boat. She lifted it over her head and tossed it so far that it flew over Marshall’s head and nearly bowled over his teammates.

The commentators had been quiet for a few minutes, but Cynthia Warden piped up now. “A close miss. A little further and Crimson Down would have been down for good.”

Marin smiled to herself. The boat had landed right where Ariella had intended it to.

The six members of Crimson Down spent a moment frozen in shock, then they scattered, slipping and sliding on rocks as they scrambled to higher ground. A few seconds later, Marin’s dynamite boomed, followed by an avalanche of broken pebbles. The rocky stream poured downward, down toward Crimson Down, burying them from the neck down. They growled at the Incendiaries who stepped over their exposed faces on their way to the top of the hill. A camera flew over them, then made a slow circle around Marin, framed against slender tree trunks, before focusing all their attention on Ariella.

“Nice rockslide,” Silas told Marin.

“Thanks,” she said and meant it. Not only had his detailed insights into the terrain made the trap possible, it had given Marin an excuse to give the Incendiaries something different from the boom they’d ordered. The trees weren’t close enough to the shore to trap the opposing team, anyway. It’s funny how things just worked out sometimes.

“And there we have it, the winners of the Crimson Down versus Orion Incendiaries match,” declared Cynthia Warden. “The Incendiaries will advance to the quarter finals tomorrow, taking on the Goldwater Hurricanes for a chance at the rainbow crown. Any predictions, Captain Felday?”

“Only that the cat is now out of the bag. The Incendiaries cannot expect to win tomorrow’s match by deception or trickery. We all know now. They have brought not just one, but two Elitions with them to the Solstice Games. The giant seems to be little more than a distraction. I fully expect the Goldwater Hurricanes will realize they need to focus their attention on the sword-wielding girl.”

“Well, if not, then you’ve just told them,” Marin told the stupid Avan on the television screen.

“Precisely,” said Silas.

“I have been reading up on these Hurricanes,” Ariella told them, shaking a notebook. “And we’ve watched their match from today. They are all excellent shots, and they use poison bullets. Nasty poison bullets. Now that they know about us, I expect they will be loading to shoot Elitions.”

“Assuming they know which poisons to use against us,” replied Silas.

“These are not Selpes, Silas. The Siennans have shared many secrets with their Avan friends,” Ariella reminded him.

“Then we had best run fast,” Silas decided.

From the tight crinkle between Ariella’s eyebrows, it was clear that Silas’s words had done little to mollify her fears.
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FROM THE LOOKS of it, the forest underbrush had not been cut in the last decade. Marin sidestepped a web of needles as high as her head, only to nearly trip headfirst into a prickly patch. Demonstrating all the grace of a pickup truck, she avoided the tumble by stomping back onto Bullet’s foot. He shook his head but passed her without a word.

Marin spared a second to give the prickles a dirty look before she continued down the narrow mud path. She might not have had a clue about Solstice’s indigenous flora, but she was pretty sure plants equipped with red and orange spikes were nothing but bad news. At the very least, she would have ended up with a rash, but for all she knew, they could have killed her. The tropics were teeming with poisons.

She sneezed. Poisons and pollens. She sneezed again. And her allergy medicine was way out of its league here.

If I survive the poison, the pollen, and the Goldwater Hurricanes’ bullets, I’ll ask the Elitions to brew me up something to help with the sneezing.

She blinked, wondering exactly when she had started trusting Silas and Ariella. And whether they knew they could trust her. They could let her in on their secret mission. She had already gathered it had something to do with the Emperor’s death. Maybe they were going to save his sons, who had gone missing. That would be the heroic thing to do. Assuming Elitions believed in heroics. She realized just how little she knew of them beyond their supernatural gifts. She was still trying to get her head around that one. A good scientist should not believe in magic. And yet here she was…

A hand caught her around the arm. “Careful, Marin,” muttered Silas under his breath. “You nearly triggered one of their traps.”

He pointed from her boot out toward a tree several paces off the path. Her gaze followed the movement, picking up the subtle sparkle of sunlight bouncing off clear wire. At the end of the line, nestled into the tree’s lower branches, was a trap rigged with tiny metallic darts. Likely poison, knowing the Hurricanes’ reputation, Marin decided as she lifted her knee high to bypass the invisible trigger.

“How many are watching us now?” Marin whispered, adjusting her backpack.

But Silas was no longer there. He had already pushed to the front of the line.

“Just one was, but he’s already run back to his six teammates. They are hiding in the trees,” Ariella said as she passed, her dark cape swooshing. She had traded in velvet for wool, but the color remained the same. And it was far more menacing.

The Hurricanes had drawn the lucky straw yesterday, allowing them to start out an hour before the Incendiaries this morning. They had wasted no time positioning their traps along the entire stretch of the forest corridor.

Ariella took Marin by the arm, leading her past a chain of ten interconnected traps. They moved so quickly that they overtook the rest of the Incendiaries—all but Silas, who stood paused at the crest of the hill they were ascending.

“Silas took a run just off the trail. All seven Hurricanes are hiding in the stretch up ahead, just past the giant thorn tree.”

Marin was about to ask what giant thorn tree she meant, but as soon as they crowned the top, it was clear. At the base of the next hill, planted smack dab in the middle of the trail was the most enormous tree she had ever seen. Actually, it was a line of a dozen trees whose upper branches had grown together, forming a thick canopy. And, as Ariella had promised, it had thorns. Golden thorns as big as bananas. Evil, menacing banana daggers. Marin held back a shudder.

“I expect they plan to jump down on us as we pass under those trees,” Silas told them as the rest of the Incendiaries caught up.

Ariella drew her sword with a sigh. “All right. Let’s go.”

As Silas and Ariella descended the hill toward the thorn tree, Marin and the others crouched down to wait. Silas took the lead. He had not yet drawn a weapon, but Ariella’s enormous glowing sword looked threatening enough for the both of them. They kept to the path, even though that put them directly below the Hurricanes. Marin told herself they would be all right. The Elitions’ eyes scanned up and down, back and forth, drinking in every threat.

Then, without warning, Silas sprang toward a tree trunk. Marin blinked and took a second look. No, not sprang. He had been sucked forward. And now he was stuck to the trunk.

“What sort of magic…” Ariella’s wondering voice trailed in Marin’s earphones.

The knives. Marin tried to take a count of Silas’s knives, but she was too far away and there were too many. And who knew how many were concealed.

“Not magic. Science,” Marin told her through the microphone. “Silas, how many knives are you packing today?”

“Fifty-eight,” he replied, his tone surprisingly calm for someone who was glued to a tree.

Ariella stepped forward with the determination of a lumberjack facing a tree, then gasped as her sword flew out of her hand. It stuck to the tree three meters up.

“Marin, explain,” growled Ariella, clambering up the trunk to pull on her sword. It remained firmly stuck.

“Your blades are made of metal. The Hurricanes have put magnets into the trees. Strong ones. You will need to think of something else,” she told them. “The good news is, they won’t be able to use their guns either.”

A swift whistle cut through the air, and a wooden bolt plunged into the trunk, barely missing Silas’s arm. Ariella grabbed a thick fallen branch and deflected several more.

“Though wooden crossbows loaded with wooden bolts do, of course, still work,” she commented.

“I’m going to free Silas before he gets hit,” Ariella said, still dodging incoming missiles.

“Pull off his knives,” Marin suggested. “If you unload enough of them, it should be easier to detach him. And it would help if Silas tried to push himself off too.”

“I have been trying,” declared Silas. “But it appears I am quite well stuck here.” He chuckled. “I never thought I would see the day my knives became a liability.”

For a moment, Marin thought Ariella would be unable to free him, but the knives were much smaller than her sword and Elitions were strong. In a flash of speed, Ariella plucked knives from Silas like ticks from a dog. Marin was thankful Ariella had the good sense to stick them onto the trunk, lest they come flying back at them. Only a few seconds passed before Silas dropped from the trunk. He landed neatly on his feet, shedding bands of blades as he and Ariella stepped back a few paces.

Quarrels rained down from the treetops, pinning the Elitions to the peripheral. One brushed past Silas, nearly grazing his arm. A man popped his head down from the foliage, a wicked grin on his face. In response, Silas picked up a heavy rock and launched it at the man’s head. He ducked down to dodge, only to be hit by a second coordinated rock thrown by Ariella. He dropped to the ground like a loaded flour sack. Silas pilfered his crossbow, but the unconscious man must have left his ammunition up in the tree. A fresh round of bolts encouraged Silas to dash off to the sidelines once more.

“What do you figure?” he asked, turning to Ariella.

She looked up, scanning the trees. The leaves were rustling in the upper branches. That’s where the Hurricanes were hiding. They would still be able to shoot their bolts, but it was less likely Ariella and Silas would score a lucky shot using just the rocks lying about.

“Marin,” Ariella said quietly.

Right. That was her cue. Marin had to move in. But what would she do? What would do the trick? The Incendiaries all looked at her with wide, expectant eyes.

Below, Ariella and Silas were dodging incoming projectiles. There was no telling how many bolts the Hurricanes had stocked up there, but chances were they would not run out anytime soon. And if Ariella was right, they were dipped in poison. Marin clenched her fists. It was up to her.

“I need you boys to get me up into those trees,” she said.

“How? The Hurricanes are up there, and if they see you trying to get up, they’ll shoot you with their crossbows,” Bullet told her.

“There.” Marin pointed at a tree just off the trail. It was not very tall, but one of its upper branches had grown over and intertwined with the lower ones of the first thorn tree. “That’s my bridge. It’s thick enough to hold me.” I think. “And the Hurricanes are all concentrated down by the sixth and seventh trees. Silas and Ariella will distract them. They won’t even notice me.” I hope. “Not until it’s too late.”

Prime watched her load finely ground red powder into some of her mini bombs and asked, “What are you doing?”

“Making bombs,” she told him, turning them shut and setting them carefully into her bag. Seven. She had brought along seven bombs. There were six Hurricanes left standing. She could not afford more than one miss.

He shook his head, pointing to her backpack. “I meant, what is that powder?”

“My own special mixture of chili peppers.”

He blinked blankly.

“You know, for the sneeze bombs,” she told him.

“Sneeze bombs?” he repeated.

She nodded. “Absolutely.”

“What kind of crazy…” muttered Fisticuffs.

“That will never work,” proclaimed Sprint.

“It will,” she insisted, swinging the pack onto her back. “Trust me. Now, come on.”

Her teammates continued to grumble behind her as they cut through high grasses and prickly bushes on their way to the tree. They were up to their ankles in murky marsh fluids, and Marin was trying desperately to silence all thoughts of the creepy critters that lived in those dubious waters.

All too soon, they reached Marin’s bridge tree, and she was hit with a host of new worries. Despite her proclamations, she was not entirely sure the branch in question would hold her weight, and while she had been climbing trees since she could walk, she had never climbed a colony of interconnected trees with gigantic banana-sized thorns, all while trying to hide from men with crossbows. Choking down those fears, she set her foot into Bullet’s palms.

“Ready?” he asked her.

“Just don’t miss,” she told him.

He hit her with a wide grin. “Since when have I ever missed?”

Before she could formulate a witty comeback, Marin felt herself launched upward. The thrill of her flight nearly drowned out her fear. She reached out her hands, and her fingers tingled with anticipation. A moment later, she swooped her arms closed, catching the branch in an embrace. Once steady, she slid her legs up to balance on the branch. She then climbed her way up the tree, ascending higher and higher until her teammates were no larger than bunnies. The bridge was near. Marin could almost touch it. She stole a glance at Silas and Ariella, but they were still dodging the Hurricanes’ bolts with inhuman grace. It was herself she needed to worry about now. One misstep, and that would be the end of her.

Marin pulled herself up a notch higher. The bridge was just before her. She tapped it with the toe of her boot. It seemed stable enough, but that did not make the prospect of walking across it any less frightening. She gathered her fear around herself, embracing the rush of danger, that propelling force that pushed her to do all sorts of crazy things.

Then she took the first step. And the next. Wood creaked beneath her soles. Heel to toe, steady as we go. A gust of wind hit her. Arms out, eyes forward. Don’t look down. Her boot skidded against bark, but she steadied her balance. She transitioned to the connected branch. Leaves tickled her face. Densely packed branches provided convenient arm holds. A final step forward, and then Marin leapt for the trunk.

Her face smashed against bark, but she hugged the tree trunk like a goodnight teddy bear. She took a moment to be thankful for a successful landing, then pushed upward. She climbed as high as the branches allowed. When there was nothing but wood wisps and leaves above her, she switched to traveling laterally. She moved slowly and hoped the Hurricanes would think the wind was responsible for the gentle rustle of the upper branches. Well, hopefully it was a gentle rustle and not something more akin to a parade of tanks.

Once Marin caught sight of the first of them, she had no trouble spotting them all. They were sprinkled atop branches of the sixth and seventh trees, donning garish scarlet bodysuits. Marin’s forest green tunic and tights blended far better with the leaves, but they wouldn’t have seen her anyway. Their backs were to her, their eyes locked on the Elitions below.

Caterpillar-creeping forward, Marin eased toward the first of the Hurricanes. She pulled the first bomb out of her bag. The metallic sphere jiggled a bit in her palm but did not get sucked toward the trunk. She was far up enough that the magnetic pull was weak at best. As expected, the Hurricanes had placed their magnets close to the ground. She tapped the bomb against the branch, and it stayed—barely. Further down, they would stick. She aimed the bomb at a bend in the trunk over two Hurricanes’ heads and pitched it. It landed with a soft pop, wobbling once before it settled down.

“What was that?” one of the Hurricanes asked, panning his head.

“Damn Elitions. They can throw those rocks far,” grumbled his companion.

“How many bolts do you have left?”

“Not enough.”

Exhaling in relief, Marin lowered back down to her tummy and crept deeper into the grove. It was slow going, but eventually she made it to the next Hurricane. Once again, she aimed for a stretch of trunk over him, but luck was not with her this time. Her first toss left a bomb in a useless patch unoccupied on all sides, and the second landed inside a nest of bird’s eggs. The third, however, met its mark, and Marin moved on.

The next bomb Marin managed to position above a Hurricane on the first try, which left her with two bombs for two targets. A man and a woman were clustered together on a single thick branch, a few notches lower than the rest of their treetop teammates. They were also the only Hurricanes not shooting. Apparently, the others were supposed to distract the Elitions while they got into position for an easy shot. Marin didn’t think Silas and Ariella would fall for such a ploy, but she was not going to wait to find out. She hurled one of the bombs, but it never connected to wood. It hit the woman in the back of the head instead. She plummeted to the ground. Her companion snapped around and his eyes darted up, finding Marin in an instant. He raised his crossbow and fired.

Oops.

Marin ducked, but the bolt grazed her arm. She took up the final bomb and not pausing to worry, catapulted it toward the Hurricane. She snatched ahold of the trigger. When the bomb was generally above his head, she pounded the remote and prayed. Seven synched spheres thumped, followed by the most wicked bout of sneezing the world had ever seen. Five Hurricanes tumbled from their branches and five bumps marked their landings.

“Tie them up, boys!” Prime’s voice bellowed.

The path now clear, Marin began to ease her way down the tiers of branches. By the time she had reached the lowest branch, her arm was pounding and her head spinning. Her final movement was a slip and a fall, but she never hit the ground. Arms caught her midair, and they now cradled her like a baby. Marin blinked, struggling to see through watery eyes.

“Silas?” she croaked.

“Here,” her savior replied beside her ear.

She felt a poke at the cut on her arm.

“Poison,” said Ariella’s voice, and Marin could just make out the pale silver smudge of a ponytail before her face.

Silas lowered his head to her arm and sniffed. “Blackroot and Fire’s Tail. You were right, Ariella. They came loaded against Elitions. Marin, you’ve been poisoned. Do you hear me?”

“Ye-es,” Marin voice cracked.

“I’m going to slow its progress,” he explained.

As rough particles snowed down on her cut, she bit her lip. It felt as though her skin were on fire.

“It should help you keep things together until we reach our new lodgings,” he continued, shifting her onto his back.




* * *
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“A most thrilling match!” exclaimed Cynthia Warden over a shot of the Incendiaries’ steady march under the thorn tree canopy. Silas led the upward trek, Marin nestled snugly in his arms.

The scene faded to that familiar leather magenta sofa in a studio-lit room.

“And this concludes the second day of the ninety-eighth biannual Solstice Games. Tomorrow, four teams advance to the semifinals: the Hydras battle the Gale Rangers, and the Alterian Aviators will face off against the Orion Incendiaries,” Cynthia Warden announced with quivering coral-red lips. She turned to her companion. “Captain Felday, do you have any predictions for tomorrow’s matches?”

“The Gale Rangers have fought well up until now, but after this morning’s match, they are down two team members due to injuries. They will have a tough time beating the Hydras, who are at full power,” he said. “The Alterian Aviators have performed with textbook precision in this season’s Games, but they have hardly been challenged. I expect they will pull out some interesting surprises tomorrow to counter the Incendiaries’ tricks.”

“Let’s talk about the Orion Incendiaries. They have been the biggest surprise of the tournament, sending the betting houses into a frenzy. They have made it further than any analyst predicted. What can we expect from them tomorrow?” she asked Captain Felday.

“In short, more trickery and deception,” he replied coolly.

“That’s how it’s done, dear man,” said Silas, pushing Marin’s hot mug back into her hands.

Captain Felday continued, “In their first match, they unmasked their two Elitions. In the second, they showed that their techie is the real threat.”

“Am I?” wondered Marin aloud.

“They think so. Now, drink,” Silas insisted.

“It’s disgusting,” she complained.

“It is the best I could do with the ingredients available. Now drink before the poison decides to flare up again.”

“Is this permanent?” she asked, indicating the dark spidery marks stretched across her partially paralyzed arm.

“Not if you finish your remedy.”

“I’ve looked into her background,” Captain Felday was saying onscreen. “She’s an explosives engineer for a company contracted by the Selpe Imperial Air Force and the Selpe Diamond Edges. She’s got quite an impressive list of innovations in bomb engineering. The Aviators would be well served by concentrating their attention on her. As the Incendiaries got first draw for tomorrow, it’s likely they will use the extra hour to set a trap. And if their matches in the tournament thus far are any indication, it will involve blowing things up.”

“I didn’t blow anything up today!” protested Marin.

Silas pushed the mug toward her mouth. “No talking. Drink.”

Marin took a sip and grimaced. It tasted like compost. “They will all go after me tomorrow.”

“That’s the plan,” Ariella reminded Marin as she sat down beside her. She nodded toward the screen. “I’m getting the feeling more and more that Captain Straightlace does not like us very much.”

Silas shrugged. “Who cares as long as he tells our competition precisely what we want them to hear. We can always kill him later if he annoys us too much.”

“I suppose,” replied Ariella.

Marin gulped down more hot remedy, trying to ignore both its putrid flavor and their outright casual discussion of killing an Avan captain.

“Good,” Silas told her with a nod. He pointed to her arm. “See, the markings are already fading.”

“So I can stop drinking?” she asked hopefully.

He flashed his teeth. “Not a chance. You will finish the whole cup.”

Marin brushed a finger across the cut, then turned to them. “What would have happened to you two had you been hit by these bolts?”

“We can fight off many poisons,” Silas told her.

“And this one?”

“Not as well,” he admitted.

“It’s an Elition poison. Designed by us. It works against us,” Ariella explained.

“But there’s no need for concern. We were not hit,” Silas cut in quickly.

“You could have been. How many did they shoot at you?”

Ariella turned to Silas. “Three hundred?”

“Closer to four,” he said.

Marin’s mouth fell open. “Four hundred?”

“They stashed boxes of them up in those trees,” said Silas.

“This is getting entirely too close for comfort,” Marin declared, stroking her arm. “The Solstice Games are supposed to be about capturing, not killing. But the way they’re all playing, we…we could die.”

“I warned you that people sometimes die in the Solstice Games,” he reminded her.

“And they will come after me tomorrow. Those Spirit Reapers. Do you know what they do? They eat torture for breakfast and assassination for dessert.”

“Let’s not be melodramatic. For all its freedoms and dangers, the Solstice Games does forbid the torture or assassination of one team by another,” Silas assured her.

Marin looked to Ariella, who said nothing and sat tall. But from the light bouncing of her feet, Marin knew she was scared too.














6. The Prophet and the Phantom
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ARIELLA THREW A rock at the man’s head. He ducked but did not otherwise move, keeping his stare fixed on the tree. He and all his teammates. The Alterian Aviators surrounded the sleek trunk of the tallest rainbow eucalyptus in the grove. Nestled between the tree’s higher branches were the Incendiaries’ five original members, who had formed a protective circle around Marin. While she fiddled with a blinking metallic box, they glared down at the competition. Every so often, whenever they thought the Aviators were about to try something, they tapped their rifles and expelled menacing sneers for effect.

Dashing along the grove’s outskirts, Ariella aimed low this time. The rock hit an Aviator’s foot. From the subtle way he shifted his weight, she knew it had hurt, but the man did not let out even a peep. And his eyes did not waver from the Incendiaries. Ariella exchanged a glance with Silas, who was circling the site in the opposite direction, and rolled her eyes.

Soldiers, she mouthed.

He winked in response, just as an army of floating logs swarmed up behind him. For a moment, they did nothing but hover there, standing out from the background trees only by their slight up and down waver.

“Attack!” he shouted with melodramatic flair, more for the benefit of the Aviators than for the log army.

Wary eyes gave way to frantic lunges for cover as Silas’s logs shot forward and bombarded the lower trunk. Wood splintered, the grove echoed, and six enraged Aviators turned icy glares on Silas from their hiding spot behind the nearby bushes.

“That is how you get the enemy’s attention,” he told Ariella and ran off through the trees, four men on his tail.

“By making yourself the target? Brilliant!” she shouted after him.

But Ariella swung around behind the four Aviators, trusting the Incendiaries to hold off the remaining two. The Aviators ran in a perfectly straight line, their footfalls synchronized even at that speed. When Ariella moved to pass them, they fired a collective round of shots at her. Well, at least at where they thought she was. Ariella had foreseen the barrage and slipped back behind them to pass on the other side. By the time they saw their error, she had already pulled up beside Silas and was matching him stride for stride.

“How about another log swarm?” Ariella suggested. “But this time without the warning.”

“I don’t know. To use the same trick twice… Maybe I should throw a tree at them instead,” he considered.

“Whatever you do…” She drew in a deep breath. Keeping up with a Phantom was no easy feat. “Do it soon. They are aiming those oversized guns at us again.”

As though to prove her point, the Aviators fired another round of shots. Silas pushed his legs harder, and Ariella struggled to match his pace. The bullets missed them by mere millimeters. This was getting entirely too close. Even Elitions could not outrun bullets, and they were certainly not bulletproof.

“Silas,” she gasped between breaths.

“On it,” he assured her.

A second later, a boom sounded from above, like thunder in a storm. A trunk split. Leaves rang and rustled, and branches collided and cracked as a tree crashed through the canopy and tumbled to the ground. It fell so close, Ariella felt the rush of air on her neck and the prickly drizzle of splintered wood against her calves. The tree had fallen across the path rather than down it, giving the Aviators time to dodge it. Four capped heads peeked up from behind the downed trunk.

Knowing it would not be long before the soldiers started shooting again, Ariella darted toward the nearest one. She danced up the trunk, grabbed ahold of his collar, and tossed him away from his teammates. Even separated, the man’s training did not fail him. He had only just landed on his bottom when he sprang up, raising his rifle at the same time. Ariella knocked it from his hands, sending it flying into a nearby pond. Then, with arms up in meditation, she closed her eyes and opened her mind.

She saw her opponent’s attack before his muscles had even tensed. Lids still down, Ariella blocked a punch he had thrown toward her face, then ducked a kick aimed at her knee. She sprang up from her squat, countering with a punch to his chest. Two ribs cracked, but he did not stop to wallow in pain. Ariella dodged another attack, and she snatched the newly drawn dagger from his hand, banging the hilt hard across his face. He fell to the ground.

Ariella opened her eyes to find Silas dueling with three opponents at once atop the fallen trunk. Two paced before him and one lingered behind. Metal clinked and clashed as all three tried to slash him with their daggers. The one behind him was aiming low. Silas must have decided he’d had just enough of that. As his two daggers met those of his forward opponents, he sent a swift kick into the back Aviator’s torso. The man was hurled through the air, and just when it seemed he would go on forever, his back slammed into a tree. Thanks to her gift, Ariella had foreseen his plight and was waiting there for him. Still dazed from the force of his collision, the man was easy to dispatch. It took but a single hit to knock him out. By then, Silas had incapacitated—and tied together back-to-back—his two log-top opponents. He and Ariella sprinted back to the besieged rainbow eucalyptus.

They found the remaining two Aviators buzzing around Marin with guns raised. Their tech genius had dropped to ground level and stood with her back to the smooth-barked tree, clutching a metallic silver box in her hands. The other Incendiaries lingered on the lower branches but dared not descend further to help Marin, lest the competition decided to take that as an invitation to shoot her.

“Now, Miss Graunt, you watch your step there and just hand over that box, nice and easy. No one needs to get hurt,” one of the Aviators said, his gun-free hand extended.

If Marin was troubled by the fact that their competitors knew her name, she did not show it. She did seem to take issue, however, with his chosen form of address. Her nose crinkled up at the word ‘Miss’.

“Now, Mr. Spandex Pantyhose,” she replied, nodding toward the fitted tights portion of his wardrobe. “You watch it. See all these flashing lights?” This time, she dipped her chin to the box in her hands. “You wouldn’t want to set off a spontaneous explosion, now would you?”

“Miss Graunt, I assure you that there is no spandex in our uniforms. They were made from a new experimental fabric designed to withstand both punctures and huge fluctuations in surrounding temp—”

“Fascinating, I’m sure,” Marin interrupted. She meant for the words to be mocking, but Ariella could read the interest buried beneath the sarcasm. Marin was an avid collector of encyclopedic knowledge.

The two men exchanged looks, most likely debating whether they could reach her before she succeeded in blowing them up. The one Marin had named Mr. Spandex Pantyhose was the clear leader. He nodded to his comrade, and both men lowered their weapons slowly to the ground and backed away. As he stepped, the leader tucked a hand behind his back, reaching for the slender throwing knife secured inside his belt. Neither had taken his eyes off Marin, which meant their backs were still to Ariella and Silas.

“Remind me why we cannot just end this the easy way? Let’s kill these bozos,” Silas suggested, drawing one of his scarier knives: a gigantic obsidian-black jagged blade whose hilt shone a savory shade of blood red.

Ariella arched an eyebrow. He knew why. The rules of the Solstice Games mandated capturing the opposing team to advance to the next round. People did sometimes die in the Games, but it was a sort of grey area. If they snuck up on those soldiers now and killed them, they could hardly call it an accident. And they had made it too far to risk being disqualified now.

Also, they needed to play this charade long enough for the cameras to capture their abilities. Ariella could hear their distinctive mechanical clicking just past the trees. She resisted the urge to scale a trunk and hack apart the lot of them with her sword.

“Why not kill them? Because blood does stain so wretchedly,” she told Silas.

Silas’s lips twitched in amusement as he launched a throwing knife at the leader. The blade sank into the back of his shoulder. “Oops,” was all Silas had to say for himself.

“Oops?” repeated Ariella with indignation as the two men turned to face them.

Silas shrugged. “My hand slipped.”

The leader pulled the knife out of his shoulder and wiped the blood on his puncture-proof tights. He pointed the blade their way as both men shot off menacing glares.

“Very scary,” Ariella told them calmly, which only caused them to glare harder.

Silas dashed forward in a blur. One moment, the leader was there, and the next he, Silas, and the sinister dagger were nowhere to be seen. That left just the Aviator underling to her. Or rather, Aviator underling and the two rifles he had grabbed from the ground. Smiling darkly, he held one under each arm, both pointed her way. Ariella doubted he could fire both at the same time. They looked rather clunky. Which meant he was just trying to scare her.

Five men leapt down from the tree. The Incendiaries. Ariella had nearly forgotten about them. From his look of pure shock the second before they landed on his head, the Aviator had definitely forgotten about them.

“Unhand me, you Selpe sewer dredge!” he bellowed as they carried him over to the rainbow eucalyptus and tied him to the trunk—upside down.

The Incendiaries snickered and tied his bootlaces together. Silas reappeared through the bushes, a spark of amusement pulsing in his eyes as he leaned his back against a tree and drank in the scene.

“Well, that takes care of them,” declared Prime with a manly head nod to his team. “Now, Marin, are you done with that birdhouse already?”

“Birdhouse?” spluttered the upside down Aviator.

“Oh, yes,” she replied, opening the metallic case.

Inside, sat a birdhouse—no, a bird villa. It was three stories high, bordered by a bird bath on one side and a nest on the other. She pressed a button, and a fountain spout rose from the bath water and began to drizzle droplets. At the second button press, a wire frame around the nest began to emanate heat.

“It is very sophisticated,” she continued. “It was a bit tricky to implement under-nest heating without causing the whole nest to catch on fire, but I managed in the end.”

The Aviator’s wide eyes shifted from Marin to the nest, then panned across the rest of the team before returning to Marin. “You were hiding up there to build a nest.”

“Yes.”

“They were protecting you so you could build a damn bird nest.”

“Yes.”

The man closed his eyes and his chest slouched in defeat. The Incendiaries had made fools of the Aviators. Ariella could hear Felday now, cursing them for humiliating his beloved team. And she didn’t care. Silas was right. A team did not win the Solstice Games because they had the biggest guns or most synchronized team. They won because they had outsmarted their opponents. Speaking of which, they were not quite done yet.

Ariella took a few steps forward, stopping in front of a bush. With fingertips brushing against the prickled branches, she closed her eyes and waited. They would burst out of the bushes in five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One.

She struck her arms out. The force of her movement caught the two jogging men across their collarbones, and they fell onto the backs of their heads with a synchronized thump.

“Your two log dancer friends got loose,” Ariella told Silas.

“Did they?” he asked, yawning. “I suppose I shall have to tie up my next opponents more tightly. Or fell a tree on them. I would imagine they’d have trouble squirming loose of that. It was fortunate you anticipated their escape.”

“Indeed so,” she replied, setting her arms across her chest as a flying camera buzzed in toward her face like a mosquito on the blood trail.














7. Deadly Echoes
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SWEET-SCENTED SMOKE wafted through darkness punctuated only by torches dangling from tree branches. A slim crescent moon shone overhead on this uncommonly cloudless night. Even the air was cooler than it had been the previous three nights, a gentle respite before the onslaught of scorching skies they could expect for tomorrow’s final match. Buried beneath a guitar’s solo song, a dozen tiny fires crackled. Ariella extended a hand to a torch and warmth tickled her fingertips. The absence of technology served as a reminder that this was in fact a Siennan—not Avan—tournament.

A breeze whistled through the leaves and chimes sang out in response. Ariella tracked the song to a rainbow eucalyptus even taller and smoother than the one from the morning’s match. Braided ropes knotted to branches of varying heights swung like pendulums in the wind, thumping one another and the strand of silver chimes that hung at the center of them all. Two Elitions waited for the ropes to stop battering the chimes. Then they scuttled up one after the other, disturbing the ropes even less than the wind had as they navigated rope and wood to a red circle painted a hundred meters up the trunk.

“An obstacle course. A vertical obstacle course,” Silas commented beside her.

Ariella did not respond. She was still watching the Elition pair. They tapped the circle in turn, then hopped down the branches as though they were nothing more spectacular than a flight of stairs. Ariella’s eyes scanned past them, focusing on the woman waiting at the bottom of the tree.

By Elition standards, she was nearly petite. What she lacked in size, however, she made up for in glamour. With wide eyes of sparkling emerald and luxurious wavy locks of ruby red that tumbled down to her elbows, Echo was as stunning as any Elition Ariella had ever seen. She had dressed in a black tank top with crisscrossing straps and a pleated forest green skirt. Her knee-high boots were black suede with side laces of green satin.

“She won’t be here, you know,” Silas told Ariella.

“Who?”

“Nemesis.” He nodded toward her hands, which Ariella realized were clenched into fists.

“I know,” she said, forcing her fists open. As it turned out, that psychotic Triad unsettled her more than she’d thought. But this was just her little sister. A milder version. Ariella hoped.

Silas turned up a curious brow as she shivered.

“Just trying to suppress the memory of her,” Ariella explained.

“Why?”

Ariella shook her head. He could not be serious. “Have you ever met Nemesis?” she asked him.

“Yes. Several times.”

“And?”

He shrugged. “I cannot say I understand what all the fuss is about. I found her quite dull.”

“She can turn her eyes red,” Ariella pointed out.

Silas stared at her, and his pale blue eyes phased white.

“That’s not the same,” she told him.

“Marin was quite impressed.”

Ariella set her hands on her hips. “Just what exactly is going on between you two?”

“Going on?” He looked perplexed. “Nothing.”

“Uh-huh,” Ariella said slowly. “Well, Silas, unlike you, Nemesis does not use the eye phasing as a trick to impress girls. I believe she has more nefarious purposes in mind. And white is simply not as scary as red.”

“I haven’t figured red out just yet.” He sounded disappointed.

Ariella shook her head. “I doubt the girls would appreciate the color.”

“Precisely. But it would be useful as a bodyguard. Or an assassin,” he added, his white eyes drifting up in thought.

The two climbers had completed their run and jogged off toward the buffet table. For the moment, Echo was alone.

“Here’s our chance,” said Ariella. “Silas, unless you want to flirt with Nemesis’s little sister, you might want to put your own eyes back on.”

“Tempting,” he purred. “But no.” He blinked, and his eyes went blue again. “Business first.”

Ariella took the first step toward the rope tree, but Silas passed in front of her to take the lead. That was Silas the bodyguard at work. She was torn between feeling flattered and insulted that he wanted to protect her. She made a subtle attempt to ease around him, but he adjusted his bulky frame to block. Ok, insulted. Definitely, insulted. She couldn’t even see over his big head.

“I will not harm her, Silas Thorn. It is not my way. I am not my sister.”

Silas came to a sudden halt, and Ariella had to hop sideways not to ram face-first into his back.

He crossed his arms. “As well I know.” A grin broke upon his lips. “It is nice to see you again, little rabbit.”

Ariella didn’t ask, though it did surprise her that they knew each other well enough for pet names.

Echo took a few paces forward, then stopped. Red-painted fingernails tapped upon her hips. She smiled, not quite sweet but far from sour.

“I wish I could say the same. You are a good man, Silas, but trouble follows you wherever you go.”

“No, I follow trouble. And once more it has led me here.”

Echo sighed deeply. “Come with me.”

She forsook the path and wafted through slender partings in overgrown sapling schools. Silas followed, never falling more than two steps behind her, and Ariella took up the rear. After a few minutes, they came to a section of older trees spaced widely enough for two people to walk side-by-side, and Silas closed the distance to Echo. Ariella hopped over broken branches and between twisted trunks, trying not to feel too left out.

“Three years,” said Silas.

“So it has been.”

He pressed his hand down to her shoulder level. “You were a true little rabbit then. But now…” He leaned back and swept his hand up to her head. “Now you are still a little rabbit, but a tad less little.”

“How poetic.” She snickered. “And you were a true trouble lasso back then. But now…” She mimicked his gesture. “Now you are still a trouble lasso, but your troubles are a tad bigger.”

They came upon an ancient red-barked tree whose thick rippled trunk extended high into an umbrella top of branches and leaf bunches. A pair of Siennan guards, nearly as tall as Silas, stood in front of the tree. They were blocking an opening as wide as a doorway that split through the center of this arboreal giant. Echo nodded once to each guard, and they parted to the edges of the tree trunk tunnel. She and Silas stepped through the tree.

Ariella spotted the subtle flicker inside the opening a moment before they disappeared. A jolt rippled through her body, and then she was at the center of a circular meadow, about ten meters in diameter. A solid wall of impassable trees fenced them in from all around. The portal had brought them to a small enclosed bubble, one of very few left in the world. Usually, these bubbles held a village or a large fort. Ariella had never heard of one so small.

Echo paced a few steps along the edge, then turned sharply to face them. “We will not be overheard here. Say what you have come to say, but be quick.”

“Is this where you bring all your guests?” Silas asked.

“Only the dangerous ones,” she retorted. “Why are you here?”

“Nemesis—” Ariella began.

“Is not here,” she cut in. “I am afraid you have gone through quite a lot of trouble to get to her.”

“Actually, we have come to speak to you. Do you think any sane person would consciously seek out Nemesis?” asked Ariella.

A burst of laughter broke free of Echo’s lips. “No, I would imagine not.” Her emerald eyes met Ariella’s for the first time. “Who are you?”

“I suppose we should do this right then.” Ariella stood up straight and tall. “I am Destiny.”

“Echo.”

Silas’s lips twitched.

Ariella frowned at him. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

Echo looked from Silas to Ariella. “So, a Prophet.”

Ariella nodded and countered, “A Chameleon?”

“Yes,” said Echo. “More specifically, a Mimic.”

The Chameleon was a fairly common Elition ability. They could change their appearance—anything from hair color, to facial features, to the entire body—and often their voice as well. Some could take on new forms or heighten their already keen senses for bursts of time. Less common was the Mimic, who could imitate the powers of another Elition. Ariella did not know Echo’s range, and she felt herself take an automatic step backwards.

“No need to fear. I won’t bite. And I’m not particularly in the mood for a dose of crazy at the moment,” she added.

“Ariella is not crazy,” Silas said.

“Then, you are one of the lucky ones,” Echo said, her face serious.

Ariella knew it. It did not even take a kill to drive a Prophet to madness. Honestly, it did not take much at all. Half the Prophets went crazy at the onset of adolescence, and most others fell into madness not long afterwards. It was a powerful gift but also a cursed one. There was something not entirely natural about seeing into the future. Prophets lived in part out of their time, and with each foresight they retreated a little more until there was only ‘someday’ and not a whole lot left of ‘here and now’.

“Solstice welcomes you, Destiny. Though the island is undecided about you, Silas.”

“I saved your life once,” Silas reminded her.

“Yes, but you were most ungentle with the island.”

He shrugged.

“Very well, welcome to both of you. For the moment. Now, what are you doing on my island? What do you want of me?” inquired Echo. Her voice was soft, as gentle as rose petals. She was calmer—more peaceful—than her sister, who was as psychotic as they came.

“You hear things,” said Silas. “You know what the Avans are up to.”

“Perhaps I do, but I am obliged to protect their secrets. For the sake and safety of all Siennans, I must.”

“Would the Avans kill you all if you betrayed them?” Ariella asked.

“What? No.” She shook her head, and ruby locks bounced against her shoulders. “They need us too much. At least for now.”

Silas frowned. “What do you mean, ‘for now’?”

“If only you knew a tenth of what I have heard. The things they are doing. Terrible things.” She shuddered. “No, you are here for the twins, I presume. They are not here.”

“Nemesis has them,” said Silas.

Echo did not contest the point. “Wherever there is an elaborate Avan plot, my sister is there, right in the thick of things. She is drawn to the action as a moth is to a firestorm. That is her way. If you are after the same prize, your paths will cross sooner than you would like.”

“In other words, it was an Avan plot to kill the Emperor and kidnap the princes, and Nemesis has them,” Silas concluded.

“But why? What do the Avans want with them?”

Ariella did not know which of them she was asking, but it was Silas who answered first. “To brainwash them and then send them back to rule the Selpe Empire as Avan puppets.”

“That sounds like a reasonable assumption,” Echo said.

“But that is not why we are here,” Silas reminded Ariella, then turned his white eyes on Echo. “We are here to expose the Selpe traitor who conspired with the Avans to have the Emperor killed and his sons kidnapped.”

“There are no Selpes here,” Echo assured him, leaning forward to add softly, “Nice touch with the eyes, by the way. Terrifying.”

He dipped his head in appreciation. His eyes darkened back to blue. “What have you heard about this traitor? Do you know who it is?”

Echo remained silent.

“Come on, you must have heard something. I know those Avan lords come here to drink, hunt, and gossip,” he pressed.

“News of a traitor amongst the Selpe nobility would undoubtedly have warranted gossip,” she replied.

Ariella interlocked her fingers. Now they were getting somewhere. “We didn’t say anything about the Selpe nobility.”

“Indeed you did not. My apologies.”

“You are not going to send the Avans after us, are you?” Ariella asked Echo.

“To Lear? No, certainly not. The Avans are a superstitious bunch. The Spirit Reapers would be hard-pressed to lose another forty soldiers in the Wilderness. At least not until their comrades have made it home safely.”

“Who says we’re going to Lear?”

“Near Orion, there are two portals. One leads to Laelia. The other to the Rocky Shore of the Learan Peninsula,” said Silas. “She expects we will get back to Orion via Lear.”

“Lear is so very interesting,” commented Echo.

Ariella pondered the statement. Echo was doing her very best to not actually say anything outright. “We know Nemesis has been seen in the Wilderness near there. If she went through Lear…” Ariella hammered her toe against the mulch ground. King River had sent Isis to recover the princes. Did he know Nemesis had forty Avan soldiers with her? Ariella bottled the questions. That was not her mission, and she had to stay focused.

Silas was not so easily sidetracked. “It is not our job to confront Nemesis. We are concerned only with the Selpe traitor.” He turned to Ariella. “We should be getting back.”

She wondered how many years it had taken him to forge that indifferent professional facade. Below it, he was surely boiling over with a thirst for vengeance.

“Do not think you will get away so easily,” Echo warned. She leaned over, reaching into the red leather messenger bag dangling from a branch that had broken free of the tree wall. Ariella tried to recall whether it had been hanging there all along.

“A gift,” explained Echo, her hands still buried inside the bag. It seemed Echo was a stickler for etiquette, which Ariella could appreciate. The parting gift tradition was going out of style in Elitia, and it was a real shame. So many lovely things were being lost.

Finally, Echo pushed something cold into Ariella’s hands and said, “Please, it would be an honor if you would accept this parting gift in memory of your time here.”

It was a necklace. Made of metal, the medallion’s surface was embossed with raised markings. Once sparkling silver, it had long since faded to dull grey. As Ariella flipped the locket between her fingers, the slender chain—newer and shinier in appearance—slipped off her palm, reflecting patchy sparkles of firelight as it swayed beneath her hand.

“An antique,” Echo told her.

“It’s lovely. Thank you,” said Ariella.

“You have come in peace. Now leave with my blessing,” Echo recited with a grin. There was something—amusement?—sparkling in her clear emerald eyes. She leaned forward to whisper, “But be warned, the Avans know you are here. And they surely know why. They are preparing their agents to move in. Tomorrow’s match will be…interesting. Unless you relish in the challenge of dodging Siennan assassins, you may wish to slip away tonight.”

And with that said, she turned her back to them and dissolved back through the portal. Ariella watched the spot where Echo had disappeared until the crack of Silas’s knuckles brought her back. He shot her a passing roguish grin before they departed the meadow bubble.

Ariella caught a whiff of Marin’s metal-and-lemon scent on the shifting wind, and they popped out nearly on top of her.

“Boo,” Silas murmured in her ear.

The bomb builder jumped in her boots, then hastily tried to cover it up by leaning her arm casually against the trunk of the forest giant. Her hand fell too far to the right, and she nearly lost her footing falling into the opening. One of the Siennan guards caught her. She thanked him with a sheepish smile, and trudged off down the path without a word.

Ariella bounded after her. “Are you all right?”

“How mortifying,” she said, cheeks burning red.

“It happens.”

“Do you think there’s any chance he didn’t see?”

“Silas notices everything. It’s his job.”

Marin’s shoulders drooped. “That’s what I thought.”

It was none of her business, but Ariella really had to know. “Is there something going on between you and Silas?”

“No,” Marin’s voice cracked. So, there was nothing between them but clearly she wanted there to be.

Ariella chewed over the thought. She had trouble picturing Silas and Marin as a couple. “I see.”

“I need a distraction.”

“Siennan assassins are planning to kill us tomorrow during the match.”

Marin stopped dead in her tracks, her red face now ghostly white.

“But they are only after me and Silas. It’s unlikely they will target the rest of the team.”

That did not seem to comfort Marin, who was still pale.

“Is this… Are they trying to kill you to prevent you from finding out whatever you came here to find out?”

Silas passed fluidly between them. “Have found out. And it was recommended that we take our leave before tomorrow’s match.”

“And will you? Run off tonight?” Marin asked. Was it the thought of facing the Hydras alone or of parting from Silas that made her look so ill?

“No,” said Silas. “We made a promise.”

“How very valiant of you,” mocked a deep male voice.

The statement was followed by the appearance of two Elitions in capped-sleeved black tops and flared-leg burgundy leather pants. One male, one female, and yet each defied the definition.

The woman’s head had been shaved to the scalp. Only her violent eyes, glistening gold in the firelight, gave her away as Elition.

The man, on the other hand, was wearing yellow-tinted sports sunglasses. At night. Elitions had excellent night vision, but still…that was just excessive. He obviously considered himself above practicality. No, that was not entirely true. The hair around his face had been braided back behind his ears, though he wore the rest of his silver mane down and long, nearly to his elbows. Ariella wondered if it ever got caught in the assortment of throwing knives strapped to his arms.

In fact, both Elitions were loaded with enough weapons to force even Silas to take a second look. His eyes narrowed at the threat of their approach, and his fingers danced down to rest upon the hilt of his largest dagger.

The woman responded by drawing her gun—and her lips curled back into a snarl. “Try me, Wrest. Just try me. You are nothing but a washed-up Selpe lapdog who has lost his master. Tell me. Is it true that they found Ambrose Selpe’s body soiled in the stench of pure terror?”

Ariella watched Silas, but he kept his eyes on the two Siennan members of team Hydra. His face was as expressionless as a rock.

“I hope you are not planning on running, Phantom,” sneered the Siennan man.

“Or you, Prophet,” the woman added, smirking as she looked Ariella up and down. “Especially, not you.” She licked her lips. “I think I’ll save you for dessert.”

“Oh, yes,” her companion agreed. “Prophets are so delectably, deliciously delicate. So marvelously mad. We haven’t had one in…”

“A very long time,” she finished. Her hands trembled and her eyes darted about with a manic energy. Ariella had never seen an Elition so wound up. She looked at the man, who was equally fidgety. They must have overdosed on stimulants.

“You’re both out of your minds,” Marin told the Hydras from between Ariella and Silas.

“Don’t talk to them,” Silas said coolly, repositioning himself to shield Marin. He flicked his head toward the man. “That one’s a Siren, a type of Enchanter.” Then, he turned his eyes, again milky white, on the woman. “As for his ghastly companion, I would wager she is a Toxin.”

That would explain the lack of hair, Ariella thought. She took a closer look at the woman’s scalp, which did not betray even the slightest shadow of regrowth.

“A what?” Marin gasped.

“An overdosed Toxin, from the looks of it,” added Silas.

“The name’s Bane,” the scary Siennan declared as her sizzling gold eyes locked onto Marin. “That is Thrall.”

Thrall blew an air kiss Ariella’s way.

“I do hope you don’t run away before tomorrow. That would really spoil our fun. The fun of the hunt,” said Bane, closing her eyes as a smile of pure pleasure spread upon her lips.

“We wouldn’t dream of it,” Silas told her.

“Excellent. We’ll have such fun with you when we catch you. Especially, you. You tasty treat of a Prophet,” purred Thrall.

Then, they turned and disappeared through the underbrush. When she could no longer hear the whisper of their breaths, Ariella looked to Silas.

“We have a lot to look forward to in tomorrow’s match,” she observed, her voice stuck in monotone.

“Have no worries. They are nothing but illusions of frightening monsters. There is nothing substantial there. We can take them. Easily,” Silas assured her.

“They looked quite real to me,” Marin piped in. “I wish I had your confidence.”

“Not confidence. Merely professional experience. They are nothing but a circus act,” he told her, giving her a toothy grin. “Trust me.”

“All right,” Marin replied, her shoulders relaxing. His words seemed to carry a lot of weight with her.

“Now I should go find the rest of our team before they drink themselves into a stupor,” declared Marin.

When she was gone, Ariella turned to Silas, narrowing her eyes. “Did you really mean that?”

“No,” he said, his voice flat. “Those are two of the most dangerous Elitions I have ever met. In addition to being quite mad, they appear to be on an odd sort of stimulant. I’ve never seen its effects before. Very potent and very powerful. And if I am not mistaken, Thrall has taken an especial liking to you.”

“Fabulous.”

“I have every confidence in your talents, Ariella.”

She just stared blankly at him.
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CRUMBLING ROCK SLID and crunched under the soles of Ariella’s boots. The resulting cloud of dust bombarded the fresh russet leather with a swarm of pointy pebbles. The upward trail was too narrow for two people to walk side-by-side, so Silas had taken the lead, leaving her rear exposed to the imminent attack of a pair of deranged Siennans. The summer sun scorched the air around them, unhindered by clouds or leaves. Their steep ascent had broken them through the last of the tree cover a few minutes ago. It was nothing but rock up there now. Rock, crushed rock, and rock speckled with droplets from the trickle of a nearby waterfall.

The incessant hum of a hovering camera racked on her nerves. She could see the silver mini helicopter at the top of the ridge they were climbing. It was keeping its distance. Wise choice. After five days of being stalked by those machines, Ariella decided she might just have to skewer one the next time it came within range of her sword. Accidentally skewer it, of course.

In front of her, Silas stopped to check his watch. “Did you see them?”

“The humans who were hiding in the treetops back there? Yes.” She nodded, suddenly hit by a jolt of foresight. “I believe they mean to cut off our escape route.”

“Yes.”

“Our friends are waiting behind that boulder up there,” Ariella whispered as she leaned over to swoop up a rock.

“Are they? That was quick,” he observed.

“They scaled the rock face from the valley.”

“How long ago?”

“They should have reached the top about two minutes ago,” she told him.

His lip quivered in amusement. “Should have?”

“Foresight has a margin of error of a minute or two.”

“Or a year or two,” he teased.

“If you wanted a clock, you should have brought along a Prior,” Ariella grumbled. She flung the rock at him, not bothering to be gentle.

Chuckling, Silas caught it easily with one hand. He launched it toward the indicated boulder. Ariella heard a thunk mixed with a surprised grunt, followed by an enraged growl. Two figures sprang from their hiding spot up onto the boulder top, then jumped down. Thrall licked his lips at Ariella as Bane glared at Silas. Wet blood splotched her shiny bald scalp and oozed down the side of her face. The wound had already healed, but that did not seem to soothe her rage. Ariella drew her sword.

“Just what do you intend to do with that, pretty princess?” Thrall asked with a few added smacks of his lips. “For all your crowd-pleasing stunts, we all know you don’t really have it in you to deal damage.”

“Prophets are soft,” agreed Bane. “Soft and weak.”

“And crazy,” Thrall added.

Bane nodded. “You are an easy meal.”

Ariella ignored their taunts, instead turning to Silas to ask, “You want the Toxin or the Siren?”

“I will take care of the Toxin. You know how to deal with enchanting men,” he replied, his eyes twinkling at his own joke the moment before they shifted white. His fingers danced to his arm bands, and he drew two throwing knives.

“Careful, Phantom,” warned Bane. She drew her gun. “Even you are not bulletproof.”

Silas dodged the first bullet, but not the second. It lodged into his thigh. To his credit, the wound did not slow him down a wink, though it must have hurt at least as much as a knife wound. It was then that Ariella realized she should have been paying attention to her own opponent. Thrall had drawn a sword. Besides the fact that it made Ariella’s sword look like an oversized toothpick and that it glistened—no, seeped—blood red, it was not so impressive actually. Not really.

“It’s called a Drip. They don’t make them anymore. Do you like it?” Thrall asked her, stroking his hand up and down his red blade. As one would pet a beloved dog.

“I find myself underwhelmed,” she stated.

He puckered his lips at her. “You really are delicious.”

“You’re not my type.”

“Not even a little?” he asked with arched brows.

“No. And stop blowing kisses at me like it’s so sexy. It’s just creepy.”

He shrugged. “I will settle for creepy.”

Ariella foresaw his attack the moment before he moved, but even then she was not quick enough to block him. She brushed a finger across the wound to her shoulder and it came back painted with blood. She narrowed her eyes at Thrall, who responded with a deep bow. Ariella sighed. At least the wound was not on her sword arm. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind that a stray bullet dove into her other shoulder. No, not stray bullet. The barrel of Bane’s gun was aimed straight at her. Where in Aurelia’s name was Silas?

Alone against two opponents, Ariella sprinted across the width of the trail. It was too narrow to avoid the joint barrage of bullets and blade slashes, but somehow she managed to make it up and over the boulder without taking any more hits. A rapid succession of four clangs indicated that Bane had not given up trying to shoot her, though this time there was a massively thick chunk of rock between them. Bane knew that. She was just trying to scare her. Hadn’t the Siennans professed their love of ‘the hunt’?

Two more bullets lodged into the rock, but Ariella ignored the racket. Her bullet wound had suddenly flared up. She had been wrong. Being shot was ten thousand times worse than being cut by a sword blade. The wound burned like a fire brand and bit like poison. Poison. Just like at Wellspring. Ariella bit down on her lip to bottle a scream of pain. Living up to her name, Bane the Toxin had poisoned her.

Her lips still tightly locked, Ariella ripped off the long sleeve of her shirt on the right side. The wound had not healed. It bled and oozed, but looked only about a tenth as awful as it felt. She slipped on her gloves. Taking a deep breath to settle herself, Ariella dug into the wound. Her fingers were clumsy through the thick leather, so fishing out the bullet hurt a whole lot more than it would have with bare skin. Eventually, she got it out, though, and she was glad for the protection of the gloves. Even through the layers of leather, she could feel the burn of the poison bullet against her fingertips. She tossed it quickly over the edge of the cliff.

Down on the trail, Bane had stopped shooting. As she casually reloaded her gun, she and Thrall were chatting about bird migration patterns. They thought they had her cornered. They thought they had won. And Ariella was not entirely sure they were wrong about that either.

But their confidence had made them sloppy. Bane held her gun loosely, indifferently, as though she hardly saw a use for it anymore. Thrall had set his Drip down on the rock behind him.

Ariella did not pause to second guess herself. She dashed out from behind the boulder and sprang down to the trail, closing the distance to the Siennans before they could even look up. In a single sweep of her arm, she swiped the gun from Bane’s hand and knocked her partner across the face with it. As Thrall stumbled back, Ariella shot Bane in the foot with her own gun, then followed up swiftly with a calculated upward hit to the nose using the heel of her hand, supported by the power of her whole body springing up at the same time. Bane collapsed to the ground.

Thrall’s sunglasses had fallen off, exposing shocked malachite eyes. “You…you killed her.”

It took a lot of force to break an Elition’s nose in just the right way. Ariella’s hand was throbbing. “Yes,” she told him.

“But you’re…you’re a Prophet,” he stuttered.

“I’m not like other Prophets.”

Thrall looked down upon his fallen partner. Ariella foresaw his dash for his sword, but before he had made it half a step, he fell to the ground, a bullet in his head. Ariella snapped around to find Silas at the cusp of the cliff, holding Bane’s gun.

“You dropped this in your mad rush to prove yourself a badass,” he told Ariella, tossing the gun back to its fallen owner.

“It was no longer needed.”

Silas stepped forward, not stopping until their bodies were almost touching. His eyes bore into hers, studying her every wink and twitch. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. It had to be done. She would have killed me.”

Silas’s eyes shifted to skeptical.

“I am fine,” she assured him. “But what happened to you?”

“That harpy pitched me over the edge of the cliff. Luckily for me, she was too busy strutting her bad self around to notice that she chose the exact spot to do it where they had climbed up. I tumbled down a ways, but managed to catch one of the ropes they had left there. Really sloppy work. I would have cut the ropes, but they were so sure they could best us that they failed to exercise basic common sense.”

Ariella listened to his professional criticism of their opponents’ performance without comment. He seemed to be enjoying himself, but she… No, who was she kidding? She was loving every moment of it. What did that say about what kind of person she was? About what kind of Prophet she was?

She tabled the thought and said, “It’s not over yet. The woods are stirring.”

Silas’s eyes flicked to the thin patch of trees down the trail. “Then I would say this is just the right time to make our exit.” He extended his arm. “After you.”

Now ascending, Ariella passed into the lead, and they took it at a brisk jog. Three pairs of boots scraped against dirt and rock far behind them, and before long they were nothing but light whispers buried beneath an orchestra of outdoor sounds.

“Here it is,” Silas announced, pulling her off the trail into a rock alcove. It was an unremarkable chunk of rock—except for the gigantic hole in the middle of the ground. He nodded to her, then jumped down.

Ariella followed, hoping that the drop was also suitable for non-Phantoms. She was surprised to land just a few seconds later. Silas waited for a moment by another hole in the ground, then jumped in. They continued downward, hopping down six additional shoots before they reached a cavern with a wide opening to the outside. And waiting at the mouth of this cave was Marin.

“What are you doing here?” Ariella asked her.

“What does it look like? I’m joining you, of course,” she proclaimed.

Ariella turned to Silas. “Did you know about this?”

He said nothing. He did not even meet her eyes. Of course he knew. It had probably been his idea.

“Marin, you don’t want to come with us,” Ariella told her.

“Oh, but I do.”

“What about the Solstice Games? What about the Incendiaries?”

“They don’t need me anymore. In order to win the Games, they just need to capture the remaining Hydras and bring them to the highest point on the island. With the two Siennans out, the Hydras don’t stand a chance. The Incendiaries might not have had much of a chance to show their stuff yet, but they did not win imperial sponsorship by just loafing around. They are actually quite competent. And I have left them a few treats just in case.”

Ariella almost didn’t ask. “Treats?”

“Some potent explosives I developed. With those babies at their disposal, there will be no stopping them.”

“Fine, they will be all right,” Ariella allowed. “But that’s not what I meant. You always wanted to be in the Solstice Games, and now you are taking off before the end. Why?”

“It is thrilling challenges that I have always sought. I thought being in the Solstice Games was the ultimate one. I did it now. Your adventure is the logical next step.”

Uh-huh. Right. She was running off with them for Silas. Plain and simple.

“Thrilling?” Ariella glared at him. “Just what have you been selling her? What does she think we will be doing?”

“You are going to uncover the Selpe traitors who arranged the assassination of Ambrose Selpe and the kidnapping of his sons,” said Marin. “I liked him. I liked them all. That was dirty work.”

“This is no pleasure cruise, Marin,” Ariella told her. “Whoever did this is no random citizen. It took real power. We’re likely looking at a Selpe lord. Probably more than one. Possibly one of the most influential, one of those who sits on the Advisory Council. Maybe all of them. They will try to kill us. Multiple times.”

“On the other hand, it might be fun to scare the shingles off a few dodgy lords,” said Silas with a warm smile.

“You are not helping,” Ariella growled, sticking a warning finger in his face.

He shrugged. “We could use her skills. She wants to come. What’s the problem?”

“She doesn’t trust me,” said Marin flatly.

“We are investigating a conspiracy within the Selpe ranks, and you expect us to trust anyone?” Ariella said.

“You trust Silas.”

“I know Silas.”

“It’s ok, Ariella,” Silas broke in. “Marin’s ok. I would know.”

Ariella scrunched her eyebrows together. “Is this a Phantom thing?”

“It is a Phantom thing,” he confirmed.

“Fine.” Ariella extended her hand to Marin. “Welcome to the team.”

Silas took over. “You know the deal. Try not to get yourself killed. Or the rest of us either. And if you betray us, we will eat your eyeballs for breakfast.”

“Ew,” muttered Marin.

“Charming,” Ariella told him.

“Too much?”

“Just a tad.”

“So, where are we headed to first?” Marin asked quickly.

“The City of Secrets,” said Silas. “And we should get moving now. There are six bounty hunters headed our way.”

“What’s the plan?” inquired Ariella.

“Run. Fast. Get a boat. Put the pedal to the metal.”

Ariella shook her head and let out a heavy sigh. “Sometimes you’re entirely too human, Silas.”
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DASHING THROUGH A tropical forest with a band of bounty hunters intent on killing you hot on your trail was a lot more fun than it should have been. At least it was until Marin got shot in the leg and had to be carried piggyback by Silas the rest of the way to the shore. As he and Ariella busied themselves with rowing the boat, Marin made herself useful by trying not to bleed out all over the wood. Ten enraged bounty hunters, framed by a fiery backdrop of burning boats, stood upon the rocky shore and shot rounds of futile bullets their way.

Marin proved herself worth bringing along after all when she hot-wired a docked Avan Water Strider, a type of high-tech speed boat. She was satisfied with the notion that neither of the Elitions could have hijacked it. Killed hordes of soldiers or assassins, sure. But they at least needed her to handle sophisticated pieces of technology. Marin liked being needed.

“How long will it take us to reach Lear?” Silas asked her.

They were sitting inside the Water Strider, Marin at the controls. She was thankful the boat had an inside. The enclosed glass cabin blocked the storm that was brewing in darkness outside. It had hit at sundown, just minutes after they’d come aboard from the rowboat. In that, they had been lucky.

They were hardly moving at all, but Marin didn’t dare push the boat to higher speeds as long as she had a visibility of near zero. Though the Selpes and Avans transported most of their heavy goods by airship, there were still a few monster barges that roamed the world’s oceans, and she had no intention of being an insect smacking against one of their windshields.

“In this weather? Too long,” she told him. “With clear skies, I estimate this boat could get us to Lear in a day. But the skies aren’t clear. What’s in Lear?”

“Our way home,” he declared, adding, “After a quick stopover.”

“So you are not ignoring Echo’s dark hints,” said Ariella.

Marin felt like she had missed entire conversations. No need for bitterness. You are the newcomer.

“I ignore nothing. I have a contact in Lear. We will see what he knows of the princes’ passage and any whisperings of Avan collaborators within the Selpe nobility, then be on our way back to Orion, where the real party begins.”

“Why do I feel like I’m no longer in charge?” Ariella asked.

Smiling, Silas thumped her hard on the shoulder. It looked like it hurt nearly as much as being shot, but Ariella did not even wince. Marin could tell she wanted to, though.

“You wisely decided to yield leadership to me based on my vast pool of experience.”

She snorted. “Yeah, that sounds just like the Ariella you know.”

He inclined his head.

Ariella sighed. “We should have taken a portal,” she commented from Marin’s knee level. She was rolling up the right leg of Marin’s khakis to get a look at the wound.

“Portals are scarce outside Elitia,” Silas reminded her. “I think we must accustom ourselves to alternative transportation methods.”

“First flying ships, then rocket boats. What’s next? Well, you’re not talking me onto one of those airplanes, Silas Thorn. There I draw the line,” Ariella declared. “Flying machine, indeed. What’s to stop it from just falling out of the sky?”

“While not as safe as an airship, an airplane is actually…” Marin began, then clamped her mouth shut at the dark look in Ariella’s eyes. She tried with all her might to stay silent, but eventually could not hold her tongue any longer. “So, this is not a rocket technically.”

“I don’t care what it is. I don’t like it. The up and down shake is giving me a headache.”

“You’d better drink something before it gets worse,” Silas advised her. “You know how dehydration causes our control on our gifts to weaken. Particularly the gift of Prophecy.”

“I’m not going crazy in the next two minutes. I can finish with Marin first.” Ariella looked at the wound. “This one doesn’t look too bad,” she told Marin. “The bullet just grazed the surface. But there’s a shard of metal lodged inside the back of your shoulder.”

Marin groaned. That was probably due to her brilliant idea to set off as many explosions as possible in the hopes of slowing their hunters. They had apparently done more damage to her than to them.

“I can pull it out for you,” said Ariella. “It shouldn’t take more than one tug.”

“Tug?” Marin’s voice cracked. “How exactly do you plan to tug it out?”

“With my fingers, of course.”

“With…your…fingers…”

“I am wearing gloves.” Ariella wiggled her leather-gloved fingers. “And my hands are strong. They won’t slip.”

“Could you just bring out the first aid kit please?” Marin asked weakly. “It should be under the bench back there.”

“Very well,” Ariella sighed.

Marin listened to her boots tip-tap to the back of the cabin. She heard the scratch of the bench lip swinging up, the click as it was closed, then the returning taps and light scuffle of fabric as Ariella crouched down beside her. It was like waiting for an operation she might never wake up from.

She looked over to find Ariella giving the cleaning alcohol a perplexed look, and her confidence in her medic plummeted.

“Maybe it’s best if you don’t work on my injuries,” she decided.

Ariella’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“You don’t seem to know what to do with basic human wounds.”

“How would I?” Ariella posed. “On me, that leg cut would have healed almost instantly. And as for the splinter, I’d just yank it out and be done with it. Once it was out, the wound would seal. We have no use for such things,” Ariella stated, shaking the kit.

“It must be nice to be you,” grumbled Marin.

“Oh, it is not entirely true what Ariella says,” Silas piped in. “Yes, our bodies can heal small things without trouble, but quick healers make for reckless daredevils. I’d hazard to guess that the typical Elition finds himself in need of a healer far more regularly than the typical human.” He took the kit from Ariella. “I will tend to your wounds, Marin.”

Marin was not sure the knife-thrower was a much better choice than the sword-wielder for a medic. “I don’t know…”

“In my sixteen years in the Emperor’s entourage, I tended to many human injuries,” Silas assured her, looking over the bullet wound. “Ariella was correct. The bullet did not enter your body. This wound is minor. I will patch it up.”

Marin bit down hard on her lip as he washed the cut with alcohol.

“What are you doing?” Ariella asked him.

“Cleansing to prevent infection,” he explained.

The response elicited an arched silver brow from Ariella, but she did not comment further. If she dared declare that Elitions didn’t get infections, Marin thought she’d just have to head-butt her.

Once the leg wound was bound, Silas moved on to Marin’s shoulder. He brushed his fingers across the skin surrounding the shard, and she shuddered with goosebumps. His fingers darted to a pair of slender tweezers, and before Marin had breathed again, she heard the clank of the metal piece hitting the bottom of a bowl. The jab of pain hit her a moment later, mixed with a sharp sting as Silas poured alcohol over her shoulder. More gently than she would have expected from hands that size, he stitched up the wound, laid a bandage over it, and taped the gauze into place. The entire operation had lasted no more than half a minute, and it had hurt far less than her last paper cut.
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THE JOURNEY TO Lear took longer than Marin had expected. Alternating storms and fog spells crippled their progress for two days. Once the skies cleared, the going was fast—until they hit the no-tech bubble a few kilometers from the northern Learan Peninsula. Lear was neutral territory, not Elition, but like other areas that bordered the Wilderness, technology was a no-go there. On good days, it was flaky at best. On bad, not so much as a toaster functioned there.

Marin had calculated it perfectly. They could fire the engines with a burst of speed just before they hit the barrier, then cruise into the docks unpowered. But those calculations went out the window when a fishing boat crossed their path at just the wrong moment, forcing them to abandon the plan and row to the dock. The Elitions manned the oars, unbothered by the inconvenience. In fact, Ariella actually perked up the moment Marin announced they would need to go in manually. She really didn’t seem to like the idea of relinquishing control to machines.

Finally, they made it to the docks of Lear. As a politically neutral hub, the parked boats consisted of Selpe, Avan, and a mismatch of other oddities. Marin could identify nearly every one of the roughly fifty vehicles docked there. There was one odd hybrid boat—shaped something between a scorpion and a spider—that she had never see before. It could have been Selpe for all she knew. She had come across blueprints for something similar a few months ago at the lab. Some kind of super-secret military craft. The big shots in the Selpe ranks would probably have had a seizure if they knew she’d seen—and nearly spilled her coffee on—those plans. No, come to think of it, they would have just had the Diamond Edges silence her once and for all. That was more their style.

Before they had even slid to a stop, one of the men who wandered up and down the docks was already there waiting for them. Silas left the protective cabin to secure their rope to the post. The man muttered a few words Marin could not make out through the thick glass panes, and Silas handed him a coin.

“What was that about?” Ariella asked once Silas was back inside.

“He is going to watch our boat so no one breaks into it,” explained Silas.

“You mean, so he and his thugs don’t break into it,” retorted Ariella, watching the dock-walkers huddled over a drink cooler.

He shrugged. “That’s how it is out here, Ariella.”

Marin was sure her own face must have mirrored Ariella’s expression of utter disbelief. She had grown up in a very rural corner of the Selpe Empire. The highlight of her town was the big closed-off field the spoiled children of filthy rich aristocrats frequented during their school breaks to practice shooting at a sophisticated roundup of moving mechanical targets. But even there in her little corner of Swarden Territory, this sort of extortion was unheard of. Lady Lexi’s soldiers would have put an end to it before it even began.

“Let’s just call paying off dock hustlers a necessary component of our short stay here and move on,” Silas suggested, his arms open as his eyes shifted from Ariella to Marin.

“Very well,” Ariella agreed. She looked as though she had swallowed acid.

“You know, we could just leave the boat here,” said Marin.

From the way they both looked at her, she might as well have suggested they push the boat across prairie, forest, and marsh to Orion.

“I was just thinking… We’re at a neutral port. So the Avans can easily recover their boat here. We can leave a nice note for the Avan representative in town, outlining where it is. And then maybe they won’t blame us for taking it,” she finished quickly.

“They were trying to kill us even before we stole the boat. So it seems unlikely that our returning it would endear us to the Avans,” Silas pointed out.

Of course, he was right, but Marin was not going to dwell on the fact that she had a death sentence on her head. It’s not like she had been planning a full tour of the Avan Empire anyway. She hadn’t even seen most of the Selpe territories, and since meeting up with Silas and Ariella she had found herself curious about Elitia. After she helped them, maybe they would even take her there.

“It might still be a good idea to leave it here where the Avans will find it,” Marin persisted.

“Do you think leaving it here would slow the Avans down enough to buy us time to get out of their reach?” Ariella asked Silas. “Surely, they wouldn’t dare cross into Selpe territory.”

“I would never presume to define what the Avans would not dare do. After all, they have sent forty soldiers into Elitia,” he said. “But, no, I doubt it would divert their attention enough to slow them down. Perhaps if we were to booby trap the boat…” His gaze shifted to Marin.

“No. Forget it,” she said, before he could go any further down that line of thought. “If we leave the boat for them, it would almost be like we didn’t even steal it. Just borrowed it.”

Ariella’s head snapped around. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”

“No, not really.” Marin sighed.

“We need to control the scene for when the Avans do come,” Silas decided. “I’d wager this boat has already been reported as stolen, and it won’t be long before one of them notices it here.”

Ariella nodded in agreement. “At least Nemesis is occupied elsewhere right now.”

“They would never send her on such an errand anyway,” said Silas.

Ariella laughed. “No, she would kill the person who even dared suggest such a thing.”

Silas smirked. “Not before she tortured him for an hour or two first, though.”

“You two find amusement in the most gruesome things,” commented Marin. “Are all Elitions like you?”

“Most certainly not.” Silas chuckled. “But back to work. Let’s call on my Learan contact.”

“A ‘contact’. That sounds so suave,” Ariella told him.

“It does, doesn’t it?” he responded. “All right, come on.”

Marin followed behind Silas, who trailed Ariella. He turned around just inside the door frame, his massive figure threatening to collapse it if he so much as sneezed.

“Marin, you stay here to guard the boat,” he instructed, swinging the door shut behind him.

Marin paced a few circles inside the cabin, then plopped down on a rock-hard bench. Great. Just great. She tried not to mope over the fact that Silas was once again running off with Ariella, leaving her behind like unwanted luggage.

It didn’t work.

While they were off chasing after important contacts, she was left to guard the boat. The boat that was already being guarded by the nearby dock hustler with a shotgun over his shoulder.

“What could possibly go wrong that would make me more capable of guarding a boat than an armed man?” Marin asked aloud.

Then groaned. She did not just say that. After all that she’d been through in the past week, she should have known better than to taunt fate.
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ACCORDING TO SILAS, the streets of Lear were busiest during the hours of darkness. By day, on the other hand, the town’s inhabitants hid away within their cool, stone buildings, counting down the hours of scorching humidity until it would be bearable once more. Ariella and Silas did not have the luxury to wait out the heat. They walked down the empty main street of the largest unallied city in the world, the sun directly overhead in the cloudless sky, blaring down upon their heads. Ariella wiped the sweat from her forehead and squirted herself with water from her bottle, but beside her Silas was sticking it out, stubbornly bearing his misery with all due manliness, chest puffed out and head held high. Ariella looked at him, swallowing a laugh.

“What is it?” he asked, an eyebrow raised, his jaw set.

Ariella shook her head in response, shaking a little with concealed chuckles.

“Next time I launch off into the tropics on some wild goose chase in summer, I’m bringing a bathing suit. I’m half tempted to go the rest of the way naked,” he confided.

Ariella kept her eyes forward, on the road, sucking in a giggle that really wanted to explode from her lips. She was concentrating so hard on not laughing that she almost stumbled over Silas when he stopped at a light beechwood door with a scarlet leaf painted upon it. The stem extended from the bronze doorknob, sweeping up across half of the door with twirlings of veins and splotches of leaf.

“The Red Leaf,” Silas read the sign, then looked at Ariella. “Hangout of the Selpes, Avans, and Varense alike, this is the club to visit to make or break one’s fortune. Someone is always selling and someone always buying.”

After that dramatic prelude, they entered into an open lounge. There was a bar just past the parade of sofas and chairs. It was not even one o’clock in the afternoon, but two men sat there on raised bar stools, downing dark liquor and smelling like they had bathed in alcohol. Ariella gave them a wide berth as she navigated the tightly spaced tables, her nose crinkling in irritation. She sneezed twice on her way to the back, where a man sat alone at a table with a pale blue tablecloth. Dressed in a perfectly cut black silk suit, he had one arm draped atop the backrest of the bench and one holding to a ceramic mug that smelled of coffee and liquor. He met Ariella’s eyes with an intimate smile and beckoned her forward.

“Hello, beautiful, what can I do for you today?” he purred with a grin that exposed his perfectly straight white teeth. The hint of mint lingered on his breath.

“Leonidas Chase,” Silas said, sitting down opposite him.

Leonidas’s smile faded. He looked about as happy to see Silas as a Prophet would be to meet a very strong cocktail. “What are you doing here?”

“We require information,” Silas told him.

“We?” His dark eyes shifted from Silas to Ariella. “You are with him? With that lunatic?”

“What exactly did you do to this man, Silas?” she asked.

“This man is a Selpe spy, Ariella. And I may have hung him upside down out of a building once,” Silas mentioned, as though he did that sort of thing every day. Which, come to think of it, he probably did.

Leonidas held up two fingers. “Twice. In one day.”

Somehow, Ariella was not surprised. “Why ever did you do such a thing?” she asked Silas.

He shrugged. “It was so long ago. I don’t see why he is still upset anyway.”

“It was just a few months ago. You held me out of my bedroom window by my ankles, threatening to drop me if I didn’t tell you why I had sold information on Ambrose Selpe’s travel arrangements to the Avans. Wait.” Leonidas shifted away from Silas. “That’s not why you’re back, is it? You don’t still think I did it?”

“If I did, you would not be sitting here right now,” Silas assured him. “But in case you haven’t heard, Ambrose Selpe is dead. As I said, we merely seek information.”

“Is that so?”

“Tell us everything you know about Ambrose Selpe’s death,” said Silas.

Leonidas leaned forward and spat out through gritted teeth, “Or else you’ll dangle me out of a window again?”

“It need not come to that.”

Leonidas’s lips parted, as though ready to talk, then clamped shut again. Six men in perfectly cut ink black uniforms with light blue trim had just come through the door. Diamond Edges. They did not go to the tables, opting for the bar instead. The two drunkards stumbled off their stools to make space for the soldiers, then scuttled out of sight.

Leonidas raised his mug to take a sip. “I know better than to reveal things to you in front of the Diamond Edges. They will see me dead before I leave the room.” He also knew better than to look at the Diamond Edges as he spoke.

“I think we can handle a few blue-hatted jugheads,” Silas remarked.

“Perhaps not so easily if what I’ve heard is true,” muttered Leonidas.

“And what is that?”

“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

For a moment, Ariella did not think Silas would let the matter drop. Leonidas’s face was lined with fear. Fear of Silas or the Diamond Edges she did not know, but it was unimportant. In an instant, Silas’s face shifted back to his stoic bodyguard facade. He had remembered they were here about Ambrose Selpe.

“Very well. I have no need to uncover all your secrets, spy. Just tell me what I need to know, and I will be gone,” Silas promised.

Leonidas’s eyes darted to the Diamond Edges at the bar.

“Come with us. There is no need to talk to us in front of them,” Ariella said.

Leonidas interlocked his fingers and set his hands upon the tabletop.

“We are just trying to piece together exactly what happened the night of Ambrose Selpe’s death. We think he was assassinated,” she told him.

“Oh, of course he was assassinated,” sighed Leonidas.

“Tell us what you know,” Silas said. The threat was so obvious that even the Diamond Edges at the bar might have felt a shiver biting at their necks.

“Look, I’m not even in the loop right now. I am on forced leave until the powers that be decide otherwise.” His tone was bitter.

“What happened?” Silas asked.

Leonidas leaned forward further, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “I chose life over certain death.”

“Elaborate.”

“Nemesis passed through here a few weeks ago.”

Ariella shifted in her chair. Now, they were getting somewhere.

“I found out that she had Hayden and Ian Selpe. She was not showcasing them, of course, but I have my ways of learning things. They were hidden away in some shed for the night, while her forty Spirit Reapers recuperated from a strenuous trek through Selpe territory. Corse, that uncouth excuse for a spy, thought he was sneaking them in and out right under my nose, but you’d have to be blind and dumb not to notice the Avan parade that strode through Lear that night.”

“What happened?” Ariella prompted Leonidas as he fell into silence, a reflective grimace upon his face.

His eyes refocused and locked onto her. “Nemesis happened. She was guarding the princes, which put my chances of recovering them at a bit less than zero percent, and my chances for an agonizing death at up around two hundred. That broad’s a million times crazier than even an iron-pumping pain-dealing machine like you, Silas Thorn. I would have died. Slowly. Painfully. And the Selpes would have been none the wiser of the princes’ whereabouts. But my superiors were not swayed by such logic. The matter went even as high as me having to ‘explain my actions’ in front of the Selpe Advisory Council. Lady Cassandra declared me ‘an incompetent hack’ that she was ‘not even sure is a real man’.”

Silas snorted. “Knowing you, I’m surprised you didn’t offer to prove her wrong.”

Leonidas’s cheeks reddened.

“You did?” He chuckled. “And I suppose that did not go too well for you.”

“Obviously.”

“You should have known better,” Silas chided him. “Lady Cassandra is as proud as she is humorless. Lady Eveline would have been a better choice to proposition.”

“Lady Cassandra is the tall one, right?” Ariella asked.

He nodded. “Right. Tall. Lots of makeup. Tight dark curls. Frilly dresses. Satin kid gloves. Looks like a doll.”

“An evil witch doll maybe,” Leonidas commented under his breath.

Silas nodded in agreement.

“In any case, I’ve suffered through enough lately. So now I’m going to sit here and get very drunk.” He took a substantial gulp from his mug. “What I am most certainly not going to do is poke my neck out for bored, vicious Selpe aristocrats to peck at. Now leave me alone to wallow in my disgrace.”

Ariella held out her arm as Silas prepared to snatch him. The last thing they needed while Diamond Edges were around was to make a scene. She leaned over and whispered in Leonidas’s ear, “Please, come with us to our boat and tell us what you know of Ambrose Selpe’s death. In exchange, we can offer you some Avan boat blueprints.”

“Which boat?” Leonidas asked, though he did not look especially interested.

“The Water Strider,” she told him.

His mug clinked against the glass table, swooshing a few mocha-blue drops overboard. “The Avan military craft? It is faster and stealthier than anything we’ve got by far. The Selpe Intelligence Network has been trying to get its hands on those blueprints since the boat was first spotted.”

“Imagine if you were the one to bring in those coveted blueprints,” Ariella suggested.

His eyes widened. “Very well.” He chugged down the remaining liquid in his glass, then stood. “Chances are it’s not worth the risk, but I will come with you.”
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Leonidas’s eyes lit up when they fell upon the Water Strider at the far edge of the docks. Silas had insisted on an outer docking spot and had them steer into it backwards should a quick getaway become necessary. Ariella was pleased to see that the boat was not engulfed by a ring of angry Avan soldiers bearing torches and machine guns. She led the way across the wet wood planks, and Silas took the rear, leaving Leonidas sandwiched between them. Ariella could hear the nervous patter of his pounding heart, but he had not made a run for it yet.

She opened the door of the glass cabin and walked inside. The click of Leonidas’s dress shoes sounded behind her for a few steps, then came to an abrupt halt. A book thumped against the floor. Ariella turned around. Leonidas and Marin stood frozen opposite each other, their mouths hanging open.

“Aquamarine Graunt, what sort of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?” he demanded.

Silas’s lips curled up into a smile. “Aquamarine?”

Marin blushed, muttering something about ‘parents’ and ‘hallucinogenic drugs’.

“Only you could hitch your wagon to an Elition train wreck foolishly determined to die in search of Selpe conspiracies,” Leonidas continued his barrage. “They are in over their heads.” He threw a quick glance at Silas, who was tapping his fingers in rhythmic beats upon the hilt of his dagger. “Whether they care to admit it or not. And you, Marin, are even less prepared to deal with this mess than they are. Just because you jump out of airships for fun does not mean you can survive an encounter with the insidious Selpe aristocracy.”

“Mind your own business, Leo. I can take care of myself.” Marin turned toward Silas. “This is your Selpe contact, Silas? Did you really have to bring him back here?”

Silas corralled them together into a corner. “How do you know each other?”

“Marin was my best friend’s pipsqueak sister growing up.” Leonidas rolled his eyes. “She was always following us around. No matter how many times we tried to lose her in the woods.” He pinched her cheek. “She’s a persistent little pest, I’ll give her that.”

Marin sidestepped around Leonidas and came up to Silas. “May I please throw him overboard now?”

“ ‘May I please throw him overboard now?’ ” Leonidas whined in a near perfect imitation of Marin.

She seared him with a seething glare. “I believe the eels just woke up.”

“I don’t think we are done with him just yet, but he has been quite helpful so far,” said Silas.

“Helpful? How?” Leonidas stared at them in confusion. “I have not said anything.”

“Oh, but you have,” Ariella disagreed. “In your lively little exchange with Marin, you have confirmed that there is a conspiracy around Ambrose Selpe’s death and that members of the Selpe aristocracy were involved.”

“I suppose I have. I should have been more careful,” Leonidas said. Not looking very happy with himself, he shuffled along the outer edge of the cabin. His eyes darted from control panel to control panel, looking upon them as though he were committing the design to memory.

Marin stirred, a bundle of nervous energy. But when he dared to extend a hand toward a box of levers, she snapped, “Don’t touch anything.”

“Easy there. I’m not going to break your…uh, this boat that you stole. None of the controls work here anyway. There’s no power,” he reminded her.

“You don’t need electricity to break a sophisticated piece of machinery,” she said with a glower.

“Are you still angry about that catapult? It was over fifteen years ago, Marin.”

“Actually, I was thinking about my water steam engine. You have broken a great many of my things over the years, Leo. And, yes, I am still angry about the catapult.”

Leonidas threw up his hands. “I give up. I think I’ll just go now.”

Silas swung the cabin door shut and planted himself in front of it. Ariella could not even see the door frame past his massive figure.

“You might as well now tell us all you know,” Silas told him. “Or shall we allow Marin to toss you to the eels?”

Marin smirked.

Leonidas stopped walking toward the exit and turned back to Ariella, sighing in defeat. “Very well,” he agreed. “But not because I’m afraid of some silly eels. The ones in these waters are only as big as tadpoles anyway. You might want to research your facts a bit better before you threaten me next time, Marin.”

Marin looked as though someone had just shot down her airship.

“So, naturally I have heard some things about the late emperor’s death,” Leonidas began. “The scene was a mess. Blood everywhere. He had been stabbed a dozen times or more with his letter opener, a truly vicious way to die, if you ask me. Some say it was suicide, but most scream murder.” He turned his brown eyes fully on Silas. “There are whispers that an Elition was responsible.”

Or a Siennan. But who knew? Ariella said, “More than whispers. We’ve heard the accusations. True or not, we are investigating.”

Leonidas simply nodded and continued, “Besides the brutality of Ambrose Selpe’s death, there was something odd found at the scene. Or not found rather. The late emperor’s Regalis was missing.”

“Regalis?” asked Ariella, just as Silas and Marin gasped, “What?”

She looked at both of them, allowing her eyes to ask the question.

Marin took the hint. “The Regalis is a token of the Selpe ruling families. Long ago when we formed our new society in the aftermath of the Xenens’ departure, our pride dictated that it be ruled by nobility and royalty, and so an empire it was. This was supposed to be an improvement over the less romantic oligarchy that had ruled the Xenens.”

“Of course, their ancestors could not settle for a mere kingdom or set of kingdoms since Elitia was organized under such a system,” Silas added, tapping his knives. “An empire sounded vastly more important.”

“The Avans had the same notion. Whether we stole it from them or they from us, no one will ever know, I fear. Spies were prevalent in those days, which led to the disappointing and dull outcome that both the Selpes and the Avans live under nearly identical governments,” Leonidas finished.

Ariella could not help but smile at such a statement from a man who was himself a spy.

“So back to the point. The Regalis,” Silas prompted him.

Leonidas seemed like the sort of man who did not like to rush things. In fact, he seemed to relish in the telling of a tale. Still, he did no more than shoot an indignant glare at Silas, who ignored the look entirely.

“From the birth of the Empire, each member of the Selpe royalty or nobility has had a Regalis,” explained Leonidas. “It is a small disc, no larger than a coin, that is engraved with the symbol of the person. Upon a lord’s ascent into power, or an Emperor’s coronation, it is inserted somewhere into his or her body. The Regalis is considered sacred and is seen as the source of a ruler’s power.”

“And they claim we are superstitious,” mocked Silas.

“This Regalis sounds silly. And to put it into their bodies is downright foolish,” Ariella commented. “As you two so recently reminded me, humans are prone to infection, and they are inserting foreign objects into themselves? That will likely as not kill a great many of them.”

“Once it was exactly so,” said Marin. “But no longer. Nowadays, the Selpes use an ointment to cleanse the Regalis before insertion.”

“The recipe was actually given to them by an Elition priest over forty years ago, and since then there have been no deaths from infection,” Silas added.

Ariella looked at Silas. If this had been a gift from an Elition, then why did she know nothing of the Regalis? He seemed to read the question in her eyes, but offered nothing more than a shrug in response.

“You wanted me to talk, so stop interrupting,” Leonidas said, glaring at Silas and Marin. He turned a warm smile on Ariella. “In addition to making the surgery safe, the ointment also, if applied to the skin before the cut, temporarily gives that area the power of quick healing, just as Elitions possess. No scar is left behind. No sign of where the Regalis is.”

“Is that important?” Ariella asked.

“Before the days of the ointment, ambitious aristocrats would remove the Regalis from each of their rivals. There was one in particular, Lord Drent Aspenstone, who managed to collect thirteen of them. He wore them in a long chain atop his shoulders.”

“Charming,” Ariella said with a cringe.

“It was a savage time. Duels were as common as breakfast, and they left many corpses and even more scars. So many, in fact, that those who did survive the Regalis surgery, had no need to cover that scar. It blended into those left by a thousand previous cuts. You see, the Regalis is seen as a sign of power, and for that reason its location is kept secret. Lord Drent scavenged those thirteen from the bodies of men he had killed then mutilated from top to bottom until he located the Regalis.

“But times changed and we all became a little more civilized.”

Ariella shot him a skeptical look, which he returned with a wink.

“Duels fell out of favor. Underhanded manipulation and extortion became preferable to physical combat. Lords grew fat in their silk and cashmere, and ladies now had soft hands and were trailed everywhere they went by an entourage of beautifying assistants. Scars were the mark of the lesser people, flawless skin of their betters.”

“And the Regalis?” inquired Ariella.

“Obviously became more difficult to hide on soft, smooth skin,” he told her. “Until the ointment. With that gift, Selpe nobility could have their power without any of the risk.”

“Which really defeats the purpose. That makes the symbol meaningless,” Ariella said.

“Some of us think so. But not the aristocracy. They seem to forget that part of taking the power into themselves was the chance that it would kill them. It once stood as a demonstration that our rulers were not above judgment. When one of these nobles died from the procedure, the people saw it as a sign that some higher power had deemed him unworthy. It was reassuring. The Elition medicine made the whole show meaningless. No one died anymore. No one was judged.”

“You said that Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis was missing?” Silas prompted.

“I did. It was not in his body when he was found dead. Whoever took it must be making a power play. Such a thing has not happened in a very long time, but once fights between the nobility were the norm. Often, the Regalis was removed to shame a foe, if he still lived—or his family, if he had been killed. To remove a person’s Regalis—his power—was to emasculate him, stripping him of all power and influence in the eyes of his people.”

“How many people know where Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis was?” Ariella asked.

“Not so many ever did, I wager,” replied Leonidas. “Ambrose ruled for a very long time. The surgeon is long since dead, and anyone else that knew would have been close confidants. It is not something you advertise in the newspaper. Perhaps, there are a few old lords still alive who were around when Ambrose was crowned. One of them may have found out. But why would they openly share the information? The Regalis of the emperor is of far greater symbolic value than that of a lord, for it stands for the power of the empire as a whole. Only an enemy of the empire or a traitor would steal his Regalis.”

Ariella cupped her hands together, then turned to Silas. “Ambrose Selpe’s body was not mutilated beyond the stab wounds?”

“No. There was a deep incision beside his stomach, not unlike a stab wound. His Regalis must have been right there,” concluded Silas.

“The autopsy did not lead to its discovery anywhere in his body,” Leonidas informed them.

“So someone knew where to go,” Ariella decided.

Leonidas nodded. “Yes.” He took a step toward the door, checking his watch. “I have told you what I know. Now if you will just give me the promised blueprints, I can go. I need to get back to my room and make myself ready for tonight.”

“A date?” Marin asked drily.

“Just one date? My dear Marin, you wound me. I will have several lovely ladies on my arms tonight, as always.” He turned his smile on Ariella. “I would settle for one, though, if she were as lovely as you. Are you sure you won’t give up this mad chase and join me?” he asked with feigned shyness.

“So tempting.”

“How very promising.”

“But I can’t,” she finished.

“But then the disappointment hits.” He kissed her hand. “One day I hope to change your mind.”

Marin rolled her eyes. “Plu-ease. You don’t actually think this act works, do you?”

“I know it does,” he stated, standing up straight with the mark of complete confidence.

Ariella had to admit to herself that even though she had no intention of going with Leonidas, she did appreciate the flattery. Not that she would ever say that aloud.

Marin frowned. “You are so full of—”

“Silence,” hissed Silas, holding up his hand. He pointed to the dock outside.

Ariella had not noticed them before, but she heard the voices now. Three spots down the dock beside a banana-yellow boat lingered five Avan soldiers and one man in ripped dark blue-grey jeans, glossy black dress shoes, and a plum-purple blazer. With the back of one very hairy hand, he wiped sweat from his shiny forehead.

“Morton Corse,” said Leonidas from over Ariella’s shoulder. Something on her face must have betrayed confusion, for he explained, “My Avan counterpart in Lear. The one who helped Nemesis smuggle Hayden and Ian Selpe through here. I wonder what mischief he’s up to now.”

“Aren’t you suspended?” Ariella reminded him.

He sighed. “Apparently. But I have a feeling that means nothing more than I’m not getting paid right now.”

Silas pressed a finger to his lips. Ariella clamped her mouth shut with a guilty wince. Leonidas did the same. But with none of the guilt.

“…a quick side stop at Outpost 003 on the way back,” Corse was telling one of the soldiers as the others surveyed the docks with their eyes.

“You should take Farton and Dwellyn with you.”

“I don’t need babysitters, Barron,” Corse told the soldier.

“If you’re heading into the Wilderness, you will. My orders—”

“Are to follow my commands, not question my every decision,” Corse cut in. “Need I remind you where my authority comes from?”

“No, Sir.”

Corse hopped into the yellow boat, which looked like a sports car on water. Two hefty men, neither of them soldiers, were already inside. Once Corse was aboard, they pushed off from the dock and began to row out to sea.

“I wonder where he’s going?” Ariella turned to Leonidas. “Do you know what Outpost 003 is?”

He shook his head. “Never heard of it. Some secret Avan base perhaps?”

“In Elition territory.” Ariella felt her stomach lurch. “Why?”

“It is not our concern. Right now, we have been tasked with uncovering Ambrose Selpe’s murderers. However deep that goes,” Silas reminded her.

Ariella nodded, but her mind dwelt on Outpost 003. What if this represented a real threat to Elitia? The idea that Avans were hiding out in Elitia just didn’t sit well with her.

“I do wonder how Corse plans to make it to this base if it’s inside the Wilderness,” Leonidas said, stroking his chin thoughtfully.

“He said it was a stop on the way back,” Marin recalled. “Back from what, though?”

“He is likely heading back to the Avans.” Silas looked out across the open water. The yellow boat was only a speck now. “From their path of travel, I would guess the Sutan Peninsula on the southern continent.” He turned back to them. “But it’s time to return to the matter at hand?”

“Corse was never one to overstrain himself, so nothing physical. No walking,” Leonidas continued, as though Silas had not said anything.

“Maybe he’s hitchhiking on a hot air balloon,” joked Marin.

Or was it a joke? If so, no one was laughing. They all looked at her like she was crazy.

“What other means would he have at his disposal?” Leonidas asked her.

Marin chewed on her lip. “If he’s ordering soldiers around, he could have authority within the military. The Avans have military planes as we do, but those are ill-suited for flight over the Wilderness. Perhaps, he could go by airship if he’s willing to jump out. No one has figured out how to land them in the Wilderness yet. Ok, that’s not entirely true. We could land them just fine by letting the helium out. We just wouldn’t be able to get them airborne again without a proper refilling station, none of which have been built within the Wilderness. Let’s see. He could take a boat to the coast, but then he’d probably need to walk afterward. Maybe he’s rented a horse…” Marin’s voice drifted off as her eyes shifted upward in thought.

“He’s traveling by portal,” Ariella decided. It was the only way that made sense.

“Humans cannot travel by portal without an Elition guide. They don’t even see them,” said Silas.

Before Ariella could comment further, a sharp jolt threw her off balance, knocking her hard into Leonidas. The force of the collision knocked him off his feet, and she tumbled after, falling onto him.

“If you wanted a quick tussle, you should have just said so, love,” Leonidas purred with a wide grin.

Ariella pushed off his chest and sprang to her feet. “What’s going on?”

“The Avans are ramming us,” Marin replied through clenched teeth.

She pointed out at three boats that had formed a barricade, blocking their path out to sea. Corse’s soldiers had lined up on the dock with their guns raised to shoot.

“Are you unhurt?” Silas asked Ariella.

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get to the oars and get out of here.”

Ariella looked out through the glass cabin. A hailstorm of bullets bounced off the walls, plopping uselessly into the water. As long as they stayed inside the cabin, they would be all right. There was just one problem.

“The oars can only be worked from outside the cabin,” she pointed out to Silas.

“Ok, new plan,” he said. “Marin?”

“There are hand cranks you can operate from inside the cabin, three in total. The cranks are on the back wall. As you rotate them, they will spin the underwater propellers. But you will need to get them really moving for this to work. And I’m still not sure we can get past those boats,” she warned.

Silas looked at the three boats. “Their vessels are smaller. We can take more damage,” he declared.

“So much for returning their boat in perfect condition,” muttered Marin, but she dashed to the front and sat down in the pilot’s seat.

“Why do you even care about the condition of this boat if it’s stolen?” Leonidas wanted to know.

“She is operating under the optimistic assumption that the Avans will stop trying to kill us if we return their boat just as we found it,” Silas told him.

Leonidas snorted. “Sweet, Marin. Wrong in so many ways, but sweet nonetheless.”

“Shut up and push, Leo,” Marin snapped.

Leonidas took up his position between Ariella and Silas, and all three of them began to crank the wheels as fast as they could. The boat shook, stuttered, then began to creep forward.

“It’s working. Keep cranking!” Marin called back to them.

Something hit the side of the boat with a loud thump, and they lurched to the side. Up front, Marin spun the steering wheel with vigorous desperation, putting them back on course.

“We will let you off as soon as we’ve lost the Avans,” Ariella promised Leonidas.

“Don’t…bother,” he huffed. Sweat trickled down his face and his chest shook, but he did not stop cranking.

“We will make it,” she assured him. As though to contradict her, a thick panel of wood flew up and smacked into the glass cabin.

“Oh, I’m sure we will,” he agreed. “You have a tenacity those Avan clowns outside lack. I only meant, I am coming with you.”

Silas’s eyes pulsed white. “Why?”

“If I could help you… If we could figure this out, maybe that will be enough to get me back into the good graces of my superiors.”

He looked hopeful. Maybe he was even expecting a promotion out of this. There were worse motivations, Ariella decided.

“For all you know, your beloved superiors were involved,” Marin pointed out. Even occupied as she was steering through waters littered with the debris of lesser boats, she could divert enough concentration to taunt her old acquaintance. Maybe she really was as smart as Silas claimed her to be.

Leonidas smiled through strained teeth. The exertion of cranking his wheel was starting to take its toll on him. “Now, now, Marin. Don’t try to chase me off. Your mother would skin me alive if she found out I let you run off alone with two Elitions gallivanting around the world in search of Selpe political conspiracies. Someone has to be here to protect you.”

“Great,” Marin grumbled. “Just peachy.”
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SILAS WAS NOT in the habit of hanging people by their ankles out of third floor windows—not unless they really needed it. But lisping Larix most definitely needed it. He had been a stuttering ball of nervousness as Ambrose’s personal assistant, but he sure was singing freely now. He shrieked and screamed and flailed his arms uselessly about as Silas waited for the dam of memories to break loose. He wanted to know what had happened that night. Short one Prior, the next best thing was to scare Larix witless and then scrape the raw thoughts from his head. That’s basically how extraction worked.

Silas loosened his grip, allowing Larix’s leg to slide through his fingers, then quickly clamped back down on the ankle before he could fall. Larix yelped, then began to sob.

“Sorry about that. Hand cramp.”

Three paces behind Silas, Leonidas shifted his weight uncomfortably. He knew it was Leonidas by the distinctive creak of the unbroken leather loafers he was wearing. And Silas knew he was uncomfortable because he had twice hung the spy out of a window in just the same way.

Beside Leonidas, Marin’s fingers tapped and skated across her computer tablet. She had met their return to the ‘civilized’ realm of Orion with the enthusiasm of a starving man welcomed into a buffet. She had not put that device down since their brief stop at her apartment eight hours ago.

No sound betrayed Ariella besides the light purr of her breathing. It had taken them a lot longer to get back to Orion than Silas had hoped, but those weeks fleeing Avans and finding their way toward a portal had done her a lot of good. The time out of the city had grounded her, calming the nerves that had been building up since they’d set foot on the airship. She had remained calm even as the White Ravens attempted—unsuccessfully—to snare them at the city’s edge.

A jolt shot through Silas’s arm, rippling goosebumps across his skin. It was followed by a second. And a third. Larix’s mind was about to crack, and Silas had to be ready. He hooked his free hand around one of the metal bars that made up the balcony railing, bracing himself for the impact. And not a moment too soon. A fourth jolt hit him with the force of a falling tree, nearly bringing him to his knees. He blinked, and when his eyelids lifted again, he was no longer in Larix’s apartment.

Ambrose Selpe, his clothes smeared like smudges across a watercolor canvas, stood still at the opposite end of an equally blurry room. Silas looked him over. The man before him was a mere shadow of the emperor he had served, an imperfect recollection from Larix’s turbulent mind. Looming in the shadows with arms crossed was the emperor’s bodyguard. Except that Silas’s features had been exaggerated. He was so tall that his head of orange hair—made of actual flames—licked the ceiling with sizzling cracks. His face and body were hidden in shadow, but his white eyes shone out of the darkness like a demonic cat. Well, that cleared up what Larix thought of him.

“Larix,” said Ambrose. His voice was laced with authority and exhaustion.

Silas felt his legs propelling him forward. “Your Majesty?” squeaked Larix’s voice through Silas’s lips.

Ambrose held out an envelope. “Take this to Lord Henly. You will find him in the ballroom.”

Silas’s fingers brushed over the cream-colored paper, catching on the raised seal of the Selpe emperor. The envelope was perfectly in focus in a room of blurred ghosts. All the emperor’s letters were sealed in just the same way. Larix had delivered enough of them to have the details etched into his mind. Lord Henly’s name was written in blue ink across the outside of the envelope in Ambrose’s cursive—almost whimsical—script.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Silas’s back bent into a bow, then his feet carried him out of the room. He did not bother fighting the movements. That would only disrupt the recollection. But he clenched his teeth at the feeling of being manipulated like a puppet.

Larix’s recollection pulled Silas into blackness. Then, slowly, shadows replaced darkness. Blurs of dull light replaced shadows. And finally the smudged form of Lord Henly faded into focus. Larix’s mind had exaggerated the man’s dark goatee into the form of a small dagger. He was also wearing unflattering green tights that made his legs look like toothpicks, and on his feet he wore gigantic shiny black men’s dress shoes with heels. And a hip-length skin-tight black tunic that resembled a dress. Silas did not know what to make of that. It was all kinds of wrong. This was exactly why he didn’t like digging around in distorted minds.

Silas was swept into a practiced bow. “My lord.”

Lord Henly took the envelope from Larix’s extended hand and slit it open with a swift flick of his knife. When he had finished reading the letter, he folded it neatly several times over, then slipped it into his pocket. “How does His Majesty expect my Avan neighbors will react to the sight of Selpe airships and airplanes propelling across the ocean en masse? How do we know they know these ships are meant for the Revs, not them? And just what does His Majesty expect me to do when the Avans take offense and turn their guns my way?”

“I do not know, my lord.”

“Of course you don’t. You are nothing but a mindless minion.” Lord Henly took a deep breath, replacing his scowl with a stately smile. “Relay my thanks to His Majesty the Emperor for considering my humble territory in his grand scheme of retribution.”

Larix bowed deeply again—this was the last time Silas would enter the mind of a Selpe messenger boy—and retreated from the ballroom, narrowly missing an untimely beheading by a pork platter.

When he reached the Emperor’s chamber, Lady Isla stood outside the door. Dressed in a full-length black satin evening gown that shimmered eerily in the evening light, she tapped her fingers against two very thick armbands that Silas knew to contain knives. Judging by the golden demonic horns protruding from her elaborate updo of orange-red braids and tightly curled cascading spirals, Larix was frightened out of his wits.

“What took you so long?” she demanded, her voice pulsing with nefarious intelligence.

Larix clasped his shaking hands behind his back, trying to steady them.

“The Emperor has been kept waiting while you were dawdling.”

Larix blinked.

“His Majesty wishes to assign his personal bodyguard to protect his honored guests, the visiting delegation of priests from Elitia, for the evening’s festivities. You will find Silas Thorn in his apartment. Tell him to meet the Elition delegation at the gates in one hour.”

The petite Lady Isla spontaneously grew two heads higher and sprouted a second set of horns, but still Larix said nothing.

She exhaled in exasperation. “At once!”

Larix scrambled and nearly tripped over Lady Isla’s gown. Buffoon. Silas considered dropping him off the balcony after all, but when the recollection faded out, he pulled the quivering boy up and deposited him on the floor of his room.

Leonidas’s gaze panned up Larix’s convulsing body. “I hope you got what you were looking for.”

“I did.”

“Good, then perhaps we should find this poor man a doctor,” he suggested.

“I’ll take care of it.” Silas wiped his hand across Larix’s forehead, and he collapsed into a still, unconscious heap. “There is no reason to leave traces of our investigation behind. He will remember nothing of tonight’s interrogation.”

Leonidas’s eyes narrowed. “Could you have wiped my mind clean of my ‘interrogation’?”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“I wanted you to be afraid.”

Leonidas’s lips parted, as though to speak, then they clamped shut, forming into a scowl. He shook his head. “You’re a psychotic bastard. You know that, right?”

Silas inclined his chin in a subtle nod. “Of course.”
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“SO, WHERE DOES this leave us?” Marin asked, turning her back on Larix and the potent odor of urine.

Leonidas stood behind Silas, doing his best to glare a hole into the back of his head. Silas calmly ignored him, just as calmly in fact as he had terrorized a nervous boy. Marin did not approve of Silas’s methods. Of course she didn’t. But these methods were probably all that would allow them to survive the coming days.

She liked her flimsy justifications even less.

Silas crossed his arms against his chest. “Larix’s recollection implicates Lady Isla as the one who told him I was to be reassigned for the evening of the assassination.”

“Lady Isla. Oh, you will appreciate her,” Leonidas told Ariella with a wink. “Lady Isla Westfield, the tiny woman with an enormous voice and a quick temper. She always goes out armed with a knife strapped to her thigh.”

“There is no knife strapped to my thigh. Try Silas.”

“Suddenly the idea has lost all appeal for me.” Leonidas’s playful expression soured. “In all earnestness, Lady Isla is a nasty little woman. Too ambitious to be trusted.”

“I don’t trust any of them,” said Ariella.

“Isla’s worse than most,” Leonidas told her. “Think Lord Adrian in a dress.”

Marin grimaced at the repulsive image. “I’d rather not actually.”

“Forget Lady Isla.”

All heads turned to Silas, who looked about as relaxed as a man dressed in head-to-toe black leather and loaded down with fifty-some knives could be. He didn’t always dress so sinisterly. So sexy.

Marin tried not to look at him. There was no telling how well he could pick up on her thoughts. In fact, just to be safe, she backed up a few paces with the pretense of perusing Larix’s bookshelves. That was believable, right? They all knew how much she liked books. Even books about…half-naked barbarian pirates and their even more naked busty beauties? The Diamond Edge comic book adventure series? Erotic magazines? Marin stopped in her tracks. She shot the unconscious Larix an irked look. Did this man read anything normal?

Leonidas looked from their unfortunate witness to Silas. “But you said Lady Isla was the one who had Larix reassign you.”

“I said Larix believes it was Lady Isla. In reality, it was her sister Melody. Scraping thoughts from someone’s head is an imprecise procedure, for recollections are fundamentally flawed. They are full of bias and emotion, which warps the perceptions. But Lady Isla’s fingers are always full of ostentatious rings. They are her trademark. Everyone knows that. Larix knows it. Subconsciously, at least. And yet the Lady Isla from his recollection bore bare hands that night. Her younger sister Melody is almost a perfect copy of Isla, and she does not wear rings. She is marginally shorter but wears heels to compensate. Her eyes are a shade darker, yet no one seems to notice that. She has been known to impersonate her sister on occasion for the sheer amusement of it.”

Leonidas gaped. “You think this whole plot is not a plot at all, but rather some bored woman’s idea of a good joke?”

“No.”

“Then you think Melody is involved?”

“I am uncertain. But we should go talk to her.”

Marin knew that look. It was the look Silas had gotten when he’d said he was going to ‘talk’ to Larix. It was the one he used whenever he’d decided to do something so egregious that most people could not even begin to picture it without getting sick. Leonidas seemed to have identified this special look as well, and he looked anything but impressed.

“Charming as your methods are, why don’t we try something a bit more civilized for a change? Rather than your ‘talking’, let’s actually talk to her.”

Silas favored Leonidas with a look of pure pity. Which Leonidas appreciated about as much as he would a needle in his eye.

“Melody is a Selpe aristocrat. Her words cannot be trusted.”

“Then use your brain scanning powers to ascertain whether she is telling the truth.”

Leonidas looked very pleased with his new word. Marin rolled her eyes. Still, she had no desire to terrorize any more people this week, so…

“Let’s try it his way,” she suggested.

Silas exchanged glances with Ariella, who said, “You two have done nothing but bicker since we left Lear. I believe this marks the first time you have agreed on anything.”

Marin lifted her chin. “Then you’d best listen to us.”

“You cannot argue with that,” Ariella told Silas.

He snorted. “Indeed.”




* * *
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A thirty thousand square meter glass-enclosed ‘beach’ situated atop a high hill that overlooked Lake Orion, the Dome boasted one of the most coveted views in the entire city. A wave pool generated the smooth lapping of water against the shore, concealed fans crafted a cool salty breeze, and velvet-soft sand had been specially engineered, then deposited across the beach. To some, various beach volleyball courts promised a rigorous workout—and heated competition—while lounge chairs offered others a more relaxing alternative.

Only bathing attire was permitted inside the Dome. Marin knew this from the sign at the entrance. And if gigantic pulsating letters were not sufficient to clue her in, the stern-faced owner was more than willing to remind them of the rules. Twice.

The woman wore a diamond and sapphire necklace with a list price higher than the collective worth of Marin’s possessions, so clearly business at the Dome was booming. It did cater to the egregiously wealthy and influential, neither of which described their mismatched band. In fact, the owner looked reluctant to even allow them passage—until Silas’s cold, mute stare convinced her to temporarily take leave of her prejudice. Or maybe it was the sword. Silas had strapped on a gargantuan sword four times as wide as Ariella’s and as long as Marin was tall. He said it was called a Decimator. It certainly was.

Silas pointed out Melody Current, who lounged upon a mesh recliner, nearly naked in a black teeny bikini that made Marin blush to her fingertips. Silas then took up his position at the exit door, arms pressed to his chest and eyes alert, looking entirely out of place in an intimidating leather bodyguard getup. He had ignored the rules with a casual shrug, arguing that with only a bathing suit on, he had nowhere to stash the forty-five knives he was carrying, not to mention his sword. One look at him was all it took to convince the Dome’s staff not to press the issue.

As Silas stood watch, Marin, Leonidas, and Ariella sauntered up to Melody. A shimmery silver one-piece with strategically cut diamond slits accentuated Ariella’s supermodel form, causing more heads to turn than should even be allowed.

“You’re blocking my sun.” Melody’s voice was a smooth blend of sultry essence and cutesy girlishness. Her eyes opened behind gigantic shaded circles, then widened as she took Ariella in. “Oh, hello. Don’t take this the wrong way, peaches. You’re lovely, but I’m on a man diet this month.”

Ariella looked as baffled as an Elition could. “Peaches?”

“Any luck with that?” Leonidas asked Melody.

Her eyes drank in Leonidas’s skin-tight mini-short swimsuit, which left nothing to the imagination. “Oh, plenty. There’s lots of good fun to be had in Orion.” A sublime smile broke upon her lips, then was replaced by a pout. “But some people don’t care much for fun. Some people can think of nothing but finding me an insufferable coot for a husband.”

“Your parents?”

“No, my big sister. She’s the responsible one. She’s the shooting star. The whole world pauses in awed silence every time she farts.”

Leonidas choked down a chuckle. “How taxing it must be to try to live up to Lady Isla’s reputation.”

“No, because I don’t try. What’s taxing is listening to her perpetual prattle on how embarrassed she is every time her colleagues bombard her with complaints about my ‘indiscretions with men too far below my station’.” Melody’s eyebrows scrunched in suspicion. “How do you know Isla?”

He waved her concerns away. “In name only.”

Melody exhaled. “Good. I’ve already turned down two of Isla’s suitors today. The first was nearly eighty years of age, but apparently his estate is big. The second had two left feet and despite his hovering entourage of helpers had managed to strap his sword on backwards. He also suffered from pothole acne. He’s even richer than suitor number one, but I am not marrying a thirteen-year-old. I need a man to warm my sheets, not a brat to babysit.”

Melody’s unabashed licentiousness was enough to make Marin blush, but she resisted the urge to step back. Instead, she distracted herself by mentally running through Leonidas’s report on Lady Isla’s little sister. Melody did not have the benefit of Isla’s title and power—both passed onto her by her late husband—and apparently it was their parents’ special mission to land her in a similar position. Unlike big sister, though, Melody was about as cooperative to their plans as a kitten being tossed into a hot bubble bath.

Leonidas arched an eyebrow. “So now you’re hiding in full view of Orion’s elite?”

“The view is marvelous.” Melody winked at a passing volleyball team. The leading man froze in his tracks to gape, and his teammates nearly tripped over him. “Besides, they’re not all bad. There’s lots of good fun to be had here. Far more than at some uptight banquet.” She rolled her eyes and adjusted her micro top to show off more cleavage.

“Isla’s insisting I go. Food platters laid out in perfect grid patterns. Stiff-necked dancing. Ceremonious conversation. Blah. Blah. Blah. Isla will have a line of suitors waiting for me. They are all so dull. Though I might take Lord Adrian.” Her eyes drifted up in thought. “A dreadful man to be sure and really too old, but he’s so rich, I could buy myself all the fun I could ever need. Isla thinks he likes Lady Cassandra, but—”

She looked around, then leaned over to whisper, “Rumor has it he prefers boys anyway. Like that young Diamond Edge Major Aaron Pall.” Melody licked her lips. “He’s yummy. Adventurous. But I’m not sure I would want a man so like myself for keeps. One who enjoys sampling the buffet,” she added with a wink.

Marin fought the urge to gag.

“He’s yum too.” Melody inclined her head toward Silas, who stood in the doorway like…well, a bodyguard. “But he’s always standing at attention. I wonder…” She smiled with all the satisfaction of a drunken kitten. “I wonder if he really always is at attention.”

This time, Marin actually felt the burn of bile in her throat. Melody was as lewd as Silas was sexy—uh, scary. She meant scary. Silas was supposed to be scary.

“Do you know if he is free tonight?” she asked Marin, her sparkling teeth making a solid attempt at electrocuting Silas from across the room. “I could use a date for the gala.”

“He might not be too willing,” Leonidas told her. “He knows you were the one responsible for reassigning him on the night of Ambrose Selpe’s murder.”

Point to Leonidas. He actually could smoothly steer the conversation to their benefit. Astounding.

Melody did not even try to deny it. Bubbly giggles erupted from her coral red lips. “He found out, did he? Well, I expected he would. Those white eyes are so scorching. Snap!” She shivered with giddy pleasure. “They send sparks to the tips of my toes.”

For not the first time since the start of this bizarre conversation, Marin wondered whether Melody was even a real person.

“Actually, I didn’t think it would take him nearly so long to figure it out,” continued Melody. “I had been hoping he’d figure it out immediately that night and come to confront me in my rooms.”

“You wanted Silas to confront you?” Ariella asked with utter disbelief.

“Of course. It was only a practical joke, dear. I saw him that morning when I was out taking a walk in the gardens with Isla. He passed by us on his jog. Topless. Showing off that magnificent toned chest of his. Human men never look like that, no matter how much they work out.” Melody licked her glossy lips. “Isla saw the way I was looking at him and told me to forget it. Apparently, I had been making a fool of myself trailing after him for weeks. Her colleagues had mentioned him by name. Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Isla told me that Silas’s job is to guard the emperor and that there’s no room in that for him to entertain me. I didn’t care. Had I known…”

Her voice betrayed the first hint of regret Marin had heard from her. She felt guilty. Marin almost felt sorry for her.

“I was hoping to finally get his attention. I figured I’d play this joke on him, then he’d storm over to confront me. But I suppose he got busy with all that was going on that night, alarms going off and people screaming. It’s really a shame, it is. Because I wore a gown with a quick release ribbon that night, just in case he came to find me. I had planned on us making love on top of my piano. A shame. A real, real shame. Of all the nights to plan this seduction, I had to pick the day he was the least susceptible to my charms.”

Five seconds. That’s how long Marin’s pity had lasted. “Is sex all you think about?” she asked Melody.

“No. Not all.” She grinned. “Just mostly.”

She was worse than Leonidas.

“And I take it, had the opportunity presented itself, you would have just screwed Silas there on top of Ambrose Selpe’s corpse?”

“No, that would have been uncomfortable,” she replied slowly, as though instructing a child. “The Emperor’s bed perhaps. It must be heavenly there.”

Marin was stunned to silence, but Melody just kept prattling on, oblivious. “Ambrose Selpe was a nice old man, but emperors come and go. Particularly, in this nest of vipers. I’m not going to waste my youth away mourning for every Selpe of note that dies. I would be forever in black. I want to live.” She bit her lip and batted her ridiculously long eyelashes at Silas. “And you’re sure he wouldn’t be up to joining me tonight at the gala?”

From his post at the door, Silas shook his head slowly. Melody sighed in disappointment but puckered her lips up and kissed air with a look that screamed ‘some day’.

Leonidas bowed smoothly. “Do not trouble yourself over that oaf, my lady. He has no taste and even less sense of fun. I, on the other hand, know how to show a lady a good time. May I humbly offer my services as an escort to you tonight?”

Marin snorted. “Why am I not surprised?”

Melody looked him over as though she were assessing a show horse. “Decent looking,” she proclaimed him. “Nicely toned. How do you look in a tuxedo?”

“Most daring, I assure you, my lady.”

Melody’s eyes scanned him up and down, and Leonidas did not seem to mind. “Tempting,” she cooed. “Most tempting indeed. Sadly, though, I just had a spy last month, so I think I’ll wait awhile before I put spy back on the menu. Do you perchance have a business card?”

Leonidas did not even blink. He slipped two fingers into his swimsuit—a movement that made Melody’s lip curl up in appreciation—and pulled out a black card with pale gold text. How he could fit a card under that skintight fabric baffled Marin, but it did not surprise her.

“Until next time then, Mr. Chase,” Melody said, kissing the card before she tucked it under her towel. She flipped over onto her stomach, untied the strings of her bikini top, and closed her eyes, basking in the warm sunlight.

Just as they were about to leave her, an eye opened and she whispered, “Careful. These are dangerous questions you are asking. Most of all in Orion. Watch your back and watch out for spies. They are everywhere.”

Marin paused in her step. Well, apparently not everyone was as dense as they seemed.
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TWO STEPS OUT of the Dome’s doors, Marin swiveled around and stuck an accusatory finger in Leonidas’s face. “You just had to leave your card, didn’t you? Why do you even have a card? Aren’t spies supposed to be stealthy, or did you skip that chapter of the spy handbook?”

Leonidas exhaled a martyred sigh and shrugged at Ariella, but she looked away. There was no way she was getting in the middle of this.

“First of all, there’s no handbook,” he explained to Marin. “As though a single book alone could encompass the vast array of knowledge, skills, and training it takes to be an intelligence agent.”

Marin rolled her eyes.

“Secondly, the cards are for the ladies mostly and sometimes a contact. I don’t hand them out left and right.”

“You could have fooled me. I bet every female guest in your hotel has one,” countered Marin.

“Certainly not.” He puffed out his chest, looking quite insulted. “Only the pretty ones.”

“Skank.”

“Prude.”

“Enough,” Silas cut in, turning on Leonidas. “You. The cards stop now. I could not care less if you get yourself killed during your own missions, but you will not endanger the members of this team with your philandering. If you do not wish to read your name in tomorrow’s obituaries, desist immediately.” He looked at Marin. “You stop goading him on. It’s unbecoming.”

Marin slouched like a deflated balloon.

The remaining minutes of their walk to the imperial palace passed in silence, for which Ariella was thankful. The way Marin and Leonidas were always arguing weighed on her nerves.

In contrast to the glossy modern look of the Business District, Orion’s Imperial Lane was very old fashioned by Selpe standards. Massive two-story villas sat on park-size estates hidden behind high metal fences and shaped hedges. What could be seen of the homes of the Selpe elite was old but well-maintained: outer house walls made of stones that sparkled multi-color specks in the sunlight, expansive circular balconies, sculpted pillars, and neatly shingled roofs.

The street itself was an uneven cobble of red and brown bricks. Passing cars and bicycles rumbled across the uneven surface. Ariella allowed Leonidas to pass her, then looped around to his other side. The side away from the road. Leonidas eyes shifted from Ariella to the road, then back again.

“Don’t,” she preempted.

“What?”

“Say anything.”

“You carry a freakishly long battle sword that could decapitate a skyscraper.”

“And?”

His brown eyes twinkled. “And you’re afraid of streets.”

“Not streets. Cars,” she corrected.

“Oh.” He paused, as if not sure of what to say. He finally opted for a simple, “Why?”

“They’re demons.”

“I see.”

“It’s not funny,” she warned him.

“Of course not. Shall I stop traffic for you until you’ve passed?”

Ariella looked over her shoulder at Marin. “I can see your problem with him.”

Leonidas sighed, and Marin stuck her tongue out at him.

“We’re here,” Silas declared, and took the lead as they reached the palace gates.

At nearly three times her height, the barrier that surrounded the imperial grounds was high enough to deter even an Elition Phantom. It consisted of a thick stacked stone wall sandwiched on both sides by a layer of metallic fence. An electrically charged metallic fence, of course. Davin had once told her that there was enough charge on that fence to kill an elephant instantly. When the Selpes did something, they certainly did not do it halfway.

By the time the rest of them had caught up to Silas, he had already convinced the guards to allow them passage. The gate slid open, and they passed into the first of the gardens. Colonies of pink and white water lilies floated atop architected ponds, and golden fish swam below.

“Wow,” gasped Marin as they marched zigzag across the land with the help of seven glass bridges. “I’ve always wondered what it looks like from the inside.”

Silas led them down a cobbled path lined with blooming sunflowers. The sliding doors of the glass dome entrance hall parted before him, and they stepped inside onto the salt and pepper marble floor.

A woman with a pink and yellow flowery silk scarf sat behind the reception desk, her tiny nose wrinkled up with utter mortification at their arrival. Bracelet charms jingled and scarf tassels buzzed as she abruptly busied herself with resorting a picture-perfect straight stack of papers on her desk.

Silas ignored her. He headed toward the doorway to the central hallway, and no one tried to stop him. Something caught his eye, though, and he sidetracked to the large cube suspended from the ceiling at the center of the sitting area. On each of four faces a large monitor was attached. Five men in head-to-toe black scaled a smooth rock face, dodging an onslaught of bullets and blades. As soon as the final man had reached the top, he dropped a net over the edge. It swept down across the rock face like a ghost, swallowing up figures in maroon as it went. The corners of the net suctioned onto the side of the mountain, trapping team Hydra inside a webbed prison. The Incendiaries did not even pause to gloat. They sprinted up the last remaining hill to the soundtrack of cursing Avans and triumphant music.

“The Orion Incendiaries in their winning match at the Solstice Games, cleverly trapping their final opponents, team Hydra,” announced an overlaid voice as the five men posed beside the Solstice banner—a yellow sun over a black background—at the peak of the island.

The picture cut to a man in a perfectly fitted black business suit. “After only a few short weeks of recovery, the Incendiaries are already back on the circuit. Their next tournament will find them in Reservoir.”

Pictures of Hayden and Ian Selpe flashed across the screen, followed by a series of shaky, broken photographs of the Black Ruins. Through the fuzz and blur, Ariella could just make out the forms of Selpe soldiers, swirls of beige and blue, standing in front of the ruined city. Next came the equally indefinite black and red shapes of Avan soldiers at the ridge line, and in the midst of them a scrawny boy, clearly underfed, and a smudge of fire-red hair. Ariella gritted her teeth. Nemesis.

“Following just one month after the murder of his father Emperor Ambrose Selpe, Ian Selpe was spotted a few weeks ago by Selpe soldiers at the Black Ruins in the Elition Wilderness,” a woman’s voice reported. “This is the first that has been seen of the young prince since he and his brother Hayden went missing the same night our late emperor was assassinated. The whereabouts of Hayden Selpe remain unknown.”

A series of hugely distorted and blurry black and white photos of the Black Ruins flashed in quick succession across the screen. They resembled the turbulent ebb and flow of a drunken foresight more than the artificially crisp and polished imagery typically seen in Selpe television reports.

“What dreadful photos,” commented Leonidas from beside Ariella.

“Aaron said they had to use an old manual camera from a museum to even get those pictures to use in their report. The Selpe archives obviously did not have any imagery of the Black Ruins—or anything in the Wilderness for that matter. And when they brought the camera back, it was completely melted inside,” Davin said.

Ariella whipped around to find the prince of Elitia standing behind her. He looked as good as ever, though there was an agitated jitter about him. His lips parted, as though he had something to say, but a stern glare from Silas’s white eyes gave him pause.

“Bodyguard,” Davin grunted with a manly nod.

“Prince,” spat Silas, the word as thick as any curse.

Ariella had the feeling the two of them did not get along very well.

The commentator continued, “No suspects have been named in the myriad of misfortunes that have befallen the Selpe ruling family, but we have learned that Avan soldiers were present at the ruins when Selpe forces arrived and heroically drove them off. In addition, rumors abound that Jason Chanz, renown Elition assassin, may have been responsible for Ambrose Selpe’s death.”

An advertisement for sandals came on, and Silas turned to Ariella. “No mention of Nemesis.”

Leonidas smirked. “Maybe she was hiding.”

Silas showed his teeth. He did not look amused.

Davin pointed at Silas. “What is he doing here? And who are all these people?” He indicated Marin and Leonidas.

“My team.”

Davin laughed.

“What?” she growled.

“You’ve managed to collect some odd characters.”

Marin looked offended, Leonidas pretended to be, and Silas was outright indifferent.

“And what brings you to Orion, Davin?” Ariella asked him.

“My father is otherwise occupied this afternoon, so I will be attending the meeting of the Selpe Advisory Council in his place.” He stood tall, dripping sweet satisfaction. King River had spoken to him about keeping his ambition in check, but he didn’t seem to be doing a particularly good job of that at the moment.

“Excuse me,” peeped a voice.

Ariella turned around to find a man dressed in a coal black business suit. The top of his head did not even reach her shoulders.

“That’s one of Lady Rosalind’s.” Silas loomed over the man like a barge over a fishing boat.

“Indeed.” He looked proud to be identified with Lady Rosalind, so she must have been an aristocrat of some prestige. Ariella had trouble telling them all apart.

Silas scowled. “What do you want?”

“The illustrious Lady Rosalind, mistress of the Selpe territory of Sappheiros, commands the group of snoops led by Silas Thorn to come to her at once.”

“Snoops?” echoed Ariella.

“Commands?” said Silas.

“We should count ourselves fortunate she did not send soldiers to escort us,” muttered Leonidas.

“Is she in the habit of doing so?” Ariella asked him.

“What aristocrat isn’t,” commented Marin.

“She certainly does not shun the practice,” said Leonidas. “Lady Rosalind controls one of the wealthiest territories in the Selpe Empire, and she has ruled it since before many of her fellows were even born.”

Ariella looked to Silas. “What do you think she wants with us?”

“Lady Rosalind wishes to offer you her assistance.” The man extended his hand toward the hallway door. “Are you ready?”

Without waiting for their response, he took off down the hall. Silas watched him for a moment, then quickly closed the distance between them. Ariella, Marin, and Leonidas followed. Davin was trailing them at a distance.

They moved further into the building, away from the clean natural air, to a hallway that smelled of metal and fresh paint. It was narrow and tight and closed off on both sides by smooth, ivory walls and thick, mahogany-brown doors. Silent in words and steps, they headed down the long, wide corridor of a dozen doors, each engraved with a different motif in pinks, blues, or greens.

Lady Rosalind’s man pushed open a door cut and set with a hundred different gemstones, all blue and sparkling and worth a fortune. As they stepped into the ballroom, forty pairs of angry eyes turned to glare at them.
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The imperial ballroom was the only room in the palace large enough to comfortably host the egos of forty incensed Selpe aristocrats and their entourages. The expansive hall was less spectacular than the last time Ariella had been there, on the night of Ambrose Selpe’s death. Still, it was not drab by any means. Streams of ribbon-tied roses wove along the ornate silver and gold railing of the curving staircases that swept up to the central overlook balcony.

Across one wall were six long tables, their tops an artwork display of flower-shaped hard-boiled egg slices, ripe fruit hanging from the branches of golden wire trees, and bite-sized muffins topped with blue buttercream and white chocolate snow.

The reaction from the ruling lords and ladies of the Selpe Empire, all impeccably dressed in their finest satin and silk, ranged from unwelcoming glares to downright hostile grimaces. They did not like that Ariella and the others had trespassed on their private party.

“Davin Storm, how nice of you to join us,” Lord Adrian’s silky voice cut through the silence.

“It’s Prince Halo.” Davin gritted his teeth. He must have gone through this performance before.

“Of course, of course,” replied Lord Adrian with a condescending smirk. Ever the diplomat, the Selpe Empire’s most influential lord spoke words of overplayed welcome even as his stony grey eyes betrayed his hatred.

Davin was no stranger to Selpe political games. He volleyed, “I apologize for my tardiness. It seems my invitation was lost in the mail.”

“You weren’t invited,” a voice in the back croaked in a whisper. It was not quiet enough, though.

“Lord Simeon, how nice to see you again,” Davin called out with a wan smile. “We so seldom see your face around here.”

A middle-aged man with a snout for a nose and the early stages of a potbelly on the rise grunted back something incomprehensible. Unable to come up with a witty retort, he had resorted to animal noises. But there was no question he was unhappy that Elitia had a spot on the Selpe Advisory Council, whereas he, the full-blooded Selpe, did not.

Davin’s teal-green eyes scanned across the faces of forty Selpes. He did not blink, and he did not look away. He met their hostile eyes with cool observation, drinking in their every twitch and turn until they could finally stand it no longer and looked away. After dealing with pompous Selpe aristocrats for much of his life, it was a game he played well. Very few in the room withstood that glare: Lord Adrian Greenwood, the most devious of them all; Lady Cassandra Seadusk, the self-professed ‘queen of the Western Territories’; and Lady Veronica Frostwater, Ambrose Selpe’s crafty niece. Most of the others wilted and crumbled to pieces within mere seconds.

“Well, I think we are done here. My lords and ladies, it was a pleasure seeing you all again,” Lord Adrian proclaimed in his most businesslike voice, that of the senior member of the Selpe Advisory Council. It was a face he loved well.

The ruling nobility nodded in acknowledgement and began to file out through the doorway.

“Which one is Lady Rosalind?” Ariella whispered.

“The one wearing more gemstones than sit behind the display counter of a jewelry store,” Leonidas told her.

Ariella picked out an elderly woman in black, sparkling from head to toe with sapphire jewelry. She was one of the last to leave the room, and she paused to drop something on her way out. Ariella slid her foot over the embroidered cloth.

Lady Cassandra, the last to depart, raised her dark sculpted eyebrows at Lord Adrian before shutting the door behind her.

When he was alone with them, Lord Adrian turned around and smiled at Ariella. “My dear Ariella, you are looking as lovely as ever.”

She set her arms across her chest and tapped the holster of the knife strapped to her arm. Sweet talking would get him nowhere.

Lord Adrian seemed to sense that. “I see,” he said, then looked to Davin. “So, little prince, what do you want?”

“Firstly, I wish to know why my father was not invited to this meet of yours, considering he is on the Council.”

The Advisory Council was made up of twelve members from the Selpe Empire’s forty ruling nobles. Forty-one if King River was counted. And that seemed to be Lord Adrian’s ploy.

“This was a meeting of the Selpe territories. While your father is on the Council, my friend, Elitia is not one of the territories of the Selpe Empire. As outlined in the second alliance agreement signed eleven years ago. Unless Elitia wishes to change our arrangement?” he suggested with a sly smirk.

“I am not your friend, Adrian,” Davin said. His tone pure ice, he was channeling King River. “Nor will I ever be.”

Lord Adrian shrugged. “Be that as it may, this meeting did not concern you.”

“What did you discuss?”

“Oh, tedious things. Anticipated harvest yields and riverboat traffic. All very dull, I assure you. Nothing of interest to an important prince such as yourself. I am just sorry for the mixup. It was such a waste for you to come all the way here for nothing. You do have better things to do with your time, don’t you?”

Ariella noticed Silas’s fingers had drifted to the handle of his Everlast Ripper. He looked tempted to wipe the smirk off of Lord Adrian’s arrogant face. Ariella laid a hand on his shoulder, and his gloved hand slid down to rest at his elbow.

“Very well, Adrian. Play your games. But I will find out what you’re up to eventually,” Davin promised.

“Of course,” sneered Lord Adrian, and with that said, he turned and walked out of the room.

When the taps of hard leather soles against the marble floor had turned the corner, Davin clenched up his fists and began to pace. “Oh, that weasel. He is plotting.”

And without even so much as a goodbye, he stormed out of the room.

Silas watched him go. “I know he’s our crown prince and how you feel about him, Ariella, but that boy is just not good enough for you,” he said.

“You’re enamored with him?” Leonidas nearly choked on the words.

“He knows his own head about as well as a decapitated chicken does. Thank goodness he is not our high king,” Silas said.

“Shh, he will hear you,” Ariella warned. “And Davin is just conflicted.”

Silas pulled her into a hug. He was so tall that even with a bent neck, his chin rested easily on top of her head. Stroking through her hair, he whispered, “If you ever need someone to knock him upside the head and wash that indecision right out, I’m here for you.”

Leonidas’s eyes narrowed. “I’m trying to decide if the bodyguard has a thing for you. Though that would require actual feelings.”

Marin stomped on his foot.

“Hey!” He glared at her. “What was that for?!”

She stuck her tongue out at him.

“Very helpful, Marin.”

“Let’s take a look at our note,” Silas decided, pressing a finger to his lips.

Ariella lifted her boot, and he leaned over to pick up the cloth. He read it, then passed it around the circle until it finally came to her.

“Number Thirteen Imperial Lane,” it said. “Fourteen hundred hours. Lose your tail. You’re welcome.”














15. The Sapphire Lady

526AX July 28, Orion







“TREAD CAREFULLY. YOU do not want Lady Rosalind Sappheiros for an enemy,” Leonidas warned them as they hurried down Imperial Lane.

Whereas just a few minutes ago they had been empty, the streets were now packed with men and women in Selpe-blue jumpers, busily toting ladders here and there to set up decorations for the evening’s gala at the palace ballroom. The event would kick off the annual Selpe Unification week of celebrations.

“She is known for her sharp mind and strong hand, and also for her massive collection of jewels, which is the envy of every other Selpe aristocrat. As is her territory’s location. Lady Rosalind’s lands hug much of the western shore of Lake Orion and border Sapphire Bay on the south. Only the city of Orion and the surrounding lands of the Selpe Emperor, can boast of such a prime waterfront spot,” he continued. “Her wealth and uncanny habit of always knowing what everyone is up to make her one of the Empire’s most dangerous players.”

“Sounds like just the sort of person we should be talking to,” said Marin, then grimaced. “Assuming she’s not behind the whole thing.”

“We’ll deal with that possibility when it arises,” was Silas’s pragmatic response.

Ariella wished she possessed his confidence. But it was not her place to wallow. Right now, she was just trying to stand tall and tote around an enormous sword in the hopes that it would scare off anyone who got it into his head to take a shot at killing them.

They came to Number Thirteen Imperial Lane. Situated directly at the lake amidst trimmed trees and sculptured hedges, Lady Rosalind’s Orion residence was more castle than house. Smaller than the Selpe Emperor’s nearby towering palace, though not by much, its outside walls were not brick or wood—they were of a shimmering glass skin, reflecting a glow of iridescent blue in the afternoon sun. The core of the building was round and low, like an enormous squatting crystal turtle, but its tall glassy towers were narrow spikes of sleekness. Even by Selpe standards, it was ostentatious. And it must have cost a fortune to build.

A calligraphic ‘thirteen’ was crafted upon a blue plate affixed to the cold iron gate that barred their entry onto the estate. Gemstones as large as plums topped the gate’s thirty vertical bars. Ariella felt five guns trained on them. It was a clear message from Lady Rosalind: ‘Ogle at my opulence, but should you attempt to do more than look, my men will blow your head off’.

Silas’s gaze lifted, and his eyes panned across the glass towers, pausing briefly at each guard. He finished by turning to Leonidas.

“What else do you know about Lady Rosalind?”

Leonidas pressed his lips to the small monitor built into the stone pillar and kissed the screen. “More than most. I am actually quite good at my job.”

“You got fired for allowing the Avans to sneak by you in Lear,” Marin pointed out.

The gates slid open smoothly, parting just wide enough for the four of them to file in. Then it crashed shut, rumbling Ariella’s heels.

“Not fired. Assigned some time off,” he growled between clenched teeth. “And they did not ‘sneak’ by me. I knew they were there. I was simply ill-equipped to take on forty Spirit Reapers and a deranged Siennan all by my lonesome. I’ve asked for support again and again, but do they send me minions, I ask you? No. I’m apparently too insignificant to warrant additional resources.”

Silas’s face was a stone. “Lady Rosalind.”

Leonidas glared at him, and a delighted sneer broke out on his lips. “Oh, hers is a bloody past.”

Marin eyes bulged and her jaw dropped.

“A vicious tale of vengeance and death.”

Ariella poked him in the arm.

“Of forbidden love.”

“A most thrilling preview,” a sharp voice declared, her words as clear as glass. It was the sort of voice that made people stop and listen, a voice that commanded and left no room for dissent. “You are a marvelous actor, Leonidas Chase. Please, do continue. I am absolutely dying to hear how the tale ends.”

“Lady…Rosalind,” he choked out before his voice abandoned him completely.

“What’s this? A sudden case of stage fright?”

She stepped out of the front doorway, lifting the skirt of her long black gown as she descended the three stone steps. A fat sapphire ring sparkled upon each finger.

“Allow me to assist.” She cleared her throat. “The youngest in a family with three older brothers, Lady Rosalind had fought many battles in her youth, commanding many armies against the enemies of Sappheiros back in the days when feuds between the noble houses of the Selpe Empire were as common as the setting of the sun. But times changed, and Lady Rosalind turned from a life of war to a life of politics, a life of open killings to a life of killing beyond closed doors. It was a familiar story. Any Selpe aristocrat who has been around long enough had seen the same transition.

“As a young battle mistress, the little sister with cinnamon-colored braids and a gem-studded war axe, Lady Rosalind watched her older brothers fall one by one. The eldest died in battle against a rival territory, but few today can still remember which one, for in those days enemies and allies rotated yearly. Her second brother was poisoned by a rival lord vying for esteem in the eyes of the Emperor. The third met his end from a hunting accident. Finally, only Rosalind was left to rule Sappheiros.

“Her first three acts were of swift retribution, humiliation, and familial compassion. As the newly named lady of Sappheiros, she marched at the head of an army and defeated the enemy who had killed her beloved eldest brother. As for the rival lord responsible for her second brother’s death, she plotted and stewed until she saw the day his entire family was publicly shamed and stripped of their wealth. Her youngest brother she knew to be a careless fool, but she loved him anyway. She saw to it that his widow had all that she could ever want, and for the two young daughters she provided tutors and trainers so that they might one day be powerful ladies themselves. Lady Rosalind herself never married or had children of her own, and when it became evident that she never would, she named her eldest niece her heir.”

Lady Rosalind’s blue-grey eyes turned to Leonidas. “Did I get the story right?”

“My lady—”

“Oh, I almost forgot the best part.” She swept her arms up to the sky. Her wide bell sleeves slid down her arms, revealing layers of clinking bracelets. “Lady Rosalind might not have married, but she was no stranger to love.” She winked at Leonidas. “Rumor has it that long ago she was involved with none other than Ambrose Selpe. The two of them had a falling out, likely a consequence of Rosalind’s famous fiery temper, but she continued to love and respect him for all his days. The end.”

Silence fell upon the front steps of Lady Rosalind’s residence. During her performance, Leonidas had slowly shifted his position until he was standing behind Silas’s behemoth form. Huh. He was more afraid of Lady Rosalind than of him.

Ariella canted her head in Silas’s direction, urging him to speak. He countered with a blank stare. Silas would not roll his eyes here and now, but she could tell he really wanted to.

“Is that story true?” he asked.

“It depends on who you’re asking.” Lady Rosalind extended a sparkling arm inside. “Come.”

The house’s interior was ice cold: white marble floors, walls made entirely of pale clear blue glass, door handles and stairway railing of brushed metal, crystal chandeliers, and cool blinding lights. The sculpted art and furnishings were stoically modern.

“Sit.”

The sofa Ariella sat on with Marin and Leonidas blended in perfectly with the style of the cavernous skylit room, but it was by far the most uncomfortable one she had ever met. Its shimmering, nearly iridescent pale blue fabric was so slippery that Ariella had to brace her boots hard against the floor as not to slide off. Silas had decided sitting was against the bodyguard’s code of conduct. He stood behind the sofa, as usual his arms crossed against his chest, his fingers tapping his knives.

Lady Rosalind made sure the sitting room doors were firmly shut before she primly lowered herself to the sea-green sofa opposite them. She poured five cups of tea from a pot on the glass table between the sofas. Ariella passed a cup back to Silas. He sniffed the steaming tea, then licked the liquid surface.

“It is not poisoned,” he declared.

Lady Rosalind chuckled lightly. “I have no reason to kill you, Silas Thorn.”

He looked about as resistant to the idea as he would be to the notion of showing up for a fight without all his knives.

Lady Rosalind sipped her tea without the slightest hint of a slurp. Even as she leaned over to set the white and blue flower-patterned cup upon its matching saucer, she remained perfectly in place. It must have been the natural end result of decades of tea sipping drills on slippery sofas. It was hard to believe this was a Selpe battle maiden.

“It seems I have left off the end of the tale: she continued to love and respect him for all his days. And even after death.”

Silas appeared unmoved.

“Even after death,” she repeated with fierce energy.

It was then that Ariella caught the spark of fire in the lady’s blue-grey eyes, her battleground bark. Her hair had gone as white as the spotless marble floors, but it was still thick and strong. Unlike so many older Selpe women, Rosalind had kept it long and wore it in a braided twist high upon her head, curled tendrils cascading halfway down her back. With glossy rose-pink lipstick, dark eyeshadow, and lusciously long artificial eyelashes, she was as primly made up as any gala-gazing young lady on a husband hunt. And though Ambrose Selpe had died nearly three months ago, she still wore a high-necked black dress and a net which framed her right jawline.

“Silas,” Ariella said slowly. “She is still in mourning.”

He shook his head. “It could be a deception. For all we know, she is the one who’s been trying to kill us.”

A shrill laugh echoed in the glass room. “My dear Silas Thorn, I do not try to kill people. When I want them dead, they die.”

Silas tapped his knives.

“Oh, yes. Quite frightening. I can see why Ambrose chose you to be his bodyguard. Nonetheless, no matter what spectacular feats of gymnastics Elitions can perform, there are but the two of you, and I have men all over the city. Arms everywhere. Ears everywhere.”

Marin’s feet began to fidget with the tasseled rug beneath them.

“Then you know who killed Ambrose Selpe,” Ariella said, sliding her booted toe over Marin’s shuffling feet.

“If I did, do you think I would be sitting here, dolled up to receive visitors?” she demanded. “No, you would have found my niece here to welcome you for afternoon tea. I would have donned my battle gear and gone after that slime myself.”

Ariella could smell the musk of fury rise up from the lady through layers of silk and satin and cashmere.

“I will see the murderous traitor tortured and strung up to die.” As her fists clenched, the gigantic jewels scratched together. “This traitor will weep blood for ending the life of the most magnificent ruler the Selpe Empire is ever likely to see.”

Silas studied her carefully, his eyes panning up and down her face, then he nodded. He believed her.

“What do you know?” he asked her.

“I know that just over a month ago, a band of White Ravens blew up half of the Old District in an attempt to kill you. I know you had barely even set foot in the city again when they made a second attempt this morning.”

Silas interlocked his fingers in thoughtful pause. “Do you know who hired them?”

“I have a name, but I don’t believe it.”

He waited.

“Lord Jamison Azoplume.”

“I know him. One of the older lords. He and Ambrose Selpe were friends,” said Silas.

“Good friends,” amended Lady Rosalind. “He would eat his own arm before he betrayed Ambrose.”

“Lovely image,” Marin muttered to Leonidas, who nodded in agreement.

“Lord Jamison and I have something in common,” Lady Rosalind told them. “We are the only two left in the forty ruling houses who knew Ambrose before he was crowned emperor.”

“Is that significant?” asked Ariella.

She nodded toward Leonidas. “I assume he’s told you about Ambrose’s missing Regalis?”

Marin sighed. “Just how many people have you told your secret to anyway, Leo?”

“Actually, she told me.” His cheeks reddened. “I learn most things by talking to people. But you probably think I spend most of my waking hours hanging from ceilings and crawling through air ducts?”

“No, I know you spend most of your waking hours downing cocktails and chasing skirts.”

The tip of his tongue emerged from his mouth, then disappeared again. From the sideways look he gave Lady Rosalind, Ariella could only guess he’d decided childish gestures were best left out of the lady’s sitting room.

“Why did you tell Leonidas to share this secret?” Silas asked.

“Who says that I did?”

“It is the logical conclusion. Leonidas said it was a secret, yet he shared it with us. Considering how frightened he is of you, he would never expose a secret you had told him unless you also told him to do so.”

“Very clever.” She clapped her hands with dignified precision. “Have you considered a life of politics?”

Silas traced a finger down one of his blades. “I prefer the direct kill.”

“As do I.” She sipped her tea. “Very well. I told Mr. Chase about the Regalis with the directive that he was to pass the information along to you and your associates. But no others.”

“Why? Why tell us?” inquired Ariella. “Is it not supposed to be a secret?”

“It is. I made sure it stayed one.”

From Lady Rosalind’s dark look, Ariella could only imagine what she had done to keep this secret. She envisioned files gone mysteriously missing and a room full of dead coroners.

Lady Rosalind picked up on the unease shifting in the room. “It had to be done,” she explained. “Had it become known that the emperor of the Selpe Empire had been stripped of his Regalis, we would all pay the price. What do you think holds the Avans, the Varenese, and any number of misfit factions in check? Their fear of our power. It’s bad enough that the world knows of Ambrose’s assassination—that he was not invincible—but if they knew we could not even protect him from such a grave dishonor as to lose his Regalis, that we have a traitor in our midst… The consequences would be unspeakable.”

Silas’s eyes lit up. It was a startling effect. His blue irises shone white for a fraction of a second, then faded back to blue. “You are the one who has been spreading rumors that it was Elitions who murdered him.”

“Not I personally. But my agents, yes. There is a lot of fear but very little real knowledge of Elitions, which make you the ideal culprits. The situation is at least manageable if the public believes one of you—particularly, a renown rogue assassin such as Jason Chanz—to be responsible for Ambrose’s death.

“But it is a temporary fix at best. There is still a traitor amongst the ruling families. A mysterious treacherous figure who can attack our emperor makes us appear weak. The exposure and punishment of a traitor shows not only our strength, but also our resolve in dealing with our enemies. The Selpe Empire needs this traitor exposed. I need this traitor exposed. And I need you to expose him.”

Silas glared down on her. “You have been manipulating us since this investigation began. It was you I overheard telling your niece that Ariella was setting out to uncover the traitor who was responsible for Ambrose Selpe’s death. You who hinted that the Avans were clearly involved as well, as Nemesis was spotted with the princes. You who then just happened to notice me in the dining hall and decided to chitchat about the Solstice Games because didn’t I once compete in the competition? You who told Leonidas about the Regalis, instructing him to tell only us. And you who have now brought us here.” He paused for effect, then added coldly, “I do not like being manipulated.”

“This entire situation has been manipulated,” countered Lady Rosalind. “Someone manipulated the events that led to Ambrose’s death, and I manipulated you onto the path to catch this traitor.” She smiled with such sweetness that it was frightening. “Be happy I am not on the opposing team.”

Silas chewed on the words for a moment, then spat back, “We require more information.”

“Start with Lord Jamison.”

“But you don’t think that he did it,” said Ariella.

“No, I don’t. However…” Her eyes drifted, as if trying to find words for what she was about to say. “It is not commonly known, but dear old Jamison’s mind is not quite as agile as it once was.”

“He’s senile,” Leonidas paraphrased. “He probably unknowingly babbled the location of Emperor Selpe’s Regalis to our criminal mastermind.”

Lady Rosalind sneezed. Actually, it was a snort, but her ladylike inclinations did their best to cover that up.

“More likely, he babbled it to his son,” she said. “Cedrus is nearly as ambitious as he is dimwitted. He could not have masterminded such an elaborate scheme, but he could have been quite easily recruited into it.”

She emptied the remaining tea from the cup in a final dainty sip, then set it down upon the table. She slipped a silver compact and a slender tube from a purple velvet pouch. A single finger popped open the compact’s latch, and she used the mirror to reapply a shimmering coat of pink lipstick.

“You can decide for yourselves tonight. Father and son will both be in attendance at the gala. Cedrus rarely leaves his father’s side, but I will distract him so that you may attempt to wring some sense out of Jamison.” She waved her hands, dismissing them. “Now, leave me. There are twenty housemaids waiting on me, far too giddy at the prospect of stuffing my wrinkled old body into the latest runway trend for the gala.”
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IMPERIAL LANE LOOKED quite a bit different than it had just an hour ago. The street posts from the palace all the way down to four plots past Lady Rosalind’s villa had sprouted blinking blue light chains and pumpkin-sized periwinkle and chocolate swirled hanging paper lanterns. It was beautiful in its own way, but Ariella was glad she would not be standing there when the parade procession thundered down Imperial Lane.

Leonidas checked his watch, a gigantic steel and glass weight that had more knobs and hands than one of Marin’s beloved airships.

“Three hours until the gala kicks off. What shall we do until then?” he asked.

“Actually, I was considering checking out the Natural History Museum,” said Marin. “It’s currently featuring a renown exhibit that compares the properties of natural and manmade diamonds.”

Leonidas yawned. “Renown for being tediously dull.”

Marin ignored him. Her eyes drifted upward in thought. “Or perhaps the Transportation Museum, where they’re holding a fascinating lecture this afternoon on the use of lighter helium derivates and the potential industrial production of theorized helium-3 for use in airships.”

“Only you could call that mess of a sentence fascinating.”

“See here, hotshot,” she growled, shoving her finger in his face. “I don’t criticize your hobbies, so leave mine alone.”

“Actually, you did. No more than an hour ago too. And I quote, ‘I know you spend most of your waking hours downing cocktails and chasing skirts’.”

“Those are vices, not hobbies, Leo. Visiting museums is a hobby. So is rock climbing. Or skydiving.”

“Or incinerating things,” he cut in.

The tsunami of all sighs quaked Marin’s chest. “Why do I even bother?”

“We should intervene,” Ariella told Silas. “Now. Before they delve into arguments over the best material for shoelaces.”

“Or a fight over peaches versus nectarines,” he added.

“I had nearly forgotten about that one. Thanks.” A quiver forced its way up her spine. “Ok, listen up. Marin, you will go with Silas to speak to the captain of Ambrose Selpe’s personal guard. Meanwhile, Leonidas, the two of us will scope out the ballroom and surrounding rooms where the gala will take place tonight.”

Leonidas’s eyebrows gave a suggestive scrunch, and he wrapped an arm around Ariella’s shoulder. “So this is your plan to get me alone with you.”

“Absolutely.” She shrugged his arm off, resisting the urge to break it. “We will need to settle on a secluded spot near the ballroom, so that we can speak in private to Lord Jamison. A spot that is shielded from even Elition ears,” she added, looking to Silas.

“Check out the storage room beside the ballroom,” he suggested.

“Ok,” she said. “We’ll meet in the imperial rose gardens at a quarter past seven. Formal attire for all.”

“Even Silas?” Leonidas asked.

“Even Silas.”

Leonidas grinned. From the tickled look on his face, Ariella supposed he was trying to picture Silas in a tuxedo. Silas merely shrugged.

“I do own a tuxedo,” he told the snickering spy.

“Oh, good. I was afraid we would need to raid a clothing shop on our way to the gala.”

Silas ignored him, and after awhile, Leonidas seemed to decide it was not a very good idea to goad someone who walked around with forty-five knives strapped to his body. His bored eyes began to drift toward Marin… No, there would be none of that.

“Come on,” Ariella said, tugging him forward. “Let’s go before someone decides to kill you.”
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As Ariella and Leonidas sauntered off toward the palace gates, the milky sky purred deeply and let forth a misty drizzle. That did not bode well for the five hundred paper lanterns flanking Imperial Lane.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” asked Leonidas. “Do I have something in my hair?” He tousled his black hair, splattering her with crystal water droplets.

“What is the deal with you and Marin?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you two always bickering?”

He bit down on his lip. “Habit, I suppose. It’s always been like this. Ever since we were kids. She was always my best friend’s annoying little sister, tagging along after us. We tried ignoring her. We tried outrunning her. We even tried pushing her away.”

“How nice.”

He shrugged. “We were kids. I never understood why she couldn’t just leave us alone and go play with her own friends. Why no matter what we did to her, she just kept coming back.”

They walked in silence for a few moments, until they had passed through the gates. The gentle slurp and gurgle of the ponds punctuated the steady crackle of sprinkling rain. As they followed the trail of circular stones that led around the side of the palace, the perfume of ten thousand roses grew stronger.

“Finally, one day I realized that she did not have any friends,” he continued. “You know Marin. She is an encyclopedia of bizarre facts, but put her in a room full of people, and she will spend the evening hiding away in the corner. Doing something like disassembling the soda machine.”

“Do you mean to tell me that you think you’re doing her a favor by teasing and arguing with her?” That didn’t make any sense.

“No.” He chuckled. “We fight because that’s what we’ve always done, and we’ve known each other so long that we know just how to get under the other’s skin.”

They rounded a gold-beige stoned turret and emerged before a kaleidoscope of roses. The roses grew as bulbs of bloomage atop slender tree trunks, from dense bush bubbles, and from thick vines that twisted and slithered up trees, fences, and woven wire archways.

The rose vines had also climbed the four stone support pillars that held up the ballroom balcony one floor up. Ariella met Leonidas’s eyes, then nodded toward the balcony. He sighed, but followed her lead as she scaled the nearest pillar.

Ariella swung her legs over the wall of the balcony and glanced down. Leaves quivered and thorns cracked as Leonidas made his way up.

“Ow!” he complained and yanked a thorn from his finger. A moment later he was at the top, glaring down at the vines.

“Problem?”

“We could have just used the front door,” he growled.

“That is not very stealth.”

“Neither is ripping open my skin on a wall of thorns.”

“Next time don’t touch the thorns,” she suggested.

“Thanks.” His lips curled up, but the expression was closer to pain than joy. “I’ll try to remember that.”

Ariella pressed her face to the glass door and peered inside. The room was cavernous. Dark steel blue banners draped the walls between murals of delicate pastels, and matching silk streamers dangled down from the high domed ceiling. Twin sweeping staircases with shining platinum rails curled out from the second level. Carpet runners padded the marble steps in a lush layer of royal blue. Rows of long cherrywood banquet tables had been put out but not yet covered and loaded with food.

At the far end of the balcony was a second door. It probably led to the adjacent room Silas had mentioned. Ariella walked over to it. This room was empty but for a few broken chairs stacked in a lopsided pile in the corner. She tested the door handle. Fortunately, it was unlocked, so there would be no need to explain away any gaping holes where doors used to be.

They stepped inside. The room was uninteresting enough to make it a suitable spot for a private chat. They would have to bar the doors both to the outside and into the ballroom just to be sure, but it would do.

Ariella passed through the wood-framed doorway into the ballroom. As she walked along the perimeter, she brushed her fingertips along the painted and etched walls. It was certainly far easier to appreciate its craftsmanship without a nest of forty angry Selpes within.

“This is trespassing, you know,” said a sharp, humorless voice.

Ariella glanced over her shoulder to an open door into the hallway, where a man caressed the polished knob. It was an eerie gesture.

Their accuser was short—and waifish too. He wore a suit of blue crushed velvet, which made him look utterly ridiculous, but not as ridiculous as the black leather shoes tied with periwinkle ribbons that he wore on his feet, or the bunching of matching periwinkle lace pinned at his collar. His straight black hair, highlighted with purple streaks and stiff with hardened gel, lay flat against his forehead. His bangs were so long that his hazel-speckled brown eyes peeked out from behind them. He was some odd mishmash of club hopper and professor wrapped over the body of an unkempt teenager.

“And who are you?” she replied, setting her gloved hands down hard upon her hips.

“That’s Lord Rylan. He’s new,” Leonidas told her in a flat tone. It was not hard to guess what he thought of Lord Rylan.

“He looks twelve.”

Leonidas ducked and turned his head toward her to cover a smirk. “That too. But I meant new to the Selpe Advisory Council. The seat was previously kept warm by his father until four months ago when he was found dead, stabbed in the chest by his thwarted mistress. Lord Rylan does not like to advertise that tiny tidbit. He tries to lead everyone to believe that Lord Aster Timberland died in a hunting accident.”

“As he did,” countered Lord Rylan, throwing a vicious sneer at Leonidas. “Everyone knows we of the Timberland line relish in a dirty hunt.”

“Not nearly as much as you relish in a dirty lie.”

Lord Rylan was adamant in his stubbornness, though. “When it is man against beast, with no weapons but our hands and our will, accidents happen.”

“Accidents like your mother finds out about your father’s mistress and kicks him out of his own house until he expels his dirty little secret?”

“You’re just jealous that I am now a great lord, and you are still nothing more than a dishonored spy.”

“Do you know this man?” Ariella asked Leonidas.

“Unfortunately, yes. When I was stationed in Timberland, his younger self used to come around our office, insulting us and waving his design piece weapons around. When he was especially bored, he would actually try to attack us.” He glowered at Lord Rylan. “And we were forbidden to fight back.”

Patting the sword at his belt, the young lord simpered. “And still are.” He drew the blade and traced his fingertip along the sharpened edge. “I’ve heard things. You are digging in matters that do not concern you. The pursuit of them will surely put you all in danger.”

Ariella didn’t like him already. With the way he was playing with his sword as though it were a toy stick, he was well on his way to cutting his finger off. Unfortunately, she was obliged to resist speeding that outcome along.

Leonidas quivered with bottled rage. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a fact,” he said with a shrug, looking rather bored. “Ignore it at your own peril.”

His felt-soled shoes brushed against the marble floor as he turned and walked away.

As soon as he was out of earshot, Leonidas began to pace in front of her. “A ‘great lord’, bah! The only great thing about Lord Rylan is his ego.”

“He knows something,” said Ariella. “He warned us to stay away.”

“They’re always claiming to ‘know’ things, and they love to threaten. But Lord Rylan is as dense as a stone. I’d be surprised if he actually knows anything at all.”

“Perhaps, but it might be worth having Silas—”

A thunderous shock shot through Ariella’s body, and she fell to her knees. As the foresight spilled out, her head felt as though it would split open from the pressure.

“What’s wrong?”

The image of the Imperial Guard House, a black and white sketch against a rainy background, appeared to her. Her foresights were always in black and white, and they nearly always looked as though they had been drawn with the precision straightness of an architect’s pencil.

Dark flame tentacles flickered slowly across the slanted roof and spilled forth like hungry heads from the windows. Ariella’s nose burned from the sting of sulfur and gas.

“We need to get to Silas and Marin. Now.”
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SILAS KNEW PATRICK Barden well, for the captain of the Imperial Guard had been around for much of the time he’d served as Ambrose Selpe’s bodyguard. Ten years ago, Silas had been on the job for not quite six years when Patrick was made captain. His promotion ceremony had been famously highlighted by a very gruff, manly handshake with Emperor Selpe, just as the head of the former captain rolled across the floor of the ballroom, trailing a streak of red against the sparkling white marble. The headless man—his name cursed and spat until it was forgotten—had been charged with treason. Even Ambrose Selpe, averse to public executions, had made an exception for the man whose treachery had cost him his beloved wife and empress.

Silas remembered the day well. After all, it was he who had swung the blade.

Patrick remembered the day too. He was a muscular man with thick, bulging arms and the sort of broad chest hard won through long hours at the gym. People were scared of Patrick. And Patrick was scared of Silas. Every time he saw him, he turned a bit green.

He was sitting at his desk when two men with practiced blank expressions led Silas and Marin into his office. He dismissed his men, then stood.

As always, he wore his fitted neck-to-toe uniform made of a tightly-woven black synthetic fiber that shimmered in the shifting light, exposing just the slightest hint of a deep blue undertone. Accents in Selpe blue trimmed the edges of his collar and sleeves. He fit the bill for a Selpe guard down to the last detail.

Silas liked Patrick, but most of all he could work with him. He did not possess the slow wits of so many of his crude and cruel fellows, who more often than not preferred clubbing people over the head with very large objects rather than pausing to talk it out. Nor was he burdened with the enormous ego of a Selpe Diamond Edge, those Selpe soldiers who believed themselves above all the world. No, he was a very normal man who was loyal, hardworking, and had somehow remained uncorrupted despite his years amongst the schemers and slayers who flowed in and out of Orion on a daily basis.

“What can I do for you, Silas Thorn?” he asked as his men left the room.

“Ariella visited you a few weeks ago.”

“Yes.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing. She asked about the night of Emperor Selpe’s assassination. But before I could respond, someone threw a smoke bomb through the open doorway. By the time I stumbled outside, Ariella and the assailants were gone. My guards told me it was a few dozen White Ravens who chased her into the Old District. And they just stood there like lumps.”

“Why didn’t they try to help her?” asked Marin.

“They claimed that as soon as White Ravens left the palace grounds, intervening became the duty of the Orion City Guard. What they failed to remember was that the Orion City Guard’s numbers were down by one third. They simply did not have the manpower to patrol the entire city right then.”

“Why were they down one third of their men?” Silas asked.

Patrick sighed. “Because those idiots had buckled before Lady Cassandra’s glare and agreed to send one third of the Guard on one of her ridiculous ‘ship cruises’.”

Silas arched a brow. “Ship cruises?”

“Well, that’s what she called it, anyway. I’ve heard that it’s nothing more than Lady Cassandra and a few of her allies taking a cruise around the coastline, inviting aboard their adversaries to taunt and frighten. It’s common practice actually. The Selpe aristocrats are always trying to get Orion city guards—or better yet imperial guards—to join their party when visiting one another. They think the presence of those dark uniforms marked with the crest of the Selpe Empire bestows some added power to their side of the negotiating table.

“But I stopped sending them my guards as soon as I realized the games they were up to. The Imperial Guard is supposed to remain neutral in internal conflicts. We answer only to the Emperor. I warned the captain of the Orion City Guard about these scheming nobles—that they never returned all your men to you on time—but he did not listen. A week after the ship cruise, Lady Cassandra and her friends were back in Orion, but the Orion city guards they had taken were nowhere to be found.”

Silas frowned. “What’s the real reason your men did not want to help Ariella?”

Patrick looked apologetic when he said, “They didn’t want to risk their necks for an Elition.” His fists clenched. “I told them I didn’t care if the White Ravens were chasing down an Avan or even a Rev. It was our job to keep the imperial grounds safe. We would have been in deep shit if during that meteor shower of bullets, one of the ruling lords had been hit.

“And then it came out that due to my guards’ inaction, the White Ravens had put holes in larger pieces of the Old District. And brought down a damn historical building to boot. I was not pleased.”

That was an understatement. Though weeks had passed since the incident, Patrick looked angry enough to put a few hundred holes through something himself.

“Tell me what happened that night.”

Patrick stopped pacing and blinked down hard. “Smooth transition. Very subtle.”

“Subtlety is for politicians and assassins,” replied Silas.

“As opposed to blunt bodyguards?”

“Precisely. Now, tell me what happened,” he repeated, putting more steel into his voice this time. They had a schedule to keep.

Patrick wisely decided it was best to get straight to the point. Silas liked him, but that wouldn’t stop him from applying the necessary pressure if need be.

“Lord Rylan came to the guardhouse at midnight. Nearly on the dot. The tower bell was still tolling.”

“The time the Imperial Guard changed shifts,” inserted Silas.

“Oh, it gets better. Lord Rylan was trailed by six imperial guards. The six on duty.”

“Where were their replacements?”

“Delayed. A brawl had broken out in the ballroom on their way to the Emperor’s chambers, and they were attempting to keep Lord Ansel Summerland and Lord Logan Horncreek from killing each other with broken champagne flutes.”

“If their replacements had not yet arrived to relieve them, why did the guards abandon their post?”

“Hell if I know,” Patrick grumbled. “They know that they are never, ever to leave the Emperor unguarded. I don’t care if their replacements are two hours late and they have to pee so badly they feel like they’ll explode—they will stand their ground.

“But their wits seem to have fled them that night. They claim Lord Rylan came stumbling down the hallway to the Emperor’s front door, drunk as a skunk, throwing chairs and shouting incoherent complaints as to how his deceased father’s body was mistreated. They say they tried to calm him down, but he drew a gun and began to shoot holes in the door.”

“At which point, they would have been in their right to shoot him in the head. Lord or not, if anyone attacks the Emperor, the Imperial Guard may use any force necessary to subdue the threat. It’s in your own charter,” Silas pointed out.

Patrick’s face blazed red. “You don’t have to tell me. I told them just that. But the idiots claimed that they did not dare shoot someone on the Advisory Council. And so they convinced him to come with them to the guard house, where all his concerns would be heard.”

“Could they not have called their replacements first?” Marin asked.

Patrick studied her closely for a moment, then decided she was not a menace. “They say the head of the next shift had called them a few minutes before to let them know they were on their way there.”

“And then they just left? Without waiting? It sounds like they were eager for a reason to be elsewhere. You know, there were a lot of parties that night in Orion. To celebrate the bombings.” She twirled her finger around in mock celebration. “I’ll bet they had plans to be at one of those.”

He looked as though the thought had never occurred to him. “Of course.” A wrinkle of sheer irritation formed between his eyes. “It makes me want to discharge them all over again.”

Silas was surprised the guards were still alive enough to be punished.

“What happened next?” he asked.

“Lord Rylan stormed into my office bellowing insults. He tottered around, tossing things off the shelves, all the while hollering the same old complaint over and over. All about how his father’s corpse was abused by the Orion City Guard.

“I told him he was tearing up the wrong office. We’re the Imperial Guard, responsible for the Emperor and the palace grounds. The Orion City Guard is down the street on 2nd Avenue.”

Marin coughed.

Patrick looked at her. “He sure didn’t find it funny. Didn’t I know that it had always been the late Lord Aster’s wish to be cremated and his ashes spread to the wind? And he did not appreciate our ‘mutilating’ his father’s body.”

“Mutilating?” Marin asked.

“The Orion City Guard had an autopsy performed, just as they always do whenever a murdered body is found in Orion. He demanded that they—er, we—pay retributions to the Timberland estate for the irreparable damage done to his father’s image.”

“But I thought Lord Aster died in a hunting accident in Timberland. It was all over the news.” She made claws with her fingers. “A big bear got him.”

“Whether the late Lord Aster died in a forest or in a hot tub, it is irrelevant,” Silas told her. “What matters is what his son did that night.” He looked to Patrick. “And why.”

“The man was wasted. No question about it. Even if you were blind and deaf, you could just smell the stench coming off of him.”

Patrick’s nose wrinkled up, as though he could still smell it. At that, his legs collapsed, and he passed out on the floor.

“What the—” Marin pressed a hand to her forehead.

Silas crouched down to have a look at Patrick. He was unconscious but still breathing. Drugs perhaps.

“Silas, I have a headache,” Marin announced.

“Then take a pain killer.”

“No, the air.”

Gas. Silas sniffed the air. Besides ink, paper, wood, metal, and human sweat mixed with synthetic fabric, he didn’t smell a thing.

“I don’t smell anything,” he told her.

“Carbon monoxide, I bet. Odorless.”

Silas caught her before she fell, then lowered her onto the sofa against the back wall. “Don’t move.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

He tried the doorknob. It was locked. Of course it was. He kicked the door with full force. It didn’t budge. Made of thick layers of metal, it was reenforced to withstand a lot more than even an Elition of his strength could throw at it.

“It is a guard house. It has to stand up to things like battering rams and bullets,” said Marin. “How about a window?”

“All bolted shut.”

“Can’t you just blow a hole in it with your mind?”

“I’m not that kind of Phantom. I can move objects, but I can’t ‘blast’ things.”

Marin braced her hands against the seat and stumbled to her feet.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

“Trying to save our bacon.” Glass clinked and papers rustled as she rummaged through the shelves.

“Ok, just try not to blow up the building while we are still inside.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she promised. “What are you doing?”

He crouched deep into his knees and peered under the desk. “Looking for the source of the gas. Patrick went down first, so he must have been standing closest to it.”

She nodded. “Ok, just try not to blow up the building while we are still inside.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said as he took a suspicious clear orb into his hand.
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WHEN ARIELLA AND Leonidas arrived at the guardhouse, the roof was not on fire, nor was smoke seeping out of the windows. If not for her foresight, she might not have known anything was wrong. Then again, there was no one outside. Since when did a guard house have no guards standing sentinel outside?

Ariella pressed her hand to the door, which was cool, and tried to turn the knob. Locked.

“Silas, are you there?” she asked. It was worth a shot. The house was built as thick as a bunker, but Silas had good ears.

“Here,” came a muffled response, as though he were speaking into a pillow. Wow, were those walls thick.

“How many of you are there?” No reason to ask if they were stuck. Silas was too practical to find talking through a door amusing. He would have just come outside.

“Three. Marin, the guard captain, and myself. The device that delivered the gas has been neutralized, but the contaminated air is trapped in here until we can find a way to open a window or door.”

“Or blow a hole in the wall!” Marin’s voice chimed in.

“Marin tried to make something to blow through that wall, but her head’s not on right on account of the fumes. I made her rest before she made us all go boom,” explained Silas.

That was met with an exasperated sigh from Marin, followed by a bout of coughing.

“Watch it there. Don’t inhale too much,” he told her.

“How are you, Silas?” Ariella asked him.

“Compromised, but mostly functional.”

Uh-huh. He sounds like he’s describing some sort of machine.

“What can we do to help?” she asked.

“Opening the door would be an excellent start.”

“We’ll see what we can do.” Ariella turned to Leonidas. “Ideas?”

He did not respond. In fact, he just stood there staring at the door, looking green.

“Leonidas?”

A quiver rippled across his shoulders, and he snapped himself out of it. “Well, the ideal person to solve this little conundrum is unfortunately stuck on the wrong side of the door. Marin, any ideas?”

“She’s nearly passed out,” Silas reported.

Ariella relayed the message.

“All right,” Leonidas said. “All right.”

He looked the door up and down, knocking on the surface, checking out the hinges, the knob, the gaps at the top and bottom. Shaking his head, he then moved onto the control panel beside the door. His fingers slid and tapped along the glossy surface, sending up a storm of shapes and text.

“It’s voice activated.”

“Meaning?” she asked.

“Ok, so right now the building’s in lockdown. The defenses are full up, as though it’s under siege from the outside. In order to get in, someone needs to give the all-clear. To tell the defenses to shut down because everything’s just peachy out here.”

“So do it.”

“Well, it’s not so simple. It’s not just anyone who has that power. The system is keyed to just a few people’s voices. It has to be someone important.” He leaned closer to the door. “Is the captain of the guards conscious?”

“No.”

Ariella shook her head.

“Ok. I don’t know his voice, but maybe one of these.” He turned to the screen and in a rich bass voice not his own said, “Power down defenses.”

A few red lights blinked unhelpfully.

“Ok. Not that one then.”

“Who was that?” Ariella asked him.

“Lord Nolan Ironwood. One of my specialties. Here’s another. Power down defenses.” This time, the voice was squeaky as a mouse. “Lord Sklyr Sunshadow, the Empire’s richest teenager—well, save Hayden and Ian Selpe, but I haven’t heard them speak enough times to do their voices.”

“You can mimic voices,” said Ariella.

“Yes. It’s a big hit at parties.”

“All voices?”

“No, but many.”

Ariella thought back to his imitation of Marin. “Women too?”

“That’s harder. But doable. Power down defenses,” he said in Lady Rosalind’s rasp.

This time, the building did react, but it didn’t open the door. Instead, the two guns mounted above the door began to make funny noises. It was only a matter of seconds before they would power up enough to begin shooting holes in them.

“The house doesn’t like Lady Rosalind,” Ariella commented.

“No, it’s more likely an issue of using the wrong voice three times. Hmm, who besides a guard would be keyed into the system?”

The gun fired a warning shot at Ariella’s foot, which she withdrew just in time. It was toying with them. The cursed machine was toying with them.

“Just pick the most important person you can think of,” she told him, sidestepping. The gun barrel tracked with her, spitting out another bullet. It grazed the top of her shoulder. “Now!”

“Power down defenses,” he intoned silkily.

The guns’ motors spun down, and just in time. The next shot was aimed at Ariella’s chest, and at that range she wasn’t sure she could have dodged it. The front door clicked open. Suddenly, Silas was on the doorstep carrying Marin and the captain outside, one swung over each of his shoulders.

“Lord Adrian?” Ariella asked Leonidas.

“He’s the most important person I can imitate,” he replied.

Silas laid Marin and the guard captain down on the grass. Leonidas wasted no time in going to Marin. He knelt beside her and began to breathe into her mouth. Silas nodded toward the captain, and Ariella did the same for him.

“Are you all right?” she asked Silas between breaths.

“Yes.”

“Need me to do this for you?” she teased.

“No.”

Marin’s arms flailed and she pushed herself off the ground. Her legs buckled, but Leonidas held her up.

She wheezed out a few weak coughs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Helping you.”

Marin looked as though she didn’t know what to make of that. Finally, she settled for, “Oxygen would have worked better.”

The guard captain sucked in a slurp of air, followed by an encore of choppy coughs.

“Are you all right?” Ariella asked him.

He nodded.

Suddenly, a crack hammered through Ariella’s eardrums. She tossed Leonidas aside a moment before a large chunk of tile landed where he’d been kneeling. They all turned their heads toward the guardhouse, which was spitting up roof shingles like popcorn kernels.

“Was that one of your explosions?” Ariella asked Marin.

“No. But at least we know we’re on to something,” she gulped.

If only they could unmask the traitor before this investigation killed them.
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Ariella and Silas walked into the ballroom, arm-in-arm. They had dressed the part—she in a cross-strapped pale violet floor-length gown that hugged her figure, he in an ink-black tuxedo. The bow tie almost made him look harmless. If it weren’t for his behemoth form, people might not have even scattered before them.

After the earlier excitement, Marin had decided to sit this one out, and Leonidas insisted on watching over her. It was probably for the best. Ariella just hoped that, left alone, they did not end up killing each other.

She cracked her knuckles on Silas’s forearm, drawing an amused smirk from him—then refocused.

Additional finishing touches had been placed on the ballroom since earlier that evening. Silver platters now sat upon navy-threaded table runners. Fruity and nutty aromas danced above the nearest artistic display of food. Thirty chandeliers dripped crystal-studded ropes, reflecting sparkles of light upon each wall. Selpe aristocrats danced, and they ate—but most of all they schemed.

Three men were besieging the miniature pizza platter. Ariella had seen them together at every Selpe event she’d ever attended, rehashing the same tired lines and giggling themselves silly over their ingenuity.

Melody had traded in her tiny bikini for a scarlet red gown with a v neckline cut nearly down to where her skirt’s thigh slits began. She held a champagne fluke between two fingers and was winking at Lord Adrian, who was struggling to remain focused on his conversation with Lady Cassandra.

Just down the table from Melody, Lord Rylan was making a painful effort at flirting with Lady Isla. Her strained smile lasted five seconds before she pushed her sister in front of him and excused herself.

“Lord Jamison Azoplume,” Silas said with a subtle nod toward a pair of men just entering the ballroom.

The older of the two, a man wrapped beneath a fuzzy velvet robe and several layers of plush blankets, withered and shivered in the northern late summer air. He was wheeled inside by a man in a deep grey suit with a bright blue necktie neatly tucked into his jacket and a gold-chained watch dangling self-consciously from his pocket. Lord Jamison and his son Cedrus.

Where Jamison was wispy and frail, Cedrus was muscular, his thick arms bulging with veins and his skin as smooth as satin. The younger Azoplume’s face was as soft as a peach with a stylized unshaven brown-black stubble, and his pale pink lips wore a contemptuous sneer. It was the default expression of many a Selpe aristocrat, particularly when meeting with Elitions. It said, ‘What are you doing here and what do you want?’

Ariella and Silas had not yet taken a single step in their direction when Lady Rosalind swooped in and squeezed Cedrus on the cheek, which caused his face to turn a shade somewhere between green and bright red.

“Dear Cedrus, how have you been?” She set her arm in his, pulling him away from his father.

“Lady Rosalind, I…I can’t leave my father,” he spluttered.

“Nonsense. Jamison’s not going anywhere.”

Cedrus shot Silas a wary look, but did not protest further. Lady Rosalind looked strong enough to swing him over her shoulder and her stern eyes promised she was more than willing to do so should he continue to argue with her. Cedrus decided the hit to his reputation was not worth it.

Silas stepped up to Lord Jamison. “Lord Jamison, do you remember me?”

“Silas. Silas Thorn, wasn’t it?” The old man cracked a smile. “Ambrose’s bodyguard.”

“That’s right.”

He looked around in confusion. “But where is Ambrose?”

“The Emperor is dead. Don’t you remember?”

“Ah.” His lips fell. “Of course. Yes, of course. A damn shame too. He was a good friend. When did he die?”

Ariella shot Silas a hard stare. Jamison was too far gone. Was it even worth talking to him?

“This is my friend Ariella,” Silas introduced her.

Lord Jamison tried to push himself to his feet, but his arms just slipped uselessly off the sides of his chair. “My apologies, my dear. I appear to be quite stuck.”

His eyes twinkled. For a senile old man, he seemed surprisingly chipper.

“Ariella would be happy to take you for a walk,” Silas offered.

“An evening stroll with a beautiful woman.” He grinned at her. “How can I refuse?”

Ariella took position behind his chair and began to roll him toward the storage room, wondering what Silas’s play was. As he had made clear to her many times over, she was an inept interrogator at best. And yet he was leaving Lord Jamison, their best lead, solely to her. Maybe he knew something she didn’t. Maybe Lord Jamison was an old lech. Oh, yay.

Ariella clicked the door shut behind them, then brought Lord Jamison to the other side of the storage room. She turned him to face her and was met with a perplexed stare.

“Who are you, girl? Why have you brought me here?” His gaze zigzagged across the empty room, finally settling on her face. “Have you brought me here to kill me?”

Or maybe Silas knew his favored interrogation technique would crack the old man’s fried brain open like an egg.

“Lord Jamison,” she began.

“No, that’s my name,” he cut in impatiently.

“I am Ariella Steele. Silas Thorn just introduced us.”

“Ambrose’s bodyguard?” He looked around again. “Where is Ambrose?”

“Ambrose Selpe is dead.”

“Yes, he is. And he was a fine man. A great emperor. Who would want to kill him?”

Ariella paused a moment before she replied. Why not? He wouldn’t remember anyway. “Silas and I are trying to find that out.”

“Good.” He nodded. “Very good. I cannot abide traitors. We have enough enemies to fight without pecking at one another. Like the Avans. Say, do you know if we have defeated them yet?”

Ariella didn’t want to remind him that the last Selpe-Avan war had ended eleven years ago. That would just be cruel. So she simply said, “Silas and I were wondering if you could help.”

“Of course.”

“Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis was missing from his body.” She waited for that to sink in.

Disgust washed over his face, then was replaced with fury. His fists clenched up.

“There was a precise cut right beside his stomach, as though the person who retrieved the Regalis knew exactly where to find it.”

Lord Jamison’s fuzzy eyebrows crept up. “I assume you have already spoken to Rosalind.”

“She told us you two are the only ones who know where it was.”

“She’s correct.” He gave her a hard stare. “And did she also assure you neither of us would ever betray this secret?”

“She did.”

“And yet here you are, speaking to me,” he pointed out.

“Yes.” How to say this right… “We wonder if you had maybe let it slip to someone. Your son perhaps. Unintentionally.”

Lord Jamison’s face told her just how smooth she had really been. “You mean, did I babble it to Cedrus in some fit of senility?”

Ariella waited, trying to keep her face blank.

“I don’t remember telling Cedrus any such thing.”

Which was kind of the point. Ariella wanted to scream it, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, he seemed like a nice old man, and she was not in the habit of screaming at nice old men.

“And even if I were so senile, Cedrus would not have spread the information. Oh, he’s ambitious to be sure. Too ambitious if you ask me. It’s not healthy. The ambitious sorts don’t tend to live long. Look at me. I never cared about carving out a bigger territory for myself, and here I still am, over seventy years old, alive and kicking.” A bemused expression slid over his face. “Where was I?”

“Cedrus.”

“Ah, yes. Of course. So, Cedrus is ambitious, but these past few months he’s been too busy with his lover to be plotting anything.”

“Lover?”

Lord Jamison chuckled. “Cedrus thought he was keeping it a secret, but I found out. He’s not as sly as he would like to think. It would take more than a doddery old mind to keep me from noticing the way he was strutting about in his new clothes. I knew something was up when he started donning orange satin sashes and absurd hats with fuchsia feathers. He had never bothered with such travesties of popular fashion before.”

“When did the hat parade start?” she asked him.

“Oh, I don’t know. Sometime around the Spring Parade.”

That would have put it around the equinox, just a few months before Ambrose Selpe was murdered.

“Who is she?”

“Was. I haven’t noticed her around lately. I was spying from behind my bedroom window curtains, so I never saw her up close. She was always visiting Cedrus late at night with her servant, so it must be some lady. She looked like a young, sweet thing from what I could see. Nice hooded cloak. Expensive. Diamond bracelets.”

Which described basically any Selpe woman of wealth.

“She wore flat sandals, which I found odd in that raining weather. She was taller than Cedrus. As tall as…” His eyes drifted to Ariella. “As tall as a man. And her companion was at least a head taller.”

The companion might have been Nemesis. She was nearly as tall as Silas.

“She always wore these lovely gloves, quite a lot like—”

An explosive boom thundered from the ballroom, followed by a chorus of screams and shattering glass.














19. Aftermath

526AX August 11, Port







IT HAD BEEN two weeks since the attack in the imperial ballroom. Silas ran through that evening in his head over and over again, sucking the memory dry of every detail.

The lights had dimmed for a video presentation, and all eyes were focused on the wall-sized screen. All but Silas’s. He saw the glimmer of the tiny silver dart before anything blew up. He saw it in perfect detail as it shot toward Lady Rosalind: the glossy smooth surface, unmarked, sharply pointed at both ends and slightly bulged in the middle, much like an airship.

He launched forward, throwing himself around her. The dart dropped to the marble floor with a hollow clang.

Silas could do nothing about the second dart, which hit Cedrus Azoplume in the neck. As he dropped to the floor, the ice sculpture in the middle of the room exploded. A resounding crack signaled the collapse of a banquet table. White ceramic plates crashed and crystal bowls shattered. A cascade of blue punch plummeted down the torn tablecloth, mixing with blood as it oozed across the floor in a murky purple river. Lantern confetti and jewels poured down from the ceiling like rain.

The Selpe nobility scattered, toppling imperial guards in their rush to escape. The whistle of wheels and a whiff of lavender signaled the arrival of Lord Jamison and Ariella. She had jogged his chair as far as the doorway, where she had suddenly stopped, her face frozen in shock as she gaped at the state of the ballroom.
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The evening after the attack, Silas had been summoned to Lady Rosalind’s Orion home. He did not much like being ‘summoned’ by Selpe aristocrats to do anything, but he made an exception for her. If not for her and Lord Jamison, the Selpes would have imprisoned them all. Silas could see it painted on the faces of Lord Adrian and his Diamond Edge entourage. They had wanted very, very much to place the blame for the bombing on them. Lord Jamison, saddened by the death of his son, testified in their favor. For her part, Lady Rosalind barged into a meeting of the Selpe Advisory Council and asked if they were all completely out of their minds. She presented Marin’s findings that the dart was of Avan design—Silas had swiped it from the scene for her to analyze—and told them to find the actual culprit before she got it into her head to start replacing them. The old lady must have stirred up enough fear, for they left Silas’s group alone after that.

The members of the Selpe Advisory Council were not the only ones to cower before the might of Lady Rosalind. She’d managed to squeeze the location of Nemesis’s base out of Cedrus before his death. The Siennan Triad was taking Hayden and Ian Selpe to the Evergreen Peninsula, deep within Mist Veil. Apparently, there was a portal there that led right into Solarin, the Avan capital. Silas knew nothing of any such portal, but there were dozens of them throughout the world. Admittedly, he did not know them all by heart.

Lady Rosalind had nearly wrung the name of the traitor out of Cedrus when the ballroom was attacked. She said it was a mercy that dart killed him because she would have done it herself as soon as she’d drained him of every last drop of information; that was the price for betraying Ambrose. From her hard expression, it was clear she was not thinking of anything as innocuous as hanging him out of a balcony.

When Silas returned with the location of the princes, Marin insisted that they set off at once to rescue them. It was the right thing to do, she said, and no one else knew where they were. They could not leave innocents to suffer at the hands of the Avans.

It was a noble sentiment, but Silas had not survived nearly twenty years as Ambrose Selpe’s bodyguard by doing the right thing. He had survived by always doing the practical thing—and running off into the Wilderness with only four others against forty Spirit Reapers and a Triad was not practical. Besides, by the time they’d hiked there, the boys would be long gone.

Leonidas wanted to stay in Orion. Ariella agreed with Marin, much to Silas’s disappointment. He’d not taken her for the suicidal type. Even when he reminded her that King River had sent a team to recover the princes, she would not bend.

“Isis. He sent Isis,” she told him, and that cleared up everything right away. Ariella wasn’t running off with reckless abandon—willingly ignoring her assignment and putting all their lives at risk—to save the heirs of the Selpe Empire. She was doing it in the misguided hope of saving her best friend from certain death.

As soon as she and Marin put their heads together to begin hatching elaborate schemes involving experimental modifications to an airship, Silas knew the battle was lost. There was no way he could talk the two of them out of it. Leonidas would be on board too. Much as they fought, he would not abandon Marin. The incident at the guard house had proved that.

The three of them would go with or without Silas. With him, their chances of survival were considerably higher.

And that is how they ended up at the edge of the Wilderness in Port, where an experimental airship was suspended to a science research station. Silas watched Ariella leave her room and head down the hallway to the lab Marin had claimed as her own.
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HOW MARIN HAD managed to convince the research team at the Port science station into letting her modify their experimental airship, Ariella could only guess. But she had. In fact, not only was she permitted to modify the airship, they were allowing her to take it for a test flight into the Wilderness. Marin was apparently more convincing than Ariella had thought. Perhaps, they should have been using her to converse with their long list of shady suspects.

According to Marin, unlike airplanes, airships could, with the assistance of wind, float perfectly well over the Wilderness. They just couldn’t use their engines. They could land by letting air—no, helium, Marin had repeatedly corrected her—out of the balloon envelope. The problem was getting up in the air again without the aid of technology. If one docked at an airship station, machines and workers were ready with new tanks and a plethora of other doodads. For an airship landing in the Wilderness, it was a one-way trip. Until now.

Marin had concocted a convoluted scheme of flooding a large chamber in the airship with water. To land, they would release helium. To take off again, they would release water. She claimed the spark of the idea had hit her when she took an early morning swim on the Splendor, the gargantuan airship that had carried them to the Solstice Games.

Marin had insisted it was a ‘simple’ modification, but Ariella tended to think that the daredevil engineer underestimated the farfetchedness of her own ideas. And here they still were, two weeks later, waiting for her to finish. At this rate, they could have walked to the Evergreen Peninsula faster. Ariella counted down the days. Would the princes even still be there by the time they arrived? Would Isis be able to survive the encounter with Nemesis and her Spirit Reapers? Ariella’s stomach lurched. Down that path lay only madness.

She was taking her usual morning walk down the hall to check on Marin’s progress. A few steps behind her, Ariella could feel the weight of Silas’s presence, following her to the lab. He didn’t want to be here, but he was. That meant something to her, though she wasn’t sure exactly what.

The last time Ariella had visited Marin’s self-claimed lab was the previous evening. She had found her directing a group of men in grey work jumpers to do all sorts of things Ariella could not even begin to understand. So not only had she secured an airship and the facilities to modify it, but she had also recruited all the workers to follow her every command. And they didn’t even seem interested in her for anything but her mind. Remarkable.

Enraged shouts echoed down the hall, pounding Ariella’s ears. She moved into the lab. Marin’s worker force was conspicuously missing this morning. It was only Marin and Leonidas. And this was not one of their typical back-and-forth playful spats.

“You double-crossing traitor!” she bellowed at him.

Leonidas cringed. “I am not a traitor. I didn’t have a problem with Ambrose Selpe. Really. I had nothing to do with his death.”

Ariella heard Silas slip into the room and click the door shut behind him.

“And yet you allowed—no, assisted—the Avans in sneaking his sons, your future rulers, through Lear,” Marin growled. “Why?”

Leonidas said nothing.

Silas’s voice dropped through the silent room like a boulder. “Is this true?”

“I did not assist them, Marin. I never even talked to them.”

His eyes were locked on Marin. He did not even acknowledge Silas, nor falter at the malice in his voice. Which meant he knew he’d done something really bad. He could not stand to have Marin think badly of him.

They’d been dragging themselves all over the world in search of traitors, and here was one right in their midst. Ariella bottled the urge to snarl at him. If he hadn’t winced at Silas’s tiger roar, her kitten squeak wasn’t going to have any effect on him either.

“Start from the beginning,” Marin directed. “I need to decide if you’re worth ever speaking to again. Begin with the why. Why did you betray those boys?”

“They are half-Elition. They do not belong on the Selpe throne.”

Not a good reason to plot to kill them, but not an uncommon sentiment either.

“Who told you of the boys’ heritage?” asked Silas.

Leonidas looked at him for the first time since he’d entered the room. “Samuel Broden, Hayden Selpe’s personal assistant.”

“And who told him?”

“I don’t know. I worked only through him.”

Silas nodded. So he had deemed Leonidas’s words true. “Continue.”

“There were Selpe soldiers in Lear that night. A lot of them. They were stopping over before they headed across the ocean the next day for their attack on Hope. My job was to distract them, which I did with a combination of alcohol, bawdy songs, wild stories, and even more alcohol. There may also have been a courtesan or two or twenty in there somewhere. All the while, my Avan counterpart Morton Corse was leading Nemesis’s group through Lear. He did not know I knew what he was doing, that I was keeping the Selpes away from him. He thought he was so sneaky, so clever, to get them out under all our noses. Little did he know, I literally handed him an empty street to march his parade down.”

“I hope you are not actually proud of your misguided part in this sinister scheme,” Marin spat.

Leonidas sighed. “Are you proud of your ingenious bomb designs, Marin? Even though they have been made into explosives that have actually killed people?”

“This is not about me. This is about you. Why did you do it, Leonidas? I can’t believe you would sell out those poor children for any such bigoted reason as their blood. I have known you my entire life. I never got the impression you hated Elitions. Hell, you even flirted with Ariella. I don’t buy it.”

Ariella wasn’t buying it either, but the Selpes were masters of intrigue. Particularly, their spies.

Leonidas spared Ariella a quick glance, then turned back to Marin. “I don’t hate them, but they do not belong in our world, ruling over us. I know where you are, Marin. Really I do. We all go through it. The first time we meet an Elition, it’s all rainbows and butterflies. They are so beautiful. So mysterious. So magical. It’s like being plopped into the middle of a fairy tale.

“But don’t let infatuation cloud your mind.” He looked at Silas, whose face was a glacier. “Maybe you can have a few exciting adventures with them, but then it’s time to come home. They are not like us. Their minds do not see things as we do. They do not understand us any more than we understand them. An Elition does not represent the values of the Selpe people and therefore does not belong on the throne.”

“What utter nonsense,” replied Marin, snapping her pencil in two. “If anything is clouding minds here, it’s prejudice. Hayden and Ian Selpe have been brought up as Selpe as they come. They belong to the family that has ruled the Selpe Empire since it began, and you are claiming that their blood makes them unqualified to rule? I can’t believe you actually bought such an absurd argument.”

Leonidas pressed his arms to his chest and made a valiant effort not to look insulted.

“Arrgh!” Marin shook her fist before his face. “You make me really want to hit you.”

Silas was more practical. “We need to speak to Samuel Broden. You will arrange a meeting,” he told Leonidas.

“That would prove difficult. Shortly after the kidnapping, he had an ‘accident’. His body was found floating in Lake Orion. Rumor has it, he was so overcome with grief at the fate that awaited Hayden Selpe, whom he had served faithfully for years, that he drowned himself.”

Silas did not even consider the story. “He was murdered.”

“Of course he was.”

“They killed Samuel Broden. They killed Cedrus Azoplume.” Silas tallied the people on his fingers. “They tried to kill Lady Rosalind. And that incident at the guard house. Was that meant for you?”

Leonidas paled. “I assume so.”

“It sounds like our traitor is trying to tie up all their loose ends, killing anyone who could steer the investigation to the truth,” Ariella commented.

“That’s why I told you now. I’ve not been happy with their methods lately,” Leonidas said, his gaze drifting to Marin.

“Were you happy with their methods before, back when they included kidnapping and assassination?” Marin demanded. “You’ve helped humans who have performed such great evils, yet sought to harm innocents who dared to be just a little different.”

“I don’t know who is behind all of this, but that someone is powerful enough to manipulate half of Orion and vicious enough to kill us all. I don’t want to see you hurt, Marin. If I could take it all back, I would,” he finished, reaching his hand toward her.

Marin sidestepped his advance and turned her back on him. “I don’t believe you.”

When Silas’s hands locked around Leonidas’s arms, the spy did not resist. He did not fight, and he did not speak. He just allowed Silas to push him out of the room, off toward his new room, a prison cell in the basement.

Ariella stayed for a moment, waiting for Marin to say something. When she didn’t, Ariella walked toward the door.

“If someone really is trying to tie up loose ends, Leonidas will not survive imprisonment,” Marin said.

Ariella took a step back into the room. “That is a possibility.”

Marin spun around. “I’m angry with him. Damn it, I am. For what he’s done, he deserves a cell. But I don’t want him to die.”

“Silas would suggest we use him as bait to lure the traitor in.”

“They cover their tracks too well for that. We would end up with a mercenary assassin captain who believes he was hired by a lord who couldn’t afford their unit if he sold everything he owned.”

Ariella nodded. “I agree.”

“I know he cannot be allowed to go free, but could he be kept safe?” Marin asked, her eyes wide and wet.

“I will talk to Silas, and we will take care of it,” Ariella promised her. “Do you happen to be close to finishing the modifications on the airship?”

“We should be ready to fly out by this afternoon.”

“Ok. I’m heading out to Needle’s Weave for a few hours.”

“Needle’s Weave?”

“An Elition temple. Nemesis is powerful, and she has us outnumbered. We need more people. King River is unreachable at the moment, so I need to talk to Davin to get the allowance for more Elitions to join us. There was an explosion at Needle’s Weave recently, and he is checking out the site. If all goes well, I will be back before this afternoon with a legion of Elition reinforcements.”
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CRAG PASS WAS a graveyard of splintered stone and broken bodies. Shredded leaves and crumbled needles coated the newly cratered rocky landscape, hiding its depressions and making for hazardous footing. When Ariella asked what had happened there, the Selpe soldiers surveying the scene claimed that Jason Chanz had happened.

She tiptoed along the outer edge, which had survived the explosions with minimal scarring. She could almost hear the thundering crash that had echoed over the land, drumming out one avalanche after another. The soldiers were right. The air still tingled, tickling her nose with the spicy sting of Phantom power. The aftertaste should have dissipated by now, but Jason Chanz was the Elite Phantom. The residue of his power could very well linger in the air for weeks.

So the question was not who, but why. Why had Jason Chanz blown up half of Crag Pass?

Her eyes drifted toward the temple of Needle’s Weave. The entire stone structure had collapsed in on itself. She crouched down and brushed her fingertip against a brick that lay there, one of many expelled by the explosion. Hmm, burnt. This was no Phantom attack. The temple had been destroyed by human explosives.

Phantom avalanches. Human bombs. Just exactly what madness played out here? Ariella wondered.

Across the pass, Davin spoke with Aaron Pall beside a sizable pile of broken bricks. Ariella breathed in, clearing her head. She had never really liked Aaron, and not only because he was a bad influence on Davin. He was a conceited, lewd, honey-tongued peacock of a man. When he was not stepping over corpses on his way to the top, he was gallivanting around with any woman dim enough to jump into his bed at the first flattering smile or sweet word. He epitomized all that was wrong with their alliance to the Selpes. Unfortunately, he was Davin’s best friend, so she had to at least try to play nice.

Ariella stepped down a wobbly slope of rock shard debris that had been trodden mostly solid by dozens of Selpe boots. Aaron’s Diamond Edges stood throughout the pass, standing idle and smug as they watched the other Selpe soldiers labor away at clearing mounds of rock. The Diamond Edges were distinguished by their crisp black uniforms, accented with pale blue trims and diamond brooches—and by their overwhelming sense of entitlement. They wore fur-trimmed hats and patted their leather gloved hands together as they merrily complained of the cold late summer drizzle. It was ridiculous.

The other soldiers’ sweat-drenched faces glistened as they shoveled and piled, wheeled and dumped. Some of them shot the Diamond Edges sour glares, others envious looks.

Ariella sidestepped the work crews as she traversed the pass. When Davin caught sight of her, he lifted his hand in greeting. Aaron merely smirked.

“What are you doing here, Aaron?” she demanded.

Ok, so much for playing nice. But she was on a schedule. There was no point in pausing for niceties and no point in worrying about hurting his feelings. She was not sure he even had any.

“Who spit in her drink?” he asked Davin with a chuckle before looking back at her. “We are cleaning up the mess left by Jason Chanz. Actually, the Selpe Empire is doing Elitia a favor as part of our continued cooperation,” he said with such smoothness that even she nearly believed it. But only nearly.

“Yes, we are the best of friends,” she replied. She pointed at the destroyed temple. “I hope you were not responsible for that.”

“No, that was an Avan sabotage.” He frowned. “And they snuck away before we arrived, the rats.”

“What were you even doing out here so deep in the Wilderness?” Ariella asked. Who knew what sorts of schemes they were concocting on Elition land.

“You can thank your best friend for that. She was with Jason Chanz, you know.”

Ariella had not known that.

“They appear to be working together now. And they got it into their heads to enter into a shooting match with Selpe soldiers.” He waved his hand around, indicating the devastation. “Perhaps, you can explain what she’s doing working with a renown criminal?”

Ariella could not, but she very much doubted Isis had started any shooting matches.

“I caught up with their band of delinquents some weeks ago at an old inn in the territory of Horncreek, not far from Hunter’s Mark. The little vixen sent me off to the Temple of the Sun,” he grumbled. “Weeks over hardened salt strands with nothing to eat but kelp and the occasional seagull. I must have lost a good ten kilos.”

“It will balance out the way you’re always gorging yourself,” she sniped.

“Gorge? Always? Do you see any fat on this body?”

Aaron turned around, flexing his muscles for her benefit. Ariella nearly gagged on the thick syrup of narcissism that dripped off of him.

“Who told you of my occasional indulgences, anyway?”

“Isis. She said it was disgusting.”

“I see.” His lips curled into a satisfied grin, and he raised a suggestive eyebrow. “I see she didn’t tell you what really happened between us.”

“I’m not interested in your wild fantasies, Aaron,” Ariella replied sharply. “Isis does not like you. Leave her be.”

“So you don’t know what happened. Are you sure she’s really your friend if she doesn’t trust you with her secrets? Or have you been replaced by Jason Chanz?”

“Leave. Her. Be,” she repeated, more forcefully this time. “If you really cared for Isis, you would have stopped those Selpe soldiers from shooting at her.”

Aaron’s smirk faded from his face, replaced by a vicious glower. “My team and I arrived here just as the shooting began. I spotted Isis, but we were up on the cliffs. I sprinted down into the pass, ordering them to stop at the top of my lungs. Eventually, they heard me over the racket of their explosives, but it was already too late. I saw Isis being pummeled by debris. I was running to save her when Jason Chanz swooped her up and ran off with his ragged band. I did not realize until later that one team had broken off in pursuit. The idiots were firing. They could have hit Isis. They returned empty-handed hours later, swearing Jason Chanz’s band had vanished from sight right before their eyes. They had endangered the life of Hayden Selpe’s bodyguard and still lost their mark. I had them sent to Bone Island.”

Ariella knew little of Selpe geography, but she had heard of Bone Island. It was a barren rock in the middle of the Southern Seas, a desert work camp of cracked earth and scorching skies. It was the sort of place the Selpes sent their worst criminals to when they wanted them to die a slow, painful death over many years. Ariella very much doubted Isis would have appreciated the soldiers receiving a death sentence on her account. No, she would have protested until Aaron agreed to spare them.

“What were you doing here at Needle’s Weave in the first place?” Ariella asked him.

“When we arrived at the Temple of the Sun, I realized we’d been duped. I had employed an Elition guide, who helped me check in with Lord Adrian using the sand pit. Lord Adrian instructed me to meet up with the Selpe forces at Needle’s Weave, where the traitor Jason Chanz was heading. With our guide’s assistance, we hopped the quickest path through the Elition portals until we were not far from here. And the first thing I witnessed upon arrival was Isis as she exited the temple with Jason Chanz.” His eyes narrowed. “What is she doing traveling with him? What is going on between them?”

“I would like to know the very same thing,” Davin spoke up, his lip quivering with anger.

If Aaron knew of Davin’s feelings for Isis, he did not betray it. They were best friends, after all. Best friends who were both infatuated with the same woman. Davin had the advantage of knowing her for much longer, but Aaron had relentless stubbornness on his side. Personally, Ariella did not believe either had a chance, but she was not about to tell them that. And she was most certainly not going to dwell on Davin’s feelings for Isis.

“There must be something going on between them if Isis thought it would be funny to send me into the Elition Wasteland while she ran off with him,” Aaron told Davin.

“Do you think she’s kissed him yet?” Davin wondered.

“Or perhaps done a bit more than kissing?” Aaron suggested.

“Is she in love with him?”

“Enough, you two!” Ariella exclaimed. “Isis can do whatever she wants with whomever she wants. Stay out of her business.”

“Is that a confirmation?” Davin asked Aaron.

“I would guess so. I wonder if she came all the way to the Elition Wilderness to see him, her secret lover,” replied Aaron as Ariella growled at them both.

“King River sent Isis to recover Hayden and Ian. That is why she is here,” Ariella said through clenched teeth.

“And why did King River not just leave this to us?” countered Aaron. “This is a Selpe matter, after all.”

“Well, considering how splendidly you’ve all done so far, can you really blame him?”

Aaron ignored the jab. “But why work with Jason Chanz? Why him? That is so risky. It could be construed as treason.”

“You know as well as I that Isis will do whatever is necessary to bring those boys home. Which is more than I can say for this crowd,” Ariella said, sweeping her hands out to indicate the Selpe soldiers all around them. “But how did the Selpes even know where Jason Chanz would be?”

Aaron shrugged. “That came out of the spy network. That’s all I know.”

“I need to speak with Davin now. Alone,” she emphasized, glaring at Aaron.

“Whatever.” He looked at Davin. “I’ll chat with you later, Davin. We’ll visit Catacomb for drinks next time you’re in Orion. You’re invited too, of course, Ariella. But something tells me you won’t come?” he asked with a sweet smile. Ariella knew better than to trust that smile. “And Isis is invited as well if she survives her own foolishness,” he added with warm regard.

“Maybe Isis will bring Jason Chanz as her date,” Ariella countered. And before either of them could protest, she pulled Davin along after her.

“What can I do for you, Ariella?” he asked her once they were out of earshot of the Selpes.

“I need you to give me as many Elitions as you can spare. Right away.”

“Why?”

“We know where Hayden and Ian Selpe are. Nemesis and her Avans are marching them toward a portal on the Evergreen Peninsula. We need to rescue them before she brings them through to Avan territory—and out of our reach.”

Davin chewed on his lip. “My father has to approve this.”

“He’s unavailable at the moment, and this cannot wait.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “The princes are half-Elition, Davin.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Ambrose Selpe married an Elition. Father helped him cover it up because they knew the Selpes would not approve.” He sighed. “All right. Come with me. We’ll head over to Laelia and see how many Elitions I can send your way. When do you leave?”

“This afternoon, we hope.”

Davin looked like he had swallowed glass, but he said nothing. They hiked quickly through the ruins. When they reached the end of the pass, however, Aaron was waiting for them. A dozen Diamond Edges blocked their way.

Aaron stepped forward. “I know what you’re up to,” he told Ariella.

She kept her voice level. “And what is that?”

“You’re flying an airship into the Wilderness.”

Ariella’s stomach dropped like a stone.

“We had a messenger from Port this morning to report on your status. Your friend the bomb maker has made faster progress than even we had hoped.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” said Aaron. “We know what you’re doing. No, we allowed you to do it. Did you actually think the Selpe Research Division, answerable to the military, would allow a team of misfits to modify an airship worth several million Crowns and fly it off into the Elition Wilderness completely unsupervised?” He clicked his tongue. “Seriously, Ariella. You are supposed to be smart.”

Apparently not. Ariella struggled to keep her face neutral. They had known all along. The Selpes had known, and they’d used Marin to do what they could not figure out alone.

“We will now escort you to Port, where the craft is being held pending our arrival.”

Ariella felt like she was going to be sick. The Selpes had stood back, waiting until Marin was done before sweeping in to take the airship away from them.

“We will rescue the princes from the Avans, and you will go back to minding your own business.”

Ariella shifted a subtle glance Davin’s way, hoping he would pick up on it. Hoping he would have an idea. He did not disappoint.

“As per our treaty, Elitia can and does forbid the incursion of Selpe military forces into our territory,” he told his friend.

“A treaty which offers exception for rescue missions of the Selpe ruling families,” countered Aaron smoothly.

“The exception is granted only in the case that the entire operation is supervised by a team designated by Elitia. That means we and anyone we want are coming along,” Davin replied with a smile.

Aaron’s face was blank for a moment, then he burst out laughing. “Well played, Davin. Well played.” He slapped Davin on the back. “As you wish. We will go together.”

Ariella failed to see what about this was funny, and having a dozen Diamond Edges tag along on what was supposed to be a covert rescue operation was certainly not what she’d had in mind when she and Marin had first come up with the idea.
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WHEN ARIELLA RETURNED from Needle’s Weave with a few dozen Selpe soldiers, Silas’s first thought was that she had completely lost her mind. But she didn’t look any happier at the prospect of bringing them along on the rescue mission than he was. It took about two seconds for Silas to realize that she hadn’t had any choice in the matter.

Aaron Pall ordered all the soldiers onto the airship. Then he patted Davin on the back and followed them inside. As Davin turned toward the landing pad, Silas caught him by the arm and yanked him back around.

“Are you mad?” he demanded, anger burning his eyes, phasing them white. “The Selpes have a traitor in their midst. A highly placed traitor who abetted the Avans in their scheme to kill Ambrose Selpe and kidnap his sons. And you are bringing Selpe soldiers to those boys? For all we know, some or even all of them could be in this traitor’s pocket.”

“Silas—”

“Ariella, no. Forget your infatuation for a moment and try to think rationally.”

Her mouth opened, then she closed it again. She looked down at her boots, her face as red as his Bloodfire blade.

“I am well aware of the situation.” Davin peeled Silas’s hand off of his arm. “But our options are limited. As per our alliance terms, they have the right to go into Elitia to find Hayden and Ian.”

“I don’t give a damn about alliance terms.”

Davin’s lips thinned. “That much is abundantly clear. But we must all abide by them. If you’re worried about what the soldiers will do, I suggest you keep an eye on them for the duration of this excursion.”

“I will.” Silas tapped the hilt of his Decimator sword. “I will keep both eyes open, and if anyone does anything suspicious…” Even the crowned prince of Elitia. “…I will be right there.”




* * *
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Without power, it took the airship over a day to reach their destination. Silas had not seen the temple at Evergreen since the days it was still in use. Centuries later, it didn’t look all that different. The stones were greener, and the surrounding forest had expanded to cover what long ago had been the training field.

He disembarked the airship along with Ariella, Davin, and the Diamond Edges. As they reached the temple’s entrance, Silas allowed the Diamond Edges to take the lead. He didn’t know who or what was lurking inside, and if it finished off a few Selpe soldiers…well, then there would be fewer for him to watch later.

Silas heard the clink of steel on steel. Someone was fighting. And from the sound of it, multiple someones. They reached the end of the hall. Beyond the open doorway, it opened up into a cavernous chamber. Over the tops of the Diamond Edges’ heads, Silas saw Avans battling the Phantom assassin Jason Chanz. He saw an Elition boy surrounded by Spirit Reapers. A few steps from him, a human man tackled one of them to the ground. Hayden and Ian stood atop a raised platform, dirty but very much alive. Isis was there too, her hair streaked with strands of brilliant magenta. She patted Hayden’s shoulder, then hopped down. She strode forward and tripped the Spirit Reaper fighting the human.

“Isis, what the hell! That one was mine,” he said.

She pointed at the other Spirit Reapers. There were thirteen of them. “There are plenty more.”

The Diamond Edges surged forward. They disposed of the two who had ganged up on the Elition boy. They did nothing to help the assassin with the eleven he was fighting. They probably thought it was funny to watch.

Aaron’s eyes honed in on Isis. A delighted smile on his face, he waved her forward. She pressed her lips together and pretended to ignore him.

There were only two Spirit Reapers left standing. Jason Chanz sure lived up to his reputation. He lifted two throwing knives, preparing to launch them at the two soldiers who had surrounded him. Two of the Diamond Edges snickered and shot the two Avans in the head. Then they pointed their guns at Jason. Ariella surprised Silas by darting forward to put herself in the middle.

“Oh, come now, Ariella,” said Aaron. “Do move before one of my men accidentally shoots you. There’s no point in protecting him. Jason Chanz is a rogue Elition, a wanted man. Surely, you’ve seen the posters.” His face shifted in mock imitation of the assassin’s wanted poster picture.

Isis joined Ariella, the two of them now a wall between the Selpes and Jason Chanz.

“Dreadful, Aaron,” she said. “Just dreadful. Everyone knows the defining feature of Jason’s wanted posters are the cold, merciless eyes.”

“Yes, yes, of course. But mad Elition eyes are not so easily imitated.” His smile dropped into a frown. “Don’t tell me you’ve also gotten it into your head to take a bullet for the assassin.”

“I don’t see why anyone needs to be firing any bullets,” Ariella said.

Isis nodded. “What she said.”

Aaron looked at Davin. “The two of them are insufferable when together. How do you stand it?”

“You get used to it.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“I do believe we’re being insulted, Ariella,” Isis said.

“Indeed, Isis.”

“Men.”

“Bah.”

Silas laughed under his breath.

Aaron, on the other hand, found nothing funny about it. “Much as you clever comedians are trying to distract us from the issue at hand, the matter remains that the criminal Jason Chanz, guilty of countless atrocities against the Empire, stands before us. As the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire present here, I move to have the assassin taken into custody.”

“Elitia concurs,” Davin said, satisfaction dripping off his words.

“There seems to be some confusion as to who here is the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire,” Hayden Selpe declared from his perch.

His voice resonated with such strength and charisma that all eyes in the room turned to look at him. It was the voice of a natural leader. The Diamond Edges felt it too. They shifted their weight uncomfortably and looked at Aaron.

“Of course,” he said, no hint of unease coating his tone. “We are all pleased to find Your Majesties safe, and the Diamond Edges would be most grateful for the honor of escorting you back to Orion.”

“Jason Chanz and all his comrades risked much when others would not. They rescued us from the Siennan Nemesis, and for that they are our esteemed guests. I want to make it clear that they are not to be harmed. Tell your men to stand down, Aaron,” Hayden said.

Aaron didn’t look too happy about that, but he nodded to his men.

“Good. And now that we’re all finally civil, could someone kindly get us down from here?”

Isis looked at Jason Chanz, and Silas saw no fear in her eyes. There was something else. Admiration? It seemed she had found herself a new friend. An interesting choice. Silas had never pictured her running around with an assassin.

Jason Chanz went to the platform and hopped up, two meters in a single bound. Then he lifted the two princes and jumped back down. Hayden and Ian saw Silas and ran over to him. He wrapped an arm around each of them, holding them close. They were safe. Now he just had to make sure that they stayed that way.
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JASON CHANZ—NO, Magus—was not what Ariella had expected at all. He was, for lack of a better description, a real person. Of course he was, Ariella chided herself. She should have known better than to trust to the validity of Selpe wanted poster caricatures.

He was quick. Quicker than she had ever imagined—and taller too. Though he was nowhere near as tall as Silas, he still towered over the rest of their party.

And those eyes! His eyes were as cold as the Tundra and as black as death. That was not to say he wasn’t handsome. Magus was muscular and lean, and his hair glimmered like a pot of melted butterscotch and liquid gold swirled with the darkest of chocolate. Even his black eyes were not nearly as frightening when he looked upon Isis.

That was one of the first things Ariella noticed about him. His cool and calculating stare, his stony face—those made up the assassin’s default expression. But there was something more in his eyes when he looked at Isis, something that no one else seemed to bring out in him: a faint glimmer of emotion. If she didn’t know better, she would have called it amusement. Could it be that her friend had managed to tickle the funny bone of the world’s deadliest assassin?

“I told you to wait until they were all inside and then release the water,” Marin was saying to a Selpe soldier as they climbed aboard the airship. “Those steel cables you used to tether us are all fine and dandy, but you’re lucky they didn’t pull out the trees holding them when you released all that water. Or would you like to explain to your superiors why instead of this airship’s intended passengers, you’re dragging a chunk of Elition forest home to Orion?”

The Selpe solider, dressed in a stiffly pressed dark blue uniform, looked down at her over an upturned nose.

Marin threw up her hands. “Don’t roll your eyes at me, you trigger-happy brute. Why don’t you just stick to terrorizing unsuspecting citizens and leave these things to people who use their brain on a daily basis?” She sighed. “We went over this procedure six times. And still you think you can just hit random buttons. Well, let me review. As soon as you start dumping water, the airship goes up.” She spoke slowly, as one would to a slow-witted child. “We don’t want it to go up until everyone is back inside because last time I checked, no one here has wings.”

“Perhaps, we should find that out for ourselves,” the soldier sneered, pushing her toward the open bay door.

Silas stepped forward, his enormous form blocking the opening. He pressed his arms against his chest and stared coldly at the man.

“Falkon, stand down,” Aaron said as his head appeared between Silas’s feet.

Falkon withdrew, his shoulders slumped like a cowering dog who had just been reprimanded by his master. Not taking his eyes off him, Silas stepped aside just enough to allow Aaron and his men to pass. As Aaron pulled himself inside, he nodded at Marin, who quickly averted her gaze. Then, without a word, Aaron strode purposefully out of the bay, his Diamond Edges and a scattering of other Selpe soldiers following at his heels. Ariella imagined Aaron was off to check in with the pilot. Marin hurried after them, her face contorted with worry lines. She probably thought that, if left alone, they would blow up the airship. Ariella wasn’t sure she was wrong about that.

“He’s shorter than I expected,” Silas commented, looking at Magus.

Now that everyone was inside—Diamond Edges unfortunately included—Ariella began to drag up the ladder. “Everyone is small to you, Silas.”

“True,” he chortled. He bowed his head to Isis. “So nice to see you safe again. Ariella was most distressed to hear you’d gone off alone after Nemesis.”

“Is that true?” Isis asked her.

Ariella swung the hatch shut. “Of course. You’re my kindred. You know I love you dearly, Isis, but you are no match for a murderous psychopath like Nemesis.”

“She held her own quite adequately in there,” Magus stated.

“High praise from an assassin. I love the hair, by the way. Very exotic,” Silas added with a grin at Isis.

She twirled a magenta strand around her finger and pretended not to look at Magus. “It’s the serum.”

“Yes?” Magus asked Silas.

The bodyguard had been checking out the assassin’s blades.

“They’re so small,” observed Silas.

“I travel light.” His voice spoke in perfect monotone when he added, “And I don’t make a habit of getting myself stuck to trees.”

Ariella clamped her lips down, shaking with bottled laughter.

“You have been out in the Wilderness for months and still you know about that?” To his credit, Silas managed not to flush red.

Magus dipped his chin.

“Silas got himself stuck to a tree?” Isis asked.

Ariella summarized the magnetic tree incident at the Solstice Games. When she was finished, Isis snorted. Silas’s eyes narrowed.

“Sorry. It’s just…well…you have to admit it’s funny, Silas,” Isis chopped out, her voice pulsing.

Silas merely stared at Magus, who locked his arms across his chest and stared back.

Silas’s eyes went white. “Assassin.”

Magus’s went black. “Bodyguard.”

Oh, boy.

Everett jogged into the bay. He looked at Magus. He looked at Silas. And his hand went to the gun at his belt.

“What’s going on here?” he asked Ariella, taking a cautious step inside.

She rolled her eyes. “A Phantom pissing contest. Magus and Silas are trying to determine who’s the bigger, badder Phantom.”

“Who’s winning?”

“I am,” claimed both Phantoms.

“Uh-huh. And why exactly is this relevant?” Everett asked.

“Besides all the fancy stuff that Phantoms can do, they also have big egos,” Ariella explained. “And they possess this inconceivable drive to establish a pecking order.”

“I am the Elite Phantom. There is no need to establish anything,” said Magus, his voice laced with ice.

“Nice try. I have outlived many Elite Phantoms,” countered Silas. “Last time we crossed paths, you were but a scrawny child, so I allowed your glare to pass without beating you to a bloody pulp. But I suppose you don’t remember that.”

“I do.”

“Good, then consider that your one and only warning.”

Jason’s eyes darkened further.

Silas grinned. “Oh, now you’re just asking for it, junior.”

Everett cleared his throat loudly. “Right then. I just thought one of you two egos might want to take charge of guarding the princes before they end up ‘mysteriously’ dead,” he suggested.

“You are the strongest fighters. One of you should go,” Ariella told the Phantoms.

“I’ll do it.” Silas tore his eyes from Magus’s glare, ending their contest. “I’m the bodyguard, anyway. The assassin would probably get confused and end up killing them himself.”

Magus did not acknowledge the snipe. Instead, he asked Everett, “Where’s Cameron?”

“Annoying the Diamond Edges at the moment. I’m going to go help him keep an eye on them now. If they’re busy with us, they’ll have a harder time assassinating their future leaders. I don’t trust Selpes.”

“It is a wise precaution,” said Ariella. “From what we’ve seen, the traitor has people in play everywhere.”

Silas walked up to Everett. “Ok, let’s go back to Hayden and Ian. I told them to lock their cabin door, but those Diamond Edges are crafty.”

Their footsteps had not even faded from the hall when Isis shifted her weight uneasily in the direction of the door. “I wonder if I should help him.”

Ariella snatched her hand, holding her in place. “It’s not your fault Hayden was taken.”

Isis’s eyes quivered with unshed tears. “But—”

“No.” She cupped her hands around Isis’s cheeks. “No, it’s Aaron Pall we should be talking to.”

“About what?” asked Aaron.

Ariella did not need to turn around. She could see it all in her head. How he stood there in the doorway, one shoulder leaned casually against the frame, arms crossed, head tilted to the side. But since she didn’t want to leave her back exposed to him, she had to turn.

He stood there, exactly as she had pictured. He wore the standard Diamond Edge fitted black uniform and boots, but he had added a ridiculous pale blue beret with black satin trim and matching feather to the ensemble. Whatever that thing on his head was, it was undoubtedly incredibly fashionable. That did not make it any less revolting. Ariella had the feeling he had put it on for Isis’s benefit. If he thought she would be impressed by that garish thing, he didn’t know her at all.

“Don’t you find it just the least bit suspicious that Isis would be drawn from Hayden Selpe’s side a mere minutes before his kidnapper struck?” Ariella posed.

He frowned. “Of course.”

“And you were the one to draw her from his side,” Ariella said.

Aaron scoped for Isis’s reaction, but she refused to meet his eyes. “It’s not so simple.”

Ariella spread her arms. “Enlighten us.”

“She was not the only one to be summoned away that night.” He pointed to himself.

Isis’s head snapped up. “You?”

“After Ian’s bodyguard was sent off to spy on the Varenese, the Diamond Edges were assigned to fill the void until a replacement could be sent. Starting that day, eight of us took rotating two person shifts to safeguard him. My shift was to commence at half past eleven, but shortly into it, Ian’s aide Harron brought me a letter. It was from you,” he told Isis.

“I have never written you a letter,” she said with clenched fists.

“You wrote to meet you in the conference room on the second floor at midnight to ‘discuss our relationship’.”

Her knuckles cracked. “And certainly nothing with such ludicrous content. We have no relationship, Aaron. There is nothing to discuss.”

He shrugged. “I’m just telling you what it said.”

Ariella was sensing a pattern here. “Did you also receive a letter?” she asked Isis.

“Yes.”

“And what did it say?”

“Much the same.”

“Who delivered it?”

“Broden. Hayden’s aide.”

“Who is dead,” Ariella told her.

“So is Harron,” said Aaron.

A pattern indeed. Ariella nodded to Magus. “You have been awfully quiet. Do you have any insight to offer us?”

Magus just stood there, still and silent. Behind that blank face, it was hard to tell if he was even thinking it over.

“Magus?” she finally asked.

He turned to Isis. “Why did you go?”

“I don’t understand.”

“From his ludicrous posturing about, there’s no question that he would drop everything to run off to a secret midnight meeting with you.”

Aaron frowned.

“But what reason would you have to go to him?”

Isis blushed.

“Isis?” Ariella asked.

“It’s stupid,” she muttered.

“Tell us anyway.”

“Earlier that day, Lady Isla confronted me in the corridor, lecturing me that it was ‘inappropriate’ for someone of my background to be involved with a man of Aaron’s status.” Isis sighed. “I protested that there was nothing between us, but Lady Isla refused to be assuaged. I think she has a thing for you,” she told Aaron.

He replied with a cryptic lift of his brows.

“I figured Aaron had been spreading rumors, so when I received his letter, I decided it was the perfect opportunity to make it clear to him that we were not—nor would we ever be—together. And to shut his mouth and stop telling people we were.”

“I never told Lady Isla that we were a romantic item,” Aaron protested.

“Well, someone apparently did,” growled Isis.

His lips cracked a smile. “Her friend Lady Cassandra.”

Isis glared at him.

Aaron shrugged. “Maybe she saw us kissing in the library.”

“You mean right before I punched you?”

“That’s not how I remember it,” he replied. His smile widened, and his eyes drifted up with a happy twinkle.

Ariella snapped her fingers in front of his eyes. “Aaron, focus.”

“Indeed,” said Magus.

Aaron glowered at him. “Hayden may have declared you a hero, assassin, but I know you are—and will forever remain—a rogue and a criminal.”

“Focus,” Ariella scolded him. “Did you leave Ian unattended, Aaron?”

“No, Wilder was there. As I said, we were taking the shifts in two-man teams.”

“Was Wilder still there when you got back?”

“When I got back, Ian was missing, and imperial guards were scraping what was left of Wilder off the corridor floor,” he replied shortly. Clearly, he took the death of one of his men personally.

Aaron straightened his shoulders and looked down on Isis. He stood a full head over her. When she did not meet his eyes, he shifted his attention to Magus.

“Hero or not, I expect you to be on your best behavior in Orion, assassin. Do not kill anyone.” Aaron’s eyes returned to Isis. “And most especially do not try to take anything that does not belong to you.” Then he turned sharply on his heel and marched out of the bay.

“Well, now that that’s clear, perhaps we can get back to the actual crisis,” Ariella said.

Isis and Magus did not seem to hear her. They stood shoulder to shoulder, leaning against the wall, their eyes staring blankly forward. Ok then. If there wasn’t something between them already, it was only a matter of time. They were as unlikely a couple as Ariella could have imagined—her sweet and innocent friend with the cold and brutal assassin—but on the other hand, it was exactly the sort of odd pairing Isis would have fallen into. She always did venture too close to the fire, and Ariella had to admit there was a certain appeal to his dark ways.

“What’s that?” Magus asked, breaking through her own inward contemplation.

Ariella looked down at the medallion necklace she had been flipping between her fingers. Echo’s gift. She had worn it around her neck since the day she’d received it at the Solstice Games. That seemed like years ago now.

“Just an old necklace,” she told him.

He pressed his finger to the lumpy surface. “That is Ambrose Selpe’s personal emblem.”

Isis leaned forward for a better look. “He’s right. That’s the hand of Ambrose Selpe.”

Ariella turned the medallion up and deciphered an embossed hand surrounded by five additional raised symbols: a crown, a gun, a shovel, a book, and an ear of corn.

“As a young prince, Ambrose Selpe made a point of studying with masters of the five cornerstones of Selpe society. Here you see them. The crown is those who rule and lead. The gun represents the military, which protects the Empire. The shovel represents the engineers and laborers who built up the Empire. The book is the realm of academia, the thinkers and innovators. And the corn is the farmers and growers,” Magus explained, pointing to each symbol in turn. “It’s a very idyllic and hardly realistic interpretation by the Selpes of their own civilization.”

The medallion slipped from Ariella’s fingers and bounced up again as the chain caught its fall. “Oh,” her lips popped.

Isis responded with a puzzled look.

Ariella chuckled. “The clever sneak.”

“Who?”

“Echo. Parting gift, my foot. She knew we would need this and found a way to give it to us.”

“Echo is Nemesis’s sister,” Magus observed.

“Why did she give you this necklace?” Isis asked.

“It’s no necklace,” said Ariella. “This is Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis.”

Magus picked it up in his hand. “I take it there is a reason it no longer resides inside his body.”

“For money, for love, for revenge,” Isis guessed.

“It seems you have covered the usual suspects,” Magus agreed.

Ariella felt the world slow all around her, and then the cyclone of clues that had been circling her for weeks finally froze long enough for her to click them into place.

“No, for power.” She closed her fingers around the Regalis. “I know who did it and why.”

The trick now was how to prove it.
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NO DECORATIONS HUNG from the walls and high arched ceilings of the imperial ballroom at Orion today. No food sat in wait upon its tables. In fact, the room was devoid of any tables whatsoever. Bouquets of flowers did not sit inside ornate vases atop the banisters. Musicians did not provide a charming background soundtrack. In short, the room was as unadorned as the banquet hall of the Selpe emperor could very well be.

Marin was second from the back in the marching line Ariella led into the ballroom. Ariella, then Davin, then Hayden and Ian wedged between Isis and Silas, then Everett and Cameron, then Marin, and finally Jason Chanz at the rear. The hair on the back of Marin’s head stood on end at the thought of who was walking behind her, and she tried to comfort herself by deciding that the assassin did not seem to be in a killing mood today.

Dressed in their business best, forty Selpe aristocrats and their entourages stood in wait, and a collective sigh of shock met the arrival of the twin princes. This deteriorated into whispers of distress when Jason Chanz came into view. Aaron Pall and a dozen of his Diamond Edges looked down on them from the second level. Fifty of Patrick Barden’s imperial guards were stationed throughout the main floor. Combined with the lords, that made for a tight squeeze, even without tables and decorative sculptures.

Silas did not waste any time. He turned his blue eyes on the heads of the Selpe ruling families and declared, “One of you is a traitor.”

Angry shouts of protest met his statement. A few aristocrats even called out for them to be arrested. In addition to some derogatory comments on Elitions, Jason Chanz’s name, usually preceded by angry expletives, was thrown around quite a lot.

“Silence,” Hayden Selpe’s voice cut through the outcry, and they were silent. “You will hear him out.”

Had he not been standing in front of her, Marin would not have known it belonged to a teenager. There was steel in it—like that of a man who had ruled an empire for decades, not a boy who had yet to be crowned.

Silas held up Echo’s gift in his gloved hand. “This is Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis.”

Several people gasped in shock.

“It was cut from his body the night he was killed,” he told the room of aristocrats, pacing before them. “Someone inside this room assisted the Avans in their plot to assassinate your emperor. And this someone helped them capture Ambrose’s heirs, throwing them to the mercy of the ferocious Siennan Nemesis. Where they were tortured and abused.”

Whispers of fear rose up from them at the mention of Nemesis.

“We will uncover this traitor amongst you now,” he finished.

Ariella stepped forward, and he retook his place beside Ian Selpe.

“You all recognize the symbol of Ambrose Selpe. You know this is his Regalis.” Ariella, also gloved, held up the medallion. “What you may not know is that Ambrose Selpe’s Regalis is unique, different from yours, for it was made by Elition hands. Infused with enchantment.”

The murmuring voices stopped, their bearers stunned into silence. A few hundred eyes stared at Ariella.

“Enchanted with the power of Remembrance,” she told them. She swung the Regalis by its chain before them. “It remembers all who have ever touched it. It cannot be sprayed or scrubbed off. If you have ever set hands on this Regalis, it will react to the touch of your bare skin. It will ‘remember’ you and the metal will glow purple. This is how the traitor will be unmasked.”

Silas came to stand beside her again. “We will reconvene in two hours. Nonattendance—running away—will be taken as an admission of guilt, and your princes have declared such persons will be branded as traitors, hunted down, and punished accordingly.” His eyes shifted white. “Please, do run. Jason Chanz here and I are dying for a good hunt.”

“Two hours,” said Hayden Selpe, and the distinguished lords and ladies of the Selpe Empire scattered like cockroaches.
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All forty lords and ladies showed up on time. They were standing there in silence when Ariella once more led the parade into the ballroom. They had entered in the same order as before.

Marin did not know if she had really expected the traitor to flee. No one doubted that Silas and Jason Chanz were good hunters. It was unlikely anyone could evade their combined skills for long. Especially with only a two-hour head start at most.

Ariella peeled open her gloved fist, revealing the Regalis.

“We shall now precede,” declared Hayden. “Form a line in front of Ariella. Each of you will touch the Regalis, then move aside for the next person in line.” He set a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Justice will be served for our father’s murder.”

As the aristocrats funneled into a long line, muttering with indignation at having to wait for anything, even a test of their loyalty, Marin watched the Imperial Guard enclose the area. They would be right there the moment the traitor was revealed.

Davin Storm held his breath for a moment when it was Lord Adrian’s turn, but the Regalis remained unchanged. The prince of Elitia looked disappointed, as though he had hoped the chairman of the Advisory Council was the one to blame. Lord Adrian sneered at him and moved along.

“Lord Rylan, you will need to remove your gloves,” Silas told the young lord when he extended a gloved hand toward the Regalis.

Lord Rylan did not remove them. What he did do was lick the Regalis with his tongue. He actually licked a piece of metal that had been tucked inside of Ambrose Selpe’s body for over thirty years. Marin felt acid rise in her throat. That was just gross.

Unlike the nearby onlookers, the Regalis did not react. Lady Rosalind was next in line. She took a handkerchief from her pocket, wiped the metal medallion neatly down, then tapped it once with her index finger. She winked at Silas and moved out of the way.

Grim-faced lords and ladies advanced up the line. Step. Stop. Touch. Step. Stop. Touch. The Regalis remained dull grey. It was down to just two now: Lady Isla and Lady Cassandra. The two friends chatted away, unbothered by the dark cloud hanging over the room. Not even pausing in her conversation, Lady Cassandra pressed her thumb to the Regalis and then continued walking.

Silas’s hand caught a hold of her mid step. He canted his head toward the Regalis, which was glowing a pale red.

“And we have a winner. Lady Cassandra,” he announced to the whole room.

The murmurs died down instantly. All eyes shifted to her.

Lady Cassandra caught her jaw before it dropped. “It is red. You said it would glow purple when it remembered someone who had held it before,” she said smoothly.

“Yes, well. There’s actually no such thing as Remembrance,” Ariella told her.

A stern line formed between Lady Cassandra’s eyes. “What?”

“I made it up,” she said. “This Regalis is like any other one.”

“Then why did it glow red when Cassandra touched it?” Lady Isla asked.

“We coated it in a powder that reacts with transparent gloves,” Ariella explained.

Marin stood a bit taller. That had been her idea.

Silas scratched his fingers across Lady Cassandra’s hands. Sure enough, they caught on a pair of transparent gloves. Silas tossed them to the floor. They landed directly at Lord Adrian’s feet.

His eyes shifted between the gloves and the lady. Finally, he waved a hand, and Aaron walked up beside him.

“Take her to Prison Block A. Clear out any other prisoners to the other blocks. Set a watch on her. Multi-camera twenty-four seven. Guards are to stay outside the block. No one is to talk to her. No one is to even come near her. She has a silver tongue and will talk your men out of their own shirts if she has the chance.”

Patrick Barden, captain of the Imperial Guard, stepped forward. “We will stand watch over the traitor.”

Lord Adrian’s calculating eyes measured Patrick up, then said, “Very well. The Diamond Edges will escort you as far as the prison. But I highly recommend that you set your guards my precautions.”

Patrick nodded. A guard handcuffed Lady Cassandra’s wrists together. She merely shot everyone a haughty smirk as an entourage of Diamond Edges and imperial guards led her from the room.

By now, the Regalis had faded back to grey.

“Lady Isla, we still need you to touch the Regalis,” Ariella told her. 

Mouth agape, Lady Isla cupped her hands around it, then stumbled off to join her stunned comrades.
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ISIS, ARIELLA, JASON, and Silas met with King River and Davin that afternoon. Back from his journeys, the high king of Elitia summoned them to a meeting nearly as soon as he set foot in Orion. He did not share anything of where he’d been or what he’d been doing, and Isis reminded herself that it was not their place to probe.

Though he sat as one of twelve on the Advisory Council, King River was quite unlike his Selpe counterparts. He did not wear custom-cut silken suits or fur-trimmed cashmere coats. Jewel rings did not adorn his fingers nor gold watches his wrists. His boots were leather, but it was the sturdy, practical sort—the sort made for trekking down unbroken paths, not dancing at balls. And like everything he wore, the dark brown boots were just a little worn around the edges, yet still too new for a pragmatic man to justify throwing away for the sake of revolving fashion fads.

At over sixty years of age, King River was not a young man, but a human stranger would have pegged him closer to twenty. While not nearly as robust as Jason or Silas, Elitia’s high king was no slouch. He still trained each morning, and it showed. His fitted leather ensemble showcased every muscle in his body, which was one reason the Selpes tended to squirm in his presence. The other reason was his eyes, a mesmerizing shade of teal-green. When they looked upon you, you knew you could keep no secrets from him. He would always know.

Although forty years separated them, King River and Davin were nearly twins in appearance. Some of the Selpes still got them mixed up, which amused King River and annoyed Davin. They might have shared a face, but inside the two men could not have been more different.

“You did well,” King River told Ariella. He nodded at Isis. “Both of you. Hayden and Ian are safely home, and the Selpe traitor who sought to remove them has been apprehended. It is by no means over, but the immediate fire has been put out.” His eyes settled on Jason and Silas. “And I’m pleased you were each able to find such capable allies.”

Isis’s thoughts shifted to Cameron. He would have been very welcome at this gathering, but he had chosen to stay behind with Everett and Marin. He was not ready to go eye to eye with his father, the man he’d been raised to despise, and Isis did not press the issue. She had promised Jason to keep their secret and so she would—for as long as that was their wish. Davin had been in the same room with Cameron a few times in the last day, but Isis did not think the thought had dawned on him that he was standing so close to his younger brother.

“Your Majesty,” Silas said, inclining his head in appreciation.

Jason stood by the window, his eyes scanning the gardens below, scoping out threats. He was acting as though he had not even noticed King River’s attention. Davin frowned at him. Which Jason also ignored.

“Ariella was very clever in uncovering the traitor,” Isis blurted out, trying to push past the awkward silence that hung over their heads.

Silas nodded. “Indeed. She deciphered that nicely.”

“I must admit, I am a bit surprised not to find Lord Adrian at the other end of the string,” said King River.

Davin nodded his agreement.

“But perhaps it is not so shocking after all. Adrian is a conniving weasel, but he is a patriot too. He would never have shamed the entire Selpe Empire by removing Ambrose’s Regalis, no matter how ambitious he is. Lady Cassandra, on the other hand, looks the part of the dove, but she is the serpent. What have you have ascertained about the string of events that played out that night?”

“It was an elaborately choreographed dance,” Ariella began. “Ambrose Selpe was left vulnerable to an assassin’s attack by the removal of his imperial guards and also his bodyguard. Silas…” She nodded toward him. “…was reassigned for the evening to guard a group of visiting Elitions through a practical joke played on him by Melody Current, Lady Isla’s sister. The imperial guards, who were supposed to be standing guard outside the rooms of Ambrose and his sons, were missing for a few minutes on either side of midnight. The guards going off duty were sidetracked by a drunken fit thrown by Lord Rylan, while those coming to replace them were delayed when a brawl broke out in the ballroom.

“At the same time, his sons’ bodyguards were drawn away. Ian’s bodyguard had been sent off to spy on the Varenese, so it was the Diamond Edges who were set the task of protecting him. For the timeframe in question, that was Aaron Pall and another. Aaron got a fake letter, put into his hand by Ian’s aide, supposedly written by Isis, asking him to meet her at midnight. Isis received a similar forgery, delivered by Hayden’s aide. Earlier that day, she was prompted to accept the meeting by being shouted at by Lady Isla for involving herself romantically with Aaron.”

Davin’s head snapped to her.

“The only place where Aaron and I are romantically involved is in his head. I’m not going through this nonsense again. Suffice it to say, it appears to have all been staged so that I would go meet with Aaron. And give him a piece of my mind for spreading rumors,” she added under her breath.

Davin’s shoulders relaxed.

Ariella sighed but picked up the story again. “So Isis and Aaron were out of the picture, and Aaron’s guard partner was killed on the kidnapper’s path to Ian. Nemesis and her forty Spirit Reapers snuck Hayden and Ian out of the palace and to the portal outside Orion that leads to Lear. There, a misguided Selpe intelligence agent distracted the Selpe soldiers on stopover to Hope, so that the Avans could bring the princes through the city unnoticed and escape into the Wilderness.”

“An elaborate dance indeed,” agreed King River. “And how did you pin down Lady Cassandra’s hand in all of this?”

“There is an old lord named Jamison Azoplume.”

“I know him. He was Ambrose Selpe’s oldest friend.”

“He was one of only two people who knew where the emperor kept his Regalis. His mind is no longer all there, and in his ramblings, he inadvertently spilled the location to his son Cedrus. When I spoke to Lord Jamison, he mentioned his son had recently become clandestinely involved with a mystery woman. From her clothes and gait, it was clear she was of noble birth. He said she was very tall—taller than Cedrus, taller than most men. And that she wore flat slippers, not high heels as is the current fashion amongst aristocratic ladies.”

“Lady Cassandra is the tallest of the ruling ladies. She is taller than most of her male counterparts. And she only ever wears flat shoes,” King River commented. “But to play the part of Cedrus Azoplume’s lover? I never would have guessed that. He’s so…”

“Dim. Spineless. Dull,” Davin offered.

“Precisely. But if she had a use for him, then it must not have mattered.”

“As soon as she no longer had any reason to keep him around, dear Cassandra killed him with a dart to protect her secrets,” Davin told him.

“Did she now? Now, that sounds more like Lady Cassandra.” He looked at Ariella. “But I assume you did not identify the traitor solely by height and shoes.”

She shook her head. “No. There was also the account from the captain of the Imperial Guard. Patrick Barden told Silas that even when word got out that the princes had been kidnapped, the Orion City Guard did not have the numbers to effectively lock down the city. Just the week before, they had granted Lady Cassandra the favor of borrowing a third of their forces for some conference cruise. She returned to Orion, but she had not yet bothered to send the guards back.”

That was such typical behavior for a Selpe aristocrat that it would hardly be seen as suspicious.

“Lord Adrian was right about her silver tongue,” said Ariella. “I believe she also manipulated people into place on the night of the assassination. I saw her speaking with Lord Rylan in the ballroom, right before he went off to pick a fight with the men guarding the imperial corridor. She convinced Lady Isla that Isis and Aaron were an item, knowing full well that her friend had a thing for Aaron. Melody told us that Isla had been under pressure from her colleagues to marry off her wild little sister so she would stop making a fool of herself chasing off after men unworthy of her attention. Silas was mentioned by name.”

“Sounds familiar,” Davin remarked.

“Yes, just like how Lady Isla told me to leave Aaron alone because he’s far too good for me,” said Isis.

Ariella began to pace, as though she was reliving the moment all the pieces had fallen into place. “Right, so given what we know about Melody—what Lady Cassandra knows too—as soon as she was told to stay away from Silas, of course she immediately set off after him. That very same night.”

King River smiled fondly at Ariella. “Well done.”

“Does that mean a promotion?” she teased her king.

“We’ll see.”

Isis caught the subtle shift as his eyes darted over to Davin. He knew. Ariella and Davin were in love with each other; they just hadn’t figured that out yet.

“But for now, I need you right where you are.”

Jason shifted his weight and stepped away from the window. He stopped before Isis and broke his silence.

“I should go,” he told her.

“Will you be there tonight?” she asked.

After Hayden’s coronation, there was to be a night of dining and dancing in the ballroom. It was about as far from Jason’s crowd as could be, but Isis still hoped he would come.

“Hayden Selpe has asked us to make an appearance. There was mention of honors and medals. I remain skeptical that it is a good idea.”

“Hayden has had the bounty on your head removed,” Isis told him.

“The imperial bounty on my head. Before the day is up, however, some disgruntled Selpe lord will put out his own bounty. Or perhaps they all will. I am well-loathed by the Selpes,” Jason replied with his usual practicality.

King River’s face grew serious as he looked from Isis to Jason. “Do you require protection, Jason?”

Jason looked at him for the first time, and the effect was chilling. Isis had never seen his eyes go so black before.

“Not from you,” he stated coldly and left the room.
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DIFFUSED MOONLIGHT SHONE through the clouds down onto the terrace, where Jason stood looking in at the ballroom. Self-important Selpe dignitaries were dressed in their finest wears, each hoping to outdo the next. A buzz—the idle, superficial frosting-chatter of their stories of Hayden Selpe, each one clearly demonstrating its teller knew him best—filtered out through the open door. This was one of those times Jason could have done without his keen hearing.

He opened his eyes at a familiar sound. He knew her rhythm well. Inside, Isis had just walked up to the punch table; the distinctive light and airy bounce of her steps against the white marble floor had given her away. Davin came up behind her and set his hand on her shoulder. He tried to feign a relaxed air, but Jason could taste the flavor of people’s emotions too well to be so easily fooled. Isis, it seemed, was not misled by Davin’s facade of serenity either. When he gestured for her to follow him into the adjoining room, she did so, but with a look of wary trepidation on her face.

Jason shadowed them from the terrace, stopping at the archway view into a storage room. One table and two stacks of chairs were pushed up against the window, but the room was otherwise empty. Isis and Davin stood at the far end, far enough away that Jason could not make out their hushed whispers. Davin hugged her, then, just as she pulled back, caught her by the wrist. He held her there, staring into her eyes. As he leaned in to kiss her, Isis broke free of his hold and sidestepped his advance.

Jason felt his hands go numb, and he realized he was digging his fingernails into his palms. He never had liked Davin.

Isis stood there frozen, unmoving, staring him down. He stared right back; he even shook her by the shoulders, but her face remained unreadable. She said something to him, then turned away and walked back into the ballroom. Davin stood there for a moment, collecting himself, then with a deep breath and a shake of his head, stepped through the doorway after her.

Jason tracked Isis back to the punch table, where she now met Destiny. Davin hovered in the background for a few minutes. At a lull in the conversation, he hopped in, kissing Destiny, then Isis, each on the cheek. Isis shot him a stern look behind Destiny’s back, then walked off to the terrace where Jason waited. Davin went off with Destiny toward the other terrace, his eyes following her until they had moved out of sight.

“Hi,” she said, joining Jason at the railing.

“Hi,” he replied, flooding her with his most curious look.

Finally, she could ignore him no longer. She turned her eyes away from the garden and laughed. “What?”

“What is going on between you and Davin Storm?” he inquired, keeping his tone neutral.

“Nothing,” she stated.

“It doesn’t look that way to me,” he said.

“Yeah, well…”

“Is he bothering you?”

“Davin and I are friends. We have been for years. I can handle him. It just may be that I’ll need to beat some sense into him sooner or later.”

“I would suggest sooner,” Jason told her.

Isis did not reply, but nodded and looked back off into the gardens.

“Jason,” she finally said.

“Isis,” he replied in turn.

“Hayden—oops, I mean the new Emperor Selpe… Wow, that will take some getting used to. I feel like he will always be Hayden to me.”

Jason nodded. He approved of the choice of Hayden as emperor. Ian was too quiet, too willing to acquiesce to the opinions of his advisors. A leader had to be willing to listen but still firm in his own beliefs. He had to be strong. Hayden Selpe, young as he was, was one such person.

“So, Emperor Selpe has said you all are to be commended for your efforts to save him and his brother.”

“So I’ve heard.”

She paused for a time, looking out into the gardens again.

“Listen, we don’t have much time.” Isis spoke in a rushed whisper. Her breath tickled against his skin. “You know you and your friends have to get out of here, right? I have heard people talking. Hayden’s mandate or not, the Advisory Council has decided you are too much of a threat to be let go. Aaron is coming with his men at midnight to apprehend you all.”

“I figured as much.”

“Then they will find a way to make your deaths look like an accident.”

“As we have just witnessed, the Selpe aristocracy can be quite devious in their schemes.”

“I do not want you to die, Jason.”

There was silence between them for several minutes of reflection. Well, Jason could speak for himself, at least. Of what was going on in Isis’s head he was strangely ignorant, for she always had her wall up. From her friendly manner, she seemed so open, but he could feel this barrier as though it were drawn in thick black paint all around her, masking her essence.

“It’s already half past eleven,” she announced a few minutes later, straightening. “Gather up Cameron and Everett. I will distract the Diamond Edges so that you can make your escape.”

“Come with us,” he implored, catching her arm in his hand. “You don’t belong here. This is not your world any more than it is mine.”

She stared at him in silence, her silhouette lit up by the moonlight. She looked angelic. Neither blinked, neither looked away. They simply stood there, entranced, linked.

“I want to, Jason. But I can’t,” she finally said, breaking the silence. “Take care of Cameron. Take care of yourself.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek, then scurried away, stopping to chant, “Farewell, Jason Chanz,” before she reentered the ballroom and left him alone on the terrace.
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The bell rang the first chime of midnight. Jason slipped down the outside wall, back to the garden-side ballroom terrace.

It sang a second time. Everett was waiting there with Cameron, ready to go.

At the third, Jason’s eyes honed in on Isis, who gave him a discreet nod and walked off toward the wine table.

A fourth, a fifth, a sixth. Aaron and his Diamond Edges marched in unison, smug expressions across their faces, empty wine glasses in their hands.

A seventh. Isis stepped into their path.

An eighth. Aaron asked her if she had seen Jason Chanz.

A ninth. She pointed to the opposite balcony, the one farthest from them.

A tenth. He kissed her extended hand and made her promise to stay put, that he would rejoin her shortly.

An eleventh. They marched off toward the wrong balcony. Jason swung his backpack over his shoulder and hopped down into the garden. He, Cameron, and Everett walked right through the unguarded gate, which someone had left cracked open.

As the final bell sounded, the palace alarm blasted up, and Jason heard Aaron’s voice shout out Isis’s name in anger.
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515AX December 19, Rosewater







IN THE FIVE-and-a-half years Silas Thorn had served as the Elition bodyguard to Ambrose Selpe, emperor of the Selpe Empire, he had not taken a single day off. But now that the Selpe-Avan War was over, Ambrose had sentenced him to a whole week of vacation. Silas did not want to go. He was needed in Orion. The war might be over, but things were hardly safe. Within both the Selpe and Avan Empires, disgruntled factions—some fueled by hatred, others by greed—were stewing, biding their time until they could thrust the two powers into war once more. Silas had lived a long time. He had seen leaders rise and fall over the centuries, and he had seen people go to war over a whole lot of unfathomable nonsense. Silas was an Elition Phantom, a gift known to come with a sizable helping of rage. But even a Phantom could recognize that no sane person craved war.

Silas had chosen to spend his break at Rosewater, the premier school and temple in the Elition kingdom of Pegasus. It was there that he’d worked as a guard before his days serving Ambrose. Of all the places in all the sixteen Elition kingdoms, Rosewater felt the most like home.

He hadn’t been back in Elitia in a very long time, and there was something so peaceful about walking through the dew-kissed rose gardens just before dawn. The gentle breeze was moist and cool against his skin, far warmer than the icy air of Orion in December. Here in subtropical Pegasus, the roses bloomed year-round.

As Silas emerged from the rose gardens, the dining hall came into sight. Made of pale brown wood with a subtle pink undertone, the house was dwarfed by the surrounding trees. It was a simple building when compared to the Selpes’ ornate structures, but its beauty was in this simplicity. A pattern of roses and thorned branches was carved into the wood panels that bordered the front door. A scattered path of beige stepping stones spread out from the door like breadcrumbs, swirling out in a dozen different directions—onward to the other buildings of Rosewater, to the forest, to the gardens, and around the dining hall’s surrounding puddle pools, where white and pink waterlilies floated atop the water’s silken surface.

The hushed hint of footsteps sounded from behind Silas, and he turned to see a boy bolting out of the forest. His feet were bare, but that didn’t slow him down as he sprinted past the dining hall. Curious, Silas trailed him to a grassy field, where a group of Rosewater students was performing the controlled movements of the Rising of the Sun dance. As the sun broke the horizon, the running boy darted forward in a burst of speed worthy of a Phantom, the new morning sun illuminating his swishing ear-length brown hair into a glowing mass of butterscotch, caramel, and gold. The boy cut through the lines of upward-turned legs; he was so fast that Silas barely caught his movements.

As the boy caught another boy by his ankles, a buzz of power rumbled in Silas’s ears. A sharp taste stung his tongue and shot vibrations across his skin. He had felt this before—several times, in fact, in his many years. It was the resonance of the Elite Phantom. Silas watched the boy, who looked about nine or ten, run straight up the walls of the library and hook the other boy’s shirt to the wind pole. In the same breath, he descended the building in a single leap, landing neatly on his feet, much to the shock of everyone present. The whole thing had lasted no more than five seconds.

Even at nine, years before his Passing, it was undeniable. That was the Elite Phantom.

“What did Henry do to annoy Jason?” a boy whispered.

“I heard he called Terra crazy,” a girl next to him replied.

Another boy snorted. “Then he’s lucky Jason only hung him from the roof.”

A few students chuckled, but their merriment wilted from their lips the moment Jason turned to glare at them, his eyes smoldering with barely contained menace.

Potent, thought Silas. By the time he goes through his Passing, those eyes will be powerful enough to drop nearly any opponent on the spot.

The Rosewater students scattered off toward the dining hall, leaving their unfortunate companion with his feet dangling. Without a word, Jason turned and stepped into the dining hall. Breaking through air thick with a Phantom aftertaste, Silas continued on toward the temple.
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THERE WAS A small section of forest between the dining hall and the temple of Rosewater. The treetops chirped with an early morning chorus of singing birds. It was so loud that it almost blocked out the distant sound of light footsteps on the path. Silas would have known those six sets of synchronized footfalls anywhere. Selpe soldiers. And not just any Selpe soldiers—Diamond Edges. In Rosewater. King River would be furious.

Silas switched directions, heading for the soldiers. They were still far out but closing in fast.

Closing in on what?

Silas listened again. This time he could pick out another set of footsteps, softer than the others. They were light, like those of a child. And they were fast. Like Elition fast—maybe even Phantom fast. The Diamond Edges were trying to snatch an Elition child. Not only would King River be furious, he would kill every single one of those six soldiers.

Hurrying now, Silas was almost upon them. He saw a girl’s tiny figure rip through the forest underbrush at top speed, her pulse racing and fear seeping off of her like a thick mist.  She was so afraid that she gave little mind to the stinging nettles and razor-sharp branches that cut at her body and tore her green silk school robes. A satin green hair ribbon caught on a branch and slipped down the end of her already unraveling golden-haired braid. She couldn’t have been much older than six, and she was running for her life.

Silas caught sight of the first two Diamond Edges as they jumped out from behind a tree trunk, hoping to catch the girl by surprise, even as the other four soldiers appeared on the path behind her. Only the grim determination on her face stopped Silas from stepping in. He would not rob her of the satisfaction of taking down the men chasing her. And she could do it. Silas saw that in her eyes.

The girl gritted her teeth and dashed forward. Not missing a beat as she ran, she swooped her hands down to the ground, collecting two rocks. She launched them in quick succession at her two targets, and they landed squarely against their foreheads, knocking the Diamond Edges unconscious. The men tumbled to the ground, and she leapt over their fallen bodies.

Behind her, the remaining four soldiers moved to encircle her. One shot his gun into the air. At the sound of the vicious crack, the girl skidded to a halt as she turned to face them. A leer on his face, one of the soldiers raced forward. He stopped before her, waving a Wing knife in her direction. The blade was as long as the man’s forearm, which must have made it look like a thick and scary sword to the little Elition girl.

“Come now, Elition girly. Don’t give us any trouble, and we won’t have to hurt you,” said the knife-wielding soldier.

She gave him a sweet smile and stepped forward with her arms in the air. When Mr. Knife relaxed his stance, Silas chuckled to himself. The girl’s arm shot out, punching the soldier hard in the stomach. As he keeled over in pain, she snatched the knife from his hand and banged him hard upside the head with the heavy handle. He dropped at her feet. The oaf would have a hell of a headache when he woke up.

And then there were three.

The remaining soldiers appeared more cautious, as if they were finally now starting to believe all the exotic tales of Elitions they’d heard. They charged forward in unison, hoping to overcome the girl all at once. Gun Happy was more into flamboyant show than he was actually useful in a close fight. She kicked the gun out of his hand, caught it, then slammed it down hard on his head, knocking him out.

The next Diamond Edge pushed forward, trying to use his far heavier body to wrestle her down. But she dodged him and nailed his foot to the ground with her pilfered knife. Silas snickered in appreciation. The soldier cried out in pain, and his comrade’s jaw dropped in shock before he pulled himself together and lunged at her with his own knife. She evaded him, losing one of her slippers in the process. As he slashed at her once again, she stuck out her slipperless foot to trip him. Then, before he could roll over, she banged him hard against the head with her fists.

“Terra?” Jason asked, coming out of the woods.

“Just a second,” she replied, scooping up her slipper.

As she passed the soldier struggling to free his foot from his own knife, she hit him with her slipper. Jason scanned the bodies of six unconscious Diamond Edges scattered across the ground, and he frowned.

“What happened?” he asked her.

“They cornered me on my way to the Fountain of Tears,” she said, slipping on her shoe.

He pointed at the diamond-studded pin on the nearest soldier’s chest. “Those are Selpe Diamond Edges.” He set his hands on her arms. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she said, but her voice shook. “Last night, I had a dream. I knew they were coming.”

Terra. Terra Cross, Silas realized. The princess of Elitia. Rumor had it she already wielded the power of Prophecy. If it were true—if she wielded so much magic at such a young age—then she was very powerful. It was no wonder the Selpes had risked going after her. She was the coveted prize of many a Selpe lord.

“Another foresight? Has someone taken a look at that?” Jason asked.

“Yeah, they think I’m crazy,” she said with a weak laugh.

“They wouldn’t say that.”

“No, the priestess’s exact words were, ‘My dear, you must be imagining things. It is far too early for your abilities to manifest so strongly’,” Terra quoted. It was a very good imitation of Essence, a Rosewater priestess.

“That’s exactly what that old bag, Needlehead, or whatever his name is, said to me.”

“Pinewood?” giggled Terra.

“Yep. But then I mind-blasted a candlestick at his head, and he took it back. It was a lit candlestick too,” he added.

“I wish I could have seen that,” she said with a smile.

“So do I.”

“Jason.” She sighed. “Do you think our fathers will ever make up?”

The end of the Selpe-Avan War had not brought an end to Elitia’s alliance with the Selpes. In fact, the Selpes had become so dependent on the Elitions sent to work for them—Elitions like Silas—that they were asking for more and more of them. Some Elitions were unhappy about this. Jason’s father, the king of Pegasus, was the most outspoken. There was a lot of talent in Pegasus, so when he refused to send the Selpes anyone else from his kingdom, the Selpes had balked. And so had King River. As far as Silas knew, the two friends weren’t even speaking to each other at the moment.

“Eventually, they will,” replied Jason.

“My father would have a fit if he knew we were hanging out.”

Jason took her hand. “Let him. You’re my friend. I’m not going to ignore you just because our fathers are being stupid.”

She grinned at him. “I’m glad.”

“Good. Now let me come with you to the Fountain of Tears. If there are any other Selpes lying in wait, I will make them sorry,” he promised.

After he scanned the scene—and found only Silas—Jason nodded at Terra, and the two children set off toward the temple.
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THE ROSEWATER TEMPLE sat atop a hill, right above the brink of a waterfall. The stream that fed it rolled over a bed of smooth golden pebbles, bordered on either side by a series of round waterlily pools. The vibrant blooms sat upon serene water channeled off from the rumbling rapids. Standing on the wood planks of the temple’s front terrace, Silas looked down, his eyes following the silky ribbon of water as it plunged to the bottom, where it crashed and foamed into a pool of floating leaves and twigs. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the distinct perfume of Rosewater: roses, cool water, and the faint nutty sweetness of mulch and forest. Nothing had changed in five years. Even the enormous tree trunk that had fallen against the hill remained, splitting the falls into two interweaving streams. It added a touch of natural chaos to Elitia’s most beautiful temple.

The wood echoed beneath Silas’s boots as he stepped across the terrace and circled around back. He passed the waterlily pools, some of which were occupied by bathing Elitions, then followed the five bridges back and forth across the stream to a path so narrow, that he had to shift his shoulders to pass.

In front of him, Jason and Terra walked hand-in-hand, laughing as they reminisced about some practical joke they’d once played on Terra’s brother. It didn’t sound like Davin Storm really appreciated finding his hand glued to his sword thanks to the sticky substance the pranksters had applied to the hilt, but Jason and Terra were nearly bursting apart with glee over the whole thing.

The children stopped as the path ended at a waist-level fountain so integrated into the corner of naturally occurring rock, that it was impossible to tell where the cliffs ended and the fountain began. A slow, slender dribble of water slid down the sheer silver rock face, dripping drops of water into the basin.

The sun crested the hills overhead, spreading out its rays into the narrow gorge. The early morning light hit the walls of the temple, making it twinkle with a million tiny points. Centuries ago when the Rosewater temple was built, crushed gemstones had been set into the bricks that formed its thick walls. And that was the birth of its second name: the Rainbow Temple.

Terra reached into a wooden box filled with stones beside the fountain. As soon as her skin touched the stone, its white satin surface began to glow. One moment it was white and the next crimson, its magic hinting at a loss both recent and deep. She lowered her glowing Tear into the fountain, where it floated peacefully on the surface. Then she turned her wide blue eyes on Jason.

“I miss her,” she said in a soft whisper.

Jason wrapped an arm around her. “I know.”

“And I have this feeling…” Her voice trembled. “This feeling that my twin and mother were just the first. I will lose everyone.”

As Terra watched her Tear float, a real tear slipped down her cheek.

“No,” Jason told her, wiping the tear away. He looked her in the eye. “You will never lose me. I will always be here for you. And if we’re ever separated, I will find you. And I will come for you.”

She looked up at him, her eyes hopeful. “Promise?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.” Terra rose to her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Now, we should be going, or we’ll be late for class.”

They left the fountain, returning down the path. As they passed Silas, Jason’s dark eyes met his. The boy held his gaze long enough for prickles to bubble under Silas’s skin. He fought the Phantom urge to phase his eyes white and glare. Jason was, after all, just a boy.

Silas waited until he was alone, then walked over to the fountain and took a white stone from the box. He held it in his hand, feeling it grow warmer as it pulsed darker. When the stone reached magenta, Silas dropped it into the fountain. Most people came to the Fountain of Tears to mourn the dead. Silas had come to mourn someone alive, yet lost to him.

A door creaked open behind him, and he turned toward the temple. A priest in pale blue robes stood on the terrace. His amethyst eyes turned on Silas, and he strode toward him like a man on a mission. Silas waited in silence, tapping his fingertips against the throwing knives strapped to his arms. The priest closed in, his eyes wide as they darted across the blades strapped to Silas’s body. And there were a lot of them. Fifty-four in all—some of them out of sight but even more out in the open for all to see. After all, concealed weapons had none of the dramatic effect that a body loaded down with metal did. They made other people uneasy. And Silas liked making other people uneasy.

“Wrest,” the priest said, using Silas’s power name. He tore his gaze from the knives. As his eyes panned up Silas, his head tilted back comically.

Silas nodded.

“An urgent message has come for you via the sand pit. Ambrose Selpe wants you to return to Orion. He needs you to stop an assassination.”

Silas looked up at the sky, brightening by the moment, and nearly threw back his head to laugh. Two hours. That’s how long his vacation had lasted.
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SILAS THORN SAT atop the roof of the tallest tower on the island of Fier, watching the sun set upon the Estival Isles. A rippled sheet of blue-green water spread out to the horizon, punctuated by a scattering of islands. The largest of them all was Solstice. Like the other fifteen islands that surrounded Solstice, Fier was hardly larger than the single building that sat upon it. A few additional island groups made up the rest of the Estival Isles, but those did not concern Silas. Only Solstice mattered, for that was where the Games would play out. Solstice—the entirety of the Estival Islands, actually—was the new home of the Siennans, Elitions who had long ago defected, abandoning their former kingdom to come across the ocean and be closer to their Avan allies.

Solstice might have been Siennan, but the Solstice Games were nothing more than an elaborate Avan pissing contest. It had started as a military competition, evolving over the years to include athletes and anyone else daft enough to enjoy risking his life setting excessively elaborate traps for the opposing team. In truth, it was the perfect arena for a Phantom like Silas, but that did not mean he was there to have fun. Ambrose Selpe had recalled him from Rosewater to stop an assassination.

Fresh off the end of the Selpe-Avan war, the Selpes had been invited to bring a team to the Solstice Games, ostensibly as a sign of peace, though Silas rather thought the Avans saw it as an opportunity to humiliate their former foe. The end of the war had not gone well for them—not since Elitia’s alliance with the Selpes. Against the combined power of Elitia, a handful of Siennans hardly proved more than an occasional nuisance. The Avans had no choice but to seek peace. Much to the dismay of a great many very powerful and very belligerent Selpe territory lords, Ambrose agreed to peace. A treaty was signed, and a lot of zealous Selpe patriots were denied the satisfaction of crushing their sworn enemy into the ground.

Despite their muttered grousing and melodramatic hissy fits, the territory leaders did fall into line. Or so it appeared. The Selpe Intelligence Network had discovered that there would be an assassination attempt on Emperor Avan’s life and that it would happen during the Solstice Games. That tangled nest of spies hadn’t figured out who the assassin was. They knew only that a disgruntled Selpe lord had hired one of the members of the Selpe team to kill Emperor Avan. And because of the spies’ incompetence, Ambrose had sent Silas to the Solstice Games as the latest addition to the Selpe team. His job was to sniff out the assassin from amongst his teammates, a task for which he was poorly suited.

I’m a bodyguard, not a detective, he thought, not for the first time since receiving his mission. Show me a threat, and I’ll eliminate it. Vaguely point at a group of potential threats, and I’ll eliminate them all just to be safe.

Much to Silas’s annoyance, Ambrose seemed to have a problem with killing off the entire Selpe team—even though that would have been the most sensible solution to the problem.

The situation could not have been messier. Both emperors would be there to watch the Solstice Games, along with their extensive entourages. There were going to be at least a dozen territory leaders in Ambrose’s party, not to mention their bodyguards, aides, and any number of people without whose hand-holding these ‘noble’ men and women could not manage to get dressed in the morning. Even after five years, such behavior did not cease to baffle Silas.

Of the Selpe territory leaders in Ambrose’s party, at least half of them had expressed annoyance or even anger at what they viewed as a decidedly unspectacular end to the Selpe-Avan War. But they were not the problem. Not just yet, anyway. Silas was tasked with stopping the assassin before he had a chance to strike. And to do that, he had to take a closer look at his teammates.

Silas cupped his hand around the edge of the rooftop, kicking his legs around to swing through the open window below his perch. He jumped down the flight of steps, then pushed open the thick beige door before him to enter a red-carpeted room Godwin had termed ‘the library’. The seasoned assassin stood beside the fireplace with his back to a corner. His location was no accident. From there, he could see everyone and everything in the room. If anyone tried to make a move on him, he would know it. And the way he was cleaning his knives made it clear he thought someone would try just that.

Thane and Rian, two Diamond Edges, were standing not far from Godwin, pretending to make smalltalk, while their eyes took regular discreet peeks at the assassin. Silas was not fooled and neither was Godwin. The old man winked one of his dark eyes at them—then winked the other a few minutes later. As an assassin, Godwin had been indiscriminate in the jobs he took. He’d killed too many of the wrong people and had ended up in a Selpe prison. He was now working off his sentence by being on the Selpe Solstice Games team. The two Diamond Edges must have been tasked with being his babysitters. Godwin took far too much delight in taunting them for it to be anything else.

Like Godwin, Thane, and Rian, the rest of the team had been put together from some of the Selpe Empire’s most skilled individuals. Claire was a multi sport athlete who had won competitions in rock-climbing, shooting, and long distance races over rugged terrain. To win a Solstice Games match, a team had to capture their opponent, making the inclusion of Lyle, the traps expert, a wise choice. Neema was a circus performer who was best known for her knife juggling and daring tricks with enflamed ropes. And then there was Silas, Elition Phantom and bodyguard.

Any of his six teammates could be the assassin. Was it Godwin, an assassin by trade? Or was it the two Diamond Edges, members of a military division under the thumb of Lord Adrian, a man who had described the peaceful end to the war as ‘a devastating blow to Selpe integrity’. But did Claire, Lyle, or Neema have any reason to kill Emperor Avan? Silas was not ready to tick them off simply because they were not killers by trade. Assassins came cloaked in a thousand different shades of innocent—right up until they made their move.

“You have an impressive collection there,” Godwin said.

He’d given up on annoying the Diamond Edges long enough to admire Silas’s knives. His eyes settled on the Everlast Ripper.

“How many years has it taken you to accumulate them all?”

Longer than you’ve been alive. “Many,” said Silas.

“You’re not much of a conversationalist, are you?”

Because I’m busy trying to figure out which of you is a traitor. “You’re talking to me.”

Godwin chuckled. “So I am.” He shrugged. “Well, you’re the only one who will talk to me. The rest of them are avoiding me.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

A smirk spread across Godwin’s lips. “I can. They’re all scared of me.”

Thane snorted.

“Especially the soldier twins.” Godwin winked at them. “They’re worried I’ll slit their throats in their sleep. But I couldn’t do that to poor Claire.”

Silas had noticed Claire was spending a lot of time with the two Diamond Edges. Apparently, they knew each other from Orion, where they all ran around the same track in Emperor’s Park. Apparently. Humans knew precious little about Elitions, but one thing they did know about was the heightened senses. Knowing that he was listening, Claire and the soldiers would not have spoken about assassination plans. They were not that stupid.

None of his teammates were stupid. Neema flirted with Lyle, but that, too, could have been a cover. For all Silas knew, every last one of them was in on the assassination plot.
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SILAS LOOKED DOWN at the net Lyle and Neema were laying out between two tree trunks. Its wires, thin and translucent, were nearly invisible. It shimmered faintly in the morning light, a subtle distortion in the surroundings not unlike an Elition portal. Or a spider’s web. According to the trap-maker, the substance they were generously coating the wires with made the net as sticky as a spider’s web.

“This is supposed to hold them?” Godwin said beside Silas.

“Yes,” Lyle replied. He did not turn his head to add a glare to his grumble, which was good for him. He’d likely have gotten his shaggy brown mane caught in the net.

“It would be easier to shoot them,” said the assassin.

“And against the rules,” Neema told him. Unlike Lyle, she did turn—and pushed out her pouty pink lips at him.

Godwin blew her a kiss. “I said shoot ‘em, not kill ‘em, sweet pea. There are tons of ways to stop them in a non-lethal manner. Ways that don’t involve wasting two hours of my life to set up a sticky surprise.”

“You are not setting up anything. You’re just standing there making unhelpful commentary,” muttered Lyle.

Godwin ignored him. “Tranquilizing darts. Poison.”

“Aiming for non-vital organs,” Silas added.

Godwin snorted.

“I don’t know about Elitions, but all my organs are pretty damn vital to me,” Lyle said.

“How well can you aim those things?” Godwin nodded toward the bands of throwing knives strapped to Silas’s wrists. “Can you, say, land one in the leg of a running man?”

Silas preferred the directness of close combat to hurling things from a hiding spot. Like at yesterday’s landing match. He had single-handedly tipped the other team’s boat over, trapping eight Avans beneath a wooden canopy. But sometimes the direct way wasn’t available. For those times, he could at least try to make it interesting.

“I prefer pinning the feet,” he told the assassin. “Nothing stops a person faster than having his face smack hard against the ground.”

Godwin laughed so hard he nearly choked on his own amusement. “Tell me, Silas. Are all Elitions like you?”

“No. Most of them have no sense of humor.”

Godwin wiped down his red face with a cloth. “Thank goodness you’re here. The rest of Team SSG is so…”

“Sophisticated?” Neema offered.

“Dull,” countered Godwin. “And what’s with that stupid name? Is it too late to change it?”

“It’s an acronym for Selpe Solstice Games,” said Lyle.

“A stupid acronym.”

Silas tended to agree with Godwin.

“I think it was Claire’s idea,” Neema said, frowning. She and Claire didn’t like each other very much.

“Thane and Rian liked it too,” Lyle said, stepping back to look over his handiwork.

“They’re soldiers. Of course they liked a lame, unimaginative, direct-to-the-point name.”

“And what name would you have picked for the team?” Lyle asked Godwin.

The assassin thought about it for a moment, then said, “Scarlet Sentries. Hellfire Hornets. The Deathwalkers. Anything but Team SSG. It sounds like a frickin’ food additive.”

“Clearly your sense of humor is wasted in your profession,” Lyle said drily. “Had you followed your calling to be a comedian, then you wouldn’t have ended up in prison—and you wouldn’t be stuck with us here in this jungle being minded by a duo of Diamond Edges until the time that they can return you to your cell.”

“Speaking of the twins, they and their third wheel should have reached Crimson Down’s starting location by now.” Godwin looked at Silas. “What do you figure?”

“I can hear them running through the woods. They should be here in five minutes. If the trap is ready, you two should assume your hiding spots,” Silas told Lyle and Neema, pointing up at the treetops.

“Silas and I will handle the corralling of Crimson Down,” Godwin said.

Lyle paused at the base of the tree he was to climb, throwing a last look back at the trap. “All right. Just be careful not to get too close to the net. If you get stuck in it, even you won’t be able to get out.”

His eyes panned up Silas’s broad torso, his neck cranking back further to look him in the eye. Silas resisted the urge to phase his eyes white. If he spooked the man, he’d probably stumble on his way up the tree and fall straight out of the sky.

Lyle must have read something in those eyes, for he added nervously, “If someone stuck in the trap struggles, the chemicals coated on the ropes will release a sedative gas.”

“I assure you that I am not in the habit of getting myself stuck to anything,” Silas told him and walked off with Godwin.

They hurried past the trap-site. Once they were out of sight of Lyle and Neema, Godwin stopped and turned to Silas.

“I know what’s going on here.”

Silas said nothing.

“I know why you’re here. Why you were added to the team,” Godwin continued. “You’re here because of the plot against Waverly Avan. It’s not as much of a secret as you think.”

It must not be if you heard about it from your prison cell.

“You’re here to watch us. You think one of us was tasked to kill Emperor Avan.”

Or more than one of you.

The assassin’s eyes scrutinized Silas’s face, trying to gauge his reactions—from the twitch of his lips or the telltale creases in the skin. He was wasting his time. Silas could swallow his emotions when the occasion called for it. Every Phantom could summon forth an impenetrable granite mask. It was an essential skill amongst a group of Elitions that tended toward fits of blood rage. Putting a lid on those feelings meant the difference between a granite face and a gory massacre.

“You don’t have to say anything. Just listen.” Godwin lowered his voice to a scratchy whisper. “I think I know which lord is behind the plot. As I said, I hear things. I suggest you take a closer look at Lord Collen Silverstone. He’s here as part of Ambrose Selpe’s party. Wars are expensive, but from what I hear, Lord Collen got richer during the Selpe-Avan war. His territory produced a lot of the metals the military needed for things like weapons and planes.”

Selfish personal gain was certainly a typical motivation behind the Selpes’ morally questionable behavior.

“Just think about it, ok?” said Godwin.

Since it was the only lead Silas had, he didn’t have much choice but to follow it.

“They’re coming,” Godwin announced, turning toward the rustle in the bushes.

Eight men in cranberry red wetsuits burst out. They froze as soon as they spotted Silas and Godwin. Then their faces broke out into a collective sneer, and they charged forward, eyes lit up in savage glee.

“Oh, no, dear boys,” Godwin said, clucking his tongue. “You are making this entirely too easy.”

Silas sprang up and took off running toward the web, Godwin’s stuttered chuckles puffing out behind him as the assassin struggled to keep up.
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A DENSE FOG rolled in that night, just as Ambrose and a few in his party paid a visit to Team SSG’s cabin on Solstice. Ostensibly, they were there to show their support, but Silas knew the emperor was eager for an update on the situation. As Ambrose approached, Silas could taste the nervous anticipation in the air, thick as the surrounding fog. If only he’d had something to tell him.

“I could try to extract the information one by one from my teammates,” Silas said as he walked with the emperor in the woods.

Back in the cabin, someone had turned on some music. The heavy bass rumbled faintly in Silas’s ears, mixing with an enthusiastic outpour of cheers and the thump of dancing feet.

“But that would make them ill-suited to continue in the Games,” warned Silas.

An Extractor was a type of Phantom who could rip images from people’s minds. But it was not pretty digging around in another person’s head, particularly someone scared out of his wits. That’s how extraction worked. First, you had to frighten a person to the point that their mind cracked open like an egg and all rational thought poured out. Then, you had to navigate through that fractured mind to find your answers. Not only was the process not pretty for the Phantom, it sometimes left the recipient indisposed for days.

Ambrose shook his head. “No, we need the team to continue. We need them to win. To defeat the Avans here in the Solstice Games will do much to placate those in the empire still bitter over the end of the war.”

Those unhappy turkey lords were the reason Silas was stuck here hunting down conspiracies. He did not voice the thought.

“Just try your best, Silas,” Ambrose said with a half-hearted smile.

His best would be to kill off his team. He did not voice that thought either.

The path through the trees was nearly as bright as it was during the day, thanks to a row of floodlights above the cabin’s front door. They beamed out a blinding white light that reflected off the fog to illuminate that part of the forest in an eerie, ethereal glow. Silas walked beside Ambrose in silence all the way back to the cabin. There, three men stood on the front terrace, nodding in synchronous acknowledgment as their emperor passed. A burst of music bellowed out as Ambrose entered the cabin.

Silas turned his eyes on the three lords. He knew they were lords from the overwhelming air of entitlement about them and from the oversized brooch each one wore on his chest—one with rubies and gold, one with orange and blue topaz stones, and one an elaborate composition of platinum and gold accented with diamonds. They were chatting about the migrating patterns of the Western Red-Billed Seabird, which of course meant they were speaking in code. Silas had spent enough time in the company of the Selpe aristocracy to know it for what it was—just not enough to know what it meant. He was no Cipher, after all.

Usually, he didn’t interest himself with the schemes they cooked up to get revenge on people who had slighted them, or to advance their own position at someone else’s expense, or to throw a more extravagant party than their fellows. That about summed up what a Selpe lord did with his time.

But this time was different. This time, Silas had a conspiracy to unravel and three lords before him who were acting mighty suspicious. And the one with the platinum, gold, and diamond brooch happened to be none other than Lord Collen Silverstone, the man Godwin had suggested might be behind the plot. Not that Silas trusted Godwin, but he couldn’t very well pass up his only lead.

The moment Silas started to stare at them, the lords shifted toward the door. That might have had something to do with the way Silas had phased his eyes white. He added a sneer for good measure. By then, the lords were practically running for the door.

“Lord Collen,” Silas said in a tone cold enough to make the lord in question freeze on the spot.

His two companions retreated into the cabin and slammed the door shut behind them.

“Come with me,” Silas told him.

Lord Collen’s anxious gaze shifted from Silas to the door, but he gave up on his internal debate as soon as Silas began to tap his fingers across his knives. Lord Collen clasped his hands together behind his back in a futile effort to conceal the nervous twitch that rippled across his whole body. His heart was pounding fast and heavy in his chest. And he was sweating too. Tiny droplets beaded across his skin, reeking of fear. It was a good start.

“What do you want?” Lord Collen asked, pausing at the edge of the terrace. He thumped his feet one at a time against the wood planks, as though to ground himself firmly in place.

Had Silas been a different sort of Phantom, he could have made the lord take that final step himself. As it was, he had to settle for the more direct approach. Silas stared up at a nearby tree. A sharp crack split through the air, and a heavy branch dropped. Lord Collen hopped to avoid the falling branch. The tip of his shoe got caught in between two planks, and it fell off. He tripped forward off the terrace, scraping his hands against the ground and mucking up the cuffs of his cream-colored silk shirt. He glared up at Silas, fury frosting his lips.

“What do I want?” Silas said, stepping forward.

Lord Collen withdrew his fingers and dragged himself back, abandoning all vanity for his clothing. His once pristine outfit was speckled with mud and soaked with sweat.

“I want answers.”

Silas drew his Everlast Ripper. The knife’s saw-toothed blade was about half a meter in length and shimmered blood red. In truth, it was more frightening to look at than it was practical to use. And that was the point. It was the knife Silas took out when he wanted to intimidate someone.

“You can’t scare me with that…that stick!” stuttered Lord Collen as he staggered to his feet—and promptly tripped over them again.

“All right then.”

Silas had begun to get a flickering of broken images from the lord at his feet. Collen was scared—just not scared enough. If Silas wanted to get anything useful, he would need to go for a full extraction. Lord Collen just needed a little more encouragement to send him over the edge.

The frightened lord winced when Silas struck out with his knife, and he almost fainted in relief when he realized only his shirt had been slashed open. Silas peeled the remains of the garment off him, then bound Collen’s hands together with a thick strip of dirty fabric.

“I am the ruling lord of Silverstone. Emperor Selpe will not stand for such treatment of me,” Lord Collen said, trying—and failing—to free his wrists.

“Enough of that now. You’re lucky I didn’t tie it around your neck,” Silas warned, tugging him by the wrists toward a eucalyptus tree with a sturdy horizontal branch ten meters up.

Lord Collen let out a choked gasp as Silas threw him over his shoulder and ran up the tree. The gasp escalated into a nervous gurgle as Silas hooked his bound hands over the branch.

“Let me go!” he squealed, his legs kicking wildly about.

Beginning to hum the tune of ‘Aurelia’s Fall’, Silas sat on the branch and pulled out his Ripper again. With a casual shrug, he began to saw against the fabric that held Lord Collen up. The feet stopped kicking, and Collen’s fingers grasped toward the branch, trying to get a hold. They slipped and scraped against the bark.

“Tell me about Emperor Avan,” Silas said, his voice both calm and menacing.

“Emperor Avan?”

“And how you plan to kill him.”

“I…I wouldn’t.”

Silas hit him with his Phantom stare, eyes cold and white. “Don’t lie to me. I can smell the deceit on you. Now, which of the members of the Selpe Solstice Games team is the assassin?”

“The assassin’s identity is no secret. Emperor Selpe allowed him to work off some of his sentence by being on the team.”

“Don’t get cute with me,” Silas growled. “You know very well I am referring to the person who will kill Emperor Avan.”

The retort died on Lord Collen’s lips the moment the fabric holding him to the branch split and he began to drop. Silas let him fall. He hopped down and caught the shrieking lord only the moment before his head would have hit the ground.

That did it. Lord Collen’s mind cracked. Ripples shot down Silas’s arms, each one shaking him with the force of an earthquake. He closed his eyes on Collen and opened them again to find himself inside the frightened lord’s fractured mind.

Silas saw streaks of moving light—red and orange. He was enveloped in a cloud of smoke, the scent of something burning tempting his nose to sneeze. Somewhere in the distance, a chorus of muffled voices cried out in unison.

“Lord Collen,” a man’s voice said as a dark silhouette walked out of a black corner.

The closer the man got, the more defined—and ridiculous—his features became. The two sides of his mustache drooped against his face like floppy bunny ears, and thick black oil dripped from his waist-length ponytail, forming a trail of inky pools behind him. He wore skin-tight shorts that shone fire-red, but only a pair of crisscrossed leather straps across his chest. He had bigger muscles than a comic book character, and for some inexplicable reason he paused to flex them every five seconds.

Extracted memories were always like this, exaggerated to the point of ludicrousness. But they did make Lord Collen’s opinion of the man very clear.

“To what do we owe the honor of this visit?” the muscled man asked, flexing.

“You know why I am here,” replied Lord Collen’s voice from Silas’s lips.

The man bowed his head, his hair splattering the ground around Collen’s feet with burning oil. “I’ll send Fire Eater over.”

He withdrew into the black corner. A moment later, a hooded figure emerged from the same spot. Time had no meaning during an extraction. Some events sped up, skipping over forgotten memories. Others played out in excruciatingly slow motion.

“I have a job for you,” Lord Collen said by way of greeting. “A task crucial to furthering our interests. I need you to kill Emperor Avan.” He handed the person a sealed envelope. “Your best shot is at the Solstice Games. Your name has been added to the Selpe team competing there next month.”

Silas felt his body being yanked around, and then he began to walk away. He wanted to dig his feet into the ground to stop—to force his legs to head back over to get a better look at the mystery assassin. But extractions did not work that way. No matter how strong he was, Silas could not change what Lord Collen had done that day. To be so close, and yet so far, made Silas want to punch something. Except this was an extracted memory, and nothing was real.

“Wait,” the cloaked figure said. The voice belonged to a woman.

Lord Collen turned his head as Neema pushed the hood off her head.

“If I do this, will it finally be enough?” she asked. “Will you acknowledge me?”

Silas felt his lips twist into a smile. “We will talk about this later.”

Neema planted her hands on her hips. “No, we will talk about this now. I can’t wait an eternity for you to acknowledge me as your daughter.”

“I don’t expect you to. Not for very long,” he assured her as a tombstone popped out of the ground at her feet.

Lord Collen figured she would not long survive her assassination of Emperor Avan. He was right. Even if she managed to get close enough to him, she would not escape. She would be caught and killed, maybe not even in that order.

The recollection faded out, returning Silas to the woods outside the cabin. He was still holding to Lord Collen, and he’d somehow managed not to shatter any of his bones. Accidents sometimes happened during extractions.

“Get up,” Silas instructed, peeling his hand off of Lord Collen’s arm.

The distinguished lord of Silverstone muttered something incomprehensible and rolled over.

“Get up,” Silas repeated, this time pulling him to his feet.

Lord Collen did not faint, but he couldn’t walk without support. So Silas swung him over his shoulder and carried him deeper into the woods.

“Where…going?” Lord Collen murmured.

“To the lake. You are going for a swim,” Silas told him.

“But…but I can’t swim like this.”

“I don’t expect you to. Not for very long.”
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FOR THE THIRD match, Team SSG had selected knock-out mist, gases which when mixed together formed a dense fog that both reduced visibility to near zero and rendered anyone nearby unconscious. Lyle and Neema had come up with the trap together, so it was fitting that Lord Collen’s daughter should die by it. Silas had only to separate her from the others.

“Claire, you take the northwest path. Thane, the north path. Rian, the northeast path. Go out about half a kilometer and release the gas. Then run fast. You don’t want to get knocked out by our own trap,” Lyle told them.

As Claire and the two Diamond Edges wandered off together, Godwin turned toward Neema. “I guess we’re together, beautiful.”

Neema countered his smirk with a chilly sneer. She looked about ready to add some sharp words as well, when she stopped. “What are you doing, you big oaf?” she barked at Silas.

Shaking a knock-out mist canister to get your attention, of course. “Nothing,” Silas said.

“That’s not a toy. It’s a high-pressure canister. If you shake it up, all those nasty gases in there could explode,” she said.

Yes. Silas said nothing. He merely smiled and twiddled his thumbs.

Neema glared at him for a few seconds, then threw up her hands in frustration. She shifted her gaze to Godwin, who was leering at her—and not even trying to hide it. Then she looked back at Silas. She chewed on the tip of her thumb. Silas decided to help her make her decision and began picking at the canister lid.

Neema’s hand shot out, catching a hold of his. A visible ripple tore across her shoulders and down her back. She sighed.

“Lyle, I’ll go with the slow-witted behemoth here to make sure he doesn’t blow up half the forest,” she said. “You keep an eye on the assassin. Keep him busy so he doesn’t try to kill you just to alleviate his boredom.”

A muted burst of chuckles hissed from Godwin’s mouth as Silas followed Neema down the trail. Far off, someone had just started running. It sounded like one of the Diamond Edges. For once, Silas did not hear the mechanical buzz of the cameras that had been flying around Solstice since the Games began. After a few minutes, Silas decided he and Neema had gone far enough. He dropped his canister.

“What are you doing?” Neema demanded as it rolled between her feet. “Are you completely mad?!”

A thick mist slowly oozed out the top. Neema picked it up and tried to turn the lid shut again. With shaking hands, it took her several tries. Silas just watched.

“What werrrrre you thinking,” she slurred, collapsing to her knees.

Silas plucked the canister from her hands and sniffed. The mist tickled his nose and made him want to sneeze. He fought back the reflex. A sneeze would ruin the menacing air he was putting out.

“Neema Fire Eater,” he looked down on her. “Or should I call you Neema Silverstone?”

Her eyelids had begun to drop, but at the mention of her father’s name, they snapped open again.

“Not…my name,” she muttered weakly.

“But it is your father’s name.”

“My father?”

Your father who is lying at the bottom of a lake in the forest. No one had talked about Lord Collen today, so Silas didn’t think anyone had found the body yet. They probably thought he’d run off on an adventure of debauchery. He was known for that, after all.

“Yes, your father who has commanded you to kill Emperor Avan,” Silas told Neema.

“No one…commands me…do anything,” she said, setting down one hand to hold up her collapsing body.

Silas tossed the canister up in the air, catching it to toss it up again a few more times.

“Don’t…do that…poison…”

Silas hit her with a cold smile. “You did not actually think you would survive your treason, did you? Your father certainly didn’t.”

“Arrogant…beast…”

It was unclear whether she was referring to Lord Collen or Silas. But it didn’t really matter anyway. Silas threw the canister against the dirt, and it blew open, releasing an uglier sort of gas. As Neema’s second hand reached for the ground, he caught it. A startled tremor jolted up through her arm to his.

“Your plot will die with you,” he said.

Even as life drained from her body, she managed to let out a strained laugh. “You…didn’t really think…there was…just one of us…did you?”

She collapsed onto him, and a flood of images hit him with the force of a falling building, as though her mind had to empty itself before death.

“I am sending another to the Games in case you fail me,” came Lord Collen’s voice from the darkness.

“Who?” asked Neema.

Silas waited for Lord Collen’s answer, but none came.

“Who is it?” Silas asked, shaking Neema into consciousness.

“Never…told me,” she croaked her last words, then died with a smile on her face.

Silas wanted nothing more than to throw her body at the nearest tree, but a shuffle of branches told him someone was coming. He nudged the cracked canister toward her with the toe of his boot, then turned to face the approaching footsteps. Godwin came around the corner, his eyes sweeping the scene. He didn’t even blink when he found Neema’s fresh corpse there.

“What happened here?” he asked, sounding bored.

“A split canister. She’s dead.”

“I can see that. Well, she should have been more careful.”

“Indeed,” Silas said. He couldn’t tell if Godwin suspected anything. The assassin masked his emotions well.

“It’s over. Our opponents have all fallen to the gas, so now the cameras are headed this way for a sweeping victory shot of us.”

Silas nodded. “Let’s go then.”
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SILAS STOOD AMIDST a sea of tiny torches that hung from the tree branches, swaying in the breeze like a thousand flickering fireflies. The fires let out a smoke which drenched the air with excessive sweetness; it had rendered Silas’s nose completely useless. Nearby, standing in a rigid line at the bottom of a giant rainbow eucalyptus tree, were the Alterian Aviators. All in uniform, of course. Team SSG would face them tomorrow in the Solstice Games finals, and Silas had to admit he was concerned. The Aviators were a team of Spirit Reapers. They were well-trained and disciplined—and they had been working together for years. On the other hand, Team SSG was a collection of mismatched parts. All of them had their own opinions about how things should be done, and besides the two Diamond Edges, none of them had much experience working as part of a team. It was a wonder they had made it as far as they had.

Nearby, beside a buffet of finger foods, stood Ambrose Selpe and three of his territory lords. Silas had already spoken to him about Neema. Her death had been declared an accident with the smoke canisters, and they were sticking with that story. All color had drained from Ambrose’s lips when Silas had told him of a second, unknown assassin. Yet he still refused to alert Emperor Avan to the danger, fearing it would damage the new, fragile peace.

“You need to stop the second assassin before he strikes,” Ambrose had told him.

Or she, thought Silas, watching Claire join the Diamond Edges in staring down the Alterian Aviators under the rainbow eucalyptus tree. They exchanged the usual unpleasantries and threats that popped up whenever a Selpe soldier’s ego collided with an Avan soldier’s ego. An Aviator swung out one of the braided ropes tied to the tree’s branches, daring Thane, Rian, and Claire to climb up the vertical obstacle course that ended at a red circle painted a hundred meters up the trunk. As Rian caught the rope with a sneer, Silas realized this was exactly the sort of distraction the assassin would be waiting for. All eyes were on the clash of Selpes and Avans. Even Ambrose was watching the exchange, squeezing his hands together with unconcealed worry.

Thane, Rian, and Claire began to climb up the obstacle course. From up there, they would be high enough to get a clear shot of Emperor Avan, who was standing nearby. Anyone who could have guarded the emperor was busy shouting jeers up the tree, including the Alterian Aviators. Silas moved toward Emperor Avan, scanning the crowd for his other teammates. On the other side of the buffet table, Lyle was lurking in the shadows, reaching deeply into his bag. Silas didn’t stop to think. He changed direction, heading to cut off Lyle.

“Stop,” Silas growled in a low, warning voice as his hand closed on Lyle’s arm.

Godwin had appeared on the other side of Lyle and was pointing his knife at the trap maker. “I thought he seemed suspicious.”

Silas pulled on Lyle’s arm, fishing out the camera that hung from his hand.

“I was just hoping to get a photo with Emperor Selpe,” Lyle said with a pained smile, cringing as Silas’s grip tightened.

“If you break the poor boy’s hand, he won’t be of much use in tomorrow’s match,” commented Godwin.

Silas shoved Lyle away in disgust.

“You shouldn’t lurk about,” Godwin said. “It looks really—”

A shrill scream pierced the night, burning Silas’s eardrums. He barreled past Godwin and Lyle, following the scream’s path as though it were a piece of string laid out on the ground. When he reached Waverly Avan, a teenage girl in a scarlet dress was sprawled across his body. It was her scream he’d followed. It hadn’t been a scream of despair; it was an outcry of pure rage.

Sarah Avan’s lips sang a poisoned promise of vengeance, and when she was done, she stood regally and dusted the dirt off the skirt of her dress. Her dark eyes, full of loathing, settled on Ambrose Selpe, who was staring down at Emperor Avan’s body in shock. Silas moved in front of Ambrose.

Godwin passed beside him and squatted down. “No wound marks,” he said, looking the body over.

“Did anyone see the assassin?” Silas asked the crowd.

When no one answered, Sarah Avan hissed. Then she turned and walked away.
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THE SUN SHONE through Empress Sarah Avan’s black lace veil, speckling the faces of Team SSG with globules of dirty light. Her eyes, jaded beyond her years, remained hard as she paused before each of Silas’s five teammates in turn, looping a Solstice Games medallion over each one’s neck. There was something different in those eyes when she at last came to Silas: fascination, respect, even awe. He’d seen the look before. Some humans viewed Elitions with distrust, others with desire. The most curious ones did a bit of both.

Sarah Avan turned to face the crowd. Her eyes fixed on Ambrose Selpe. She might not have been able to phase them like a Phantom, but that didn’t stop her from glaring a hole through his head. Noticeably unhinged by that stare of pure hatred, Ambrose moved so he could no longer see her.

It was not just her eyes. Sarah Avan’s rage was so strong that it was leaking off of her, polluting the air with a mingled symphony of discordant emotions. Anger, agony, heartbreak, and a barely contained desire for vengeance simmered from her, her resonance twisting and slithering around Silas. Images flickered past him, carried by her furious flood of emotions. Usually, he had to work to extract thoughts from a mind, but right here and right now, hers thundered through his head as though they were his own.

Hurt from her father’s death. Disgust at having to crown the Selpe team the winners of the Solstice Games. Certainty that the Selpes had planned this assassination all along. Frustration at not being able to slit Ambrose Selpe’s throat in retribution. Pleasure at the knowledge that she would someday make the Selpes pay dearly for this.

And that was what worried Silas.
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A COOL BREEZE blew across Lake Orion, soaking through Marin’s thin tank top and shorts. Since it was the height of summer and steaming hot, she couldn’t say that she minded. In fact, she was half-tempted to throw off her shoes and plunge into the lake just as a hundred other Emerald Ash Park visitors had already done. But she was not there to enjoy the first dry, sunny day in nearly a week. She had emerged from behind her desk because she had work to do. Her experiment to revolutionize airship travel would not run itself.

As a shadow shifted over her head, Marin looked up at the airship model hovering there. At only one meter long, it was but a fraction of the size of the real thing—yet even so, a strikingly accurate copy of the Windcannon-4, the Selpe Empire’s most widely used commercial airship. Marin should know. After all, she had spent the past two months building it piece by piece.

She leaned over to get a better look at the computer sitting on the park bench beside her. On the screen, streaks of blue-white rippled above a three-dimensional topographic map of the Orion Peninsula, while a clock in the bottom left corner ate up minutes by the second. One of the perks of being a doctoral student at Orion Technical Institute, a university entirely funded by the Selpe Empire, was the ease with which she could procure things not even on the market yet. Like the latest in weather prediction software, supposedly five times more accurate than anything that was currently out there. Or so its makers claimed. Seeing that it had correctly predicted today’s hot sun and with a touch of wind from the east, Marin was going to give them the benefit of the doubt.

Wind. That’s all I really care about anyway, she thought as she watched the blue-white streaks on her screen. Wind was the key to revolutionizing airship travel, for only by accurately predicting wind could airships fly over the Elition Wilderness, a zone that killed electronics and dropped planes right out of the sky. Held aloft by lighter-than-air gases, airships would not simply drop out of the sky, but the lack of functioning propellers made getting across the Wilderness, which sat between the Selpe main continent and the Selpe Western Territories, a phenomenal pain in the butt. Any airships had to go all the way around the Wilderness or sit at the edge of it, waiting for a favorable wind to push the craft across—and pray that it held.

That’s where improved weather prediction came in. If Marin could figure out how to use it to optimize airship flight plans, it would change everything. Arrival times for routes with Wilderness segments would finally be more than a bad joke. Time over the Wilderness, where the airships were most vulnerable, would be minimized. Marin would be universally hailed as a genius and have her pick of the best jobs in airship engineering. Maybe she would even get to work with the Helleans, the masters of airship design…

“Aquamarine Graunt!” a voice called out, shattering those happy thoughts.

Marin turned around, already knowing what she would find. There was only one person who called her by that name.

“Leonidas Chase,” she said, frowning.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, a sly smile creeping onto his lips. “Shouldn’t you be sequestered behind a dusty old stack deep in some library?”

Ah, yes. Dear Leo. His taunts and torments had stung back in the days when they’d been just kids in Beechwheat—oh, how they had stung! But no longer. She was a grown woman now, and his words could not touch her. She squared her shoulders and stood tall. Well, as tall as someone of her height could possibly stand.

“And shouldn’t you be chasing skirts in some urine-stained bar?”

Leonidas cupped his hand over his chest and chuckled. “Ouch. No, I’ve upgraded, Aquamarine.”

“The name’s Marin,” she ground out.

“Since when?”

“Since forever, Leo. You just never bothered to get it right.”

“All right,” he said, nodding with approval. “Well, I like the new Marin. She’s snappy. That girl you once were would have run off crying rather than fight back.”

“Since leaving Beechwheat, I’ve learned to fight off deadbeat guys,” she said drily. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t need to fight off anyone, deadbeat or otherwise. Men didn’t seem interested in her. Not that she minded. She didn’t have time for nonsense.

“Indeed.” He smirked, his eyes looking her over.

“Stop it,” she snapped.

“Stop what?” he asked, his face so innocent she knew it was faked.

“Looking at me like I’m some sausage at the butcher shop.”

“More like a flower. A violet bell amongst a house of conceited blooms,” he said, his words as smooth as cream.

So that’s how he does it. Marin felt her heart skip a beat before she mentally beat some sense into herself.

“The violet bell is a weed,” she said, crossing her arms against her chest.

“So it is.” He grinned. “A very pretty little weed,” he added, rubbing his fist against the top of her head.

Marin pushed his arm away, inwardly cursing him for bringing up her size. She knew she was short, and she didn’t need any reminders of that.

“I’ll bet you’ve been fighting them off with a stick,” he continued, still grinning.

“Yes, let me go get my stick, and I’ll show you just how I do it.”

He folded his hands together. “I must admit I’m intrigued.”

Marin sighed. “What do you want, Leo? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

His eyes shifted upward to the airship above their heads, then panned over the cables, computers, and other gadgetry that filled the park bench. “Still playing with toys, I see.”

“Some people would call it working.”

“Indeed,” he said. “So, what are you working on, Marin.”

At least he’d gotten her name right.

“Just wait and see,” she said as the blue-white streaks on her screen changed direction. She picked up the controller and hit the button to shut off the airship’s propellers, simulating the Wilderness Effect.

“For what?” He watched the powered-down ship begin to drift toward the lake, floating on the breeze.

“Any minute now. It will be worth the wait,” she promised.

As the airship moved over the lake, the breeze intensified into a steady wind, blowing it across at a good, fast pace. Marin bounced on her toes. She was finding it hard to contain her excitement.

This could really work, she thought, looking through her binoculars.

The airship passed alongside a small island of three trees surrounded by an overgrowth of bushes, the halfway point of the flight across the lake. It had just cleared the island when a forceful gust hit the gas envelope hard from the side. Marin’s airship lurched sideways and flew headlong into a tree.

“You’re right.” Leonidas chuckled, setting down a pair of binoculars. “That was absolutely worth the wait.”

Without a word, Marin took off her shoes and stepped toward the lake. It seemed she would be going for a swim that day, after all.
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IT TOOK MARIN half an hour to swim to the island, where she then got to wade through a sea of overgrown branches, climb a tree, and retrieve her airship. It had managed to get its nose partially lodged inside a hole in the trunk. Once she freed it, she waved to Leonidas, who was waiting back at the park bench with the controller. As the airship’s propellers began to spin, pushing it back across the lake, Marin climbed back down the tree, hoping that Leonidas’s claims of his piloting prowess were not exaggerated. The last thing she needed was for her research project to take a nose dive into the lake.

The moment she set foot back on dry land, a humming buzz zipped past her ear. Marin looked up to see her own airship shoot past her and perform a series of three sweeping loops before settling serenely in the air above Leonidas’s right shoulder, as though it had been there the entire time.

“That is an airship, not a fighter jet,” Marin protested, squelching across the grassy lawn.

Leonidas patted the belly of the ship. “It’s a fine piece of craftsmanship, Marin.”

“It’s not designed to perform such stunts,” she said, swallowing a smile. She couldn’t help it. She was such a sucker for praise.

“It performed them just fine.” He held out a paper bag to her.

“What’s that?”

“A sandwich. While you were indulging in a swim, I took a jog over to the lakeside cafe and picked us up something to eat. I bought two cookies, but you took so long that I ate yours too,” he admitted with false sheepishness.

Marin pulled out the sandwich and unwrapped it to find a toasted cheese and cucumber sandwich with spicy mayonnaise. When she saw that, she didn’t even care about the cookie. She sat down on the bench and chomped down on her sandwich. After that swim, she was hungry.

“You remembered,” she said between bites.

“That you like chili pepper mayonnaise on your cheese and cucumber sandwich? Yeah, kind of hard to forget something as weird as that,” he commented with a strained laugh.

When she finished her sandwich, she licked her fingers and looked around for more. She was disappointed to find nothing but a few crumbs on the bench—but she ate them anyway. Now would have been a good time for that cookie.

“Here,” Leonidas said, pulling out another bag. “Take it before you decide to chomp down on the park bench.”

Marin stuffed the sandwich into her mouth before she could say anything too rude. Leonidas might have been smugness tied up into a neat package, but he had brought her two delicious sandwiches after all.

“You sure eat a lot for such a small girl,” he commented as she licked her fingers a second time.

“Woman,” she corrected him. “Well, you sure make a big show out of yourself for a spy.”

“And?”

“And spies are supposed to be stealthy.”

“I adapt to the situation.”

He flashed her a grin, the sort that made some women go weak in the knees. It was a good thing she was not one of those women. She was immune to his charms. At least, she was now. Years ago, she’d had a ridiculous crush on him, a secret that she planned to take with her to the grave. No one need ever find out about that. Most especially not Leonidas.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said.

Marin swallowed hard.

“You’re thinking you can just type a few keys and predict the future. Well, it doesn’t work that way, Marin. No matter how good this weather prediction program might be, you cannot predict every little thing.” He nodded toward the airship. “As you discovered firsthand when an unforeseen gust of wind blew your ship into a tree.”

“Normal airships fly much higher than the treetops.”

“It’s not about the trees,” he said. “If not trees, then it will be something else. Even best case with a favorable wind, an airship will spend a good deal of time over the Wilderness. Time when a whole lot of things can go wrong. You should not be trying to control every second of the time in the Wilderness zone. You should be trying to make that time as short as possible.”

As Marin looked at him, a weight dropped on her shoulders. “You’re right. But how am I to do that? No electronics work in the Wilderness.”

“That is what you have to figure out,” he replied. “Once you do, you will have a worthy discovery on your hands.”
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MARIN SPENT THE rest of the afternoon jogging along the eastern shore of Lake Orion, trying to clear her head enough to make room for brilliant revelations. By the time the sun went down on the Orion Peninsula, she was sweaty, tired, and absolutely famished—yet no closer to a solution to her problem.

She stumbled into her Orion city apartment, bemoaning that those cheese and cucumber sandwiches seemed like a lifetime ago. After taking a peek into her refrigerator—and finding it empty except for a bag of lemons and a single egg—she pushed it shut and headed for the shower. If she couldn’t eat, she could at least get clean. Maybe she’d figure out something to do with the egg and lemons in the meantime.

Twenty minutes later, all traces of sweat and dirt had been washed from her skin, and her hair smelled of citrus. She strolled toward her kitchen. She’d just have scrambled eggs with a glass of lemonade for dinner.

“Nice pajamas.”

Marin snapped around to find Leonidas lounging on her sofa, his feet propped up on the nearby coffee table. She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“How did you get in here? I locked the door.” At least, she thought she had.

He actually had the gall to smirk. “Breaking and entering is part of my job description.”

Oh, right. Hail to the Selpe Intelligence Network for creating a gang of self-entitled delinquents.

“Is there any point in asking what you’re doing here?” She sighed. “Or have you just come to taunt me?”

“Actually,” he said, his smile widening as he stood. “I have come to cheer you up.”

It was then that Marin realized he was wearing a tuxedo. A very expensive tuxedo. And she was wearing…well, pajamas with blue and yellow stars on the shorts and a baggy shirt with a gigantic picture of a napping cat on the front. Not to mention slippers with fluffy bunny ears. Leonidas was dressed for a posh black tie gala, while she was dressed for a preteen slumber party.

“I don’t require cheering up,” she said, blushing. Just a rock to crawl under.

He gave her a knowing nod. “Marin, that’s exactly what you need. You need to go out to clear your mind.”

That’s what the whole point of the run had been. And it had failed miserably. As it turned out, she could run and wallow in unhelpful despair at the same time. You’ll never figure it out. You’ll still be here twenty years from now, while all your classmates have long since moved on, her mind had repeated over and over again, kilometer after kilometer.

“How exactly do you propose to clear my mind?” she asked. The moment the words left her mouth, she realized just how suggestive they might sound. Especially to a lech like Leonidas.

As expected, he snickered. “I’m going to the party tonight at Lady Eveline’s estate on Imperial Lane. I have an extra invitation. And you are coming.”

Marin had walked past the enormous villas on Imperial Lane, where the Selpe Empire’s ruling lords and ladies had their Orion homes, but she’d never been on the other side of those high metal fences. She hadn’t even thought they allowed in people who hadn’t been born with a silver spoon in their mouth.

“You look like you’ve just swallowed a lemon,” Leonidas said.

Because she’d just remembered who Lady Eveline was—and what her parties were known for. “This party…it isn’t…”

“An orgy? No.” He laughed. “It’s a perfectly normal party to celebrate Selpe Unification week. All sorts of stuffy and dreadfully dull VIPs will be there.”

“You sure know how to sell it.”

He laughed again. “So, are you coming or not?”

“I have nothing to wear,” she admitted.

“Oh, I have that covered,” he said, pulling out a large shopping bag from behind the sofa.
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YOU COULD SAY a lot of things about Leonidas Chase, but his taste in clothing could not be faulted. The midnight blue dress he picked out for Marin made her appear tall and slender—a mirage only partially achieved by the high heels she wore. Her hair was brushed out smooth and sleek, and she was actually wearing makeup for the first time since her college graduation ceremony. Marin’s idea of putting on makeup was brushing on a coat of lip gloss, but Leonidas had come to her apartment with a box full of enough cosmetics to make even the best-stocked beautician envious. And he’d done her makeup with so much skill, that she wondered what sorts of things they were teaching in spy academy.

As they reached the gates of Lady Eveline’s estate, Leonidas held out his arm with a wink. Marin set her arm in his without a word. After all, that was the genteel thing to do in a place like this around people like that. The security guard at the gate, wearing a tuxedo at least as expensive as Leonidas’s, took their invitations and waved them through.

The first thing Marin saw as she stepped foot on Lady Eveline’s land was a pool-sized fountain carved with naked nymphs and angels. Streams of water shot out of their mouths, their hands…and other parts. Marin felt her cheeks go warm and averted her eyes, seeking something safe. She settled on the front door. There was nothing provocative about a front door. But beside the door stood two statues of centaurs, each with a woman mounted on his back. At which point, Marin just shut her eyes, trusting Leonidas to lead her inside. Beside her, he chuckled.

“It’s safe now,” he announced as they passed into the front foyer. “Lady Eveline must have had the lewd art removed to make room for the party guests.”

Marin dared a peek. When she found nothing more shocking than a coat rack ornamented with a parade of gold-cast fat cherubs, she opened her eyes all the way. What she saw took her breath away. Beneath the sweeping staircases, a crimson carpet stretched toward wide open wooden doors that led into the ballroom. Tuxedos and gowns mingled and danced upon a shining red-brown floor. Rings, crests, bracelets, brooches, and necklaces sparkled like city lights from every corner of the room—from the dance floor, to the buffet tables, to the upper level.

“It’s all right,” Leonidas said as Marin’s hand tightened on his arm.

“One of those rings costs more than everything I own,” she whispered. “How ever did you get invited to such a party?”

“Through work. In one of my missions, I helped Lord Henly out of a little fix, and this is how he shows his appreciation,” Leonidas told her, nodding to a man with an emerald crest on his sash.

“One of the ways,” a voice said from behind them.

They turned to find a man with olive-green eyes and nearly black hair. He was dressed like Leonidas. In fact, his tuxedo could have even been the very same one. It had that same subtle indigo undertone to the black fabric.

“Darren!” Leonidas exclaimed, clasping the man’s shoulders. “So glad you’re here.”

“Are you?” Darren asked, his dark eyebrows creeping up as his eyes fell on Marin. “Are you sure I’m not interrupting anything?”

“Naw, that’s just Marin, an old friend’s little sister.”

Marin fought to keep her shoulders from drooping. What a stellar introduction.

“Marin?” A light twinkled in Darren’s eyes, and he extended his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Marin shook Darren’s hand but looked at Leonidas. “Have you?”

Leonidas shuffled between them. “Ah, yes…well, I was very drunk when I told you that story, Darren.”

“So was I.” Darren rubbed his head. “In fact, it’s pretty much the only thing I remember from that night.”

Leonidas nodded in agreement. “Marin, Darren is my partner at work. We’ve been through a lot together.”

Darren patted him hard on the back. “This man saved my life.” His eyes twinkled in delight. “And now I’m going to repay the favor. Leonidas, I’ve been chatting up a lovely group of ladies over by the chocolate fountain. Come on, I promised I’d only be away for a moment while I went to fetch you. They’re excited to meet you.”

“Last time you brought me to meet a group of ladies, the night ended with us running away from their enraged husbands.”

“These ones aren’t married. I made sure to ask this time,” Darren assured Leonidas. “In fact, one of them is even still living with her parents, who are out of the city at the moment.”

Leonidas’s eyebrows crept up slowly, and he nodded. “Right. Then lead the way.”

Darren pushed him off through the crowd toward four pretty women wearing jewel-toned dresses and smug, surgically-pouty lips.

Which left Marin alone and wondering why she was there, surrounded by strangers at a party where she clearly did not belong. She wandered over to the dessert table to drown her sorrows in sweets. She started with a cream-topped chocolate cupcake, then sampled a variety of mousse desserts before moving on to a large wedge of cheesecake topped with raspberries. At least she wouldn’t go hungry.

“You don’t see a lot of ladies allowing themselves such an indulgence.”

Tall and built like he lived in the gym, the man now standing beside her nicely filled out the black Diamond Edge uniform he wore. His pale hair was cropped short, which only made his blue-green eyes pop out more. Marin forced her eyes not to slide up and down his body, all the while trying not to think about how he was the most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes upon. No time for nonsense? Well, she’d gladly take all kinds of nonsense from him. She licked the last of the cheesecake from her fork, then set down the empty plate.

“I’m no lady. And I don’t have to worry about fitting into those bone-crunching harnesses they call gowns,” she said.

Chuckling, he leaned in to whisper, “Thank goodness. I can’t stand them.” He held out his hand. “I’m Aaron.”

“Marin,” she said, shaking it.

“So, what brings you here, Marin?”

“I’ve been asking myself the very same thing, seeing that I am so utterly out of place,” she replied—then realized he’d probably expected an actual answer. “My friend brought me.”

Aaron’s eyes followed her gaze to Leonidas, who was slipping chocolate-dipped fruit into the open mouths of two obviously inebriated women. He snorted. “I see. And then your date abandoned you. How ill-mannered of him. But I suppose that is hardly surprising behavior from a member of SIN.”

“Leo’s not my date. But, yes, he can be awfully rude. How did you know he was a SIN agent?”

The words gushed out so fast, blending all together, that it was a wonder he even understood. But his snort told her he had.

“Ah, yes. Agent. It sounds a whole lot more suave than boorish shadow lurker.”

Marin laughed, which is probably why he’d made the comment in the first place.

“The Diamond Edges and SIN don’t get along too well?” she asked.

“As well as a tiger and a wolf can be expected to get along,” he replied.

“So who’s the tiger and who’s the wolf?”

Aaron grabbed a glass of wine off a passing waiter’s tray and raised it to her. “I’ll let you know when I figure that out.”

As he drank, he kept his eyes on her, hitting her with a look that Marin could only describe as ‘scorching’. Or was she just imagining that? She hastily looked down in embarrassment, noticing for the first time the markings on his uniform. He was a major—but not just any major. The diamond-studded dagger pin on his chest identified him as a Diamond Edge, but the extra pin of three diamonds—blue, colorless, then blue again—fastened beside this pin identified him as the leader of the Diamond Edges. He didn’t look much older than she was, and he was already leading the most elite unit of the Selpe military. And she’d thought she was something special for being twenty-five and just a breath’s distance from getting her doctorate.

“So, Marin,” Aaron said, setting down his glass. “Tell me a bit about yourself.”

“Well, I’m a doctoral student in airship engineering at Orion Technical Institute.”

“Ah, that explains it,” he said.

Her awkward babbling? Her unabated assault on the dessert table? That no matter how pretty her dress was, she simply did not fit in at the party of the high-brow elite?

“You are way more down-to-earth than the others,” he continued.

Since it sounded like a compliment, Marin didn’t point out the humor in labeling an airship engineer—one who spent her days with her mind in the clouds—as ‘down to earth’. In fact, she didn’t have a chance to say anything at all in response, for Aaron ducked behind the cupcake tower.

“Is she gone?” his voice hissed out from between the cupcakes.

“Who?” asked Marin.

“The woman with the vase on her head.”

Marin scanned the area for someone who fit that unlikely description. Sure enough, there she was walking away from them. She was kind of hard to miss. She wore a mermaid-cut, wine-red crushed velvet dress, and over that a black chiffon cape which extended out from her capped sleeves like enormous wings. There was a coat of glitter dusted on her skin and—there it was—something that resembled a vase tucked into a braided nest of dark hair on the top of her head. A bunch of white and red roses even resided inside.

“No, she’s clear across the room,” Marin said. “Who is she?” A spurned lover? But somehow the absurdly dressed woman did not strike Marin as his type.

“My cousin,” he replied, emerging from hiding. “An absolutely abhorrent woman. If she sees me, she will wrap her bony arm around me and bombard me with a never-ending barrage of sugar-coated compliments, all in an attempt to manipulate me into doing something I have no intention of doing. Or she will nag me in the hopes of getting me to give up confidential information just to be rid of her. So, I’d rather avoid her altogether than have my evening ruined.”

“I can understand that,” Marin said, stealing a glance at Leonidas.

The group of tipsy women surrounding him and his friend Darren had grown to six—and these women were not being shy about pushing their cleavage into the men’s faces or even groping them. Marin neared choked on her disgust, not knowing why she’d even bothered looking over at Leonidas, who had abandoned her to…gross, suck florescent blue liquor out of a floozy’s bellybutton. She returned her attention to Aaron, who was intelligent and charming and could actually be bothered to talk to her.

“So, what do you do, Aaron? Uh, I mean, I know you’re in the Diamond Edges, and I’ve heard about what sorts of things you guys do…”

She cringed at her own words. They sure sounded accusatory. Rumor had it the Diamond Edges dealt with all the work too dirty for the regular military. Considering what the regular military did, that had to be some pretty depraved stuff. But maybe everything said about the Diamond Edges really was nothing but baseless rumors. Aaron seemed like a perfectly agreeable man. She couldn’t really picture him drenched from head to toe in his victims’ blood.

Well, that’s a pleasant image, Marin thought, shaking her head. She edged away from the dessert table, no longer the least bit hungry.

“Um, what I meant to say was, I’ll bet you’ve had some exciting adventures,” she finished lamely. Where, oh where, was a closet when you really needed to hide inside of one?

“Some,” he replied. “But do you want to know the biggest secret no one ever says about the glamorous Diamond Edges?”

Marin nodded, leaning in closer.

“The paperwork’s a bitch,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

A squeaky laugh burst through her lips.

“It’s true,” he told her. “I spend at least half my time behind my desk, filling out reports.”

“Then I guess we’re not so different after all,” Marin said.

He smiled, raising his glass. “I’ll drink to that.” As he took a sip, he looked over her shoulder. His eyes widened, and he set down his glass. “Please excuse me for a moment, Marin. I’ll be right back.”

Then he hurried after a woman who’d just passed by the table. In contrast to the other party visitors’ gowns and tuxedos, she was dressed in a black bodysuit that covered her from neck to the top of her knee-high leather boots, its skin-tight fabric following her every curve. But that was not the most unusual thing about her. Nor was the armament of knives tucked into the thick belt at her hips. What really made her stand out from everyone else there was her hair, vibrant turquoise and bouncing atop her lean, muscular shoulders. As Aaron’s hand closed around her arm, she pivoted about, her gold eyes swinging around like the shining beacon of a lighthouse. Marin gasped. An Elition. She’d never seen one before in the flesh.

Aaron and the Elition exchanged a few words—none of which Marin could hear—before he led her over to the dessert table. As soon as they were standing before Marin, the Elition shrugged herself free of Aaron’s hand. He only smiled at her.

“Marin, allow me to introduce you to my partner Dahlia,” he said.

Dahlia glared at him, something stirring within her gold eyes. “Only until this mission is over,” she said to him. “And how many times must I remind you to call me by my power name?”

She kept her eyes on Aaron the entire time, ignoring Marin completely. Ok, then.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dahlia,” Marin said, holding out her hand. Just because this woman was being rude, that didn’t mean she had to be too.

Dahlia turned toward Marin, and the look she gave her made Marin wish she hadn’t said anything at all. Slowly, she retracted her hand and took a step back.

“Now that was simply uncalled for,” Aaron chided her. “Marin was just trying to be nice.”

“Why did you bring me over to speak to this girl?” demanded Dahlia.

Marin stiffened. She might not have been a knife-wielding one woman army like the Elition opposite her, but she had enough years on her to not be scoffed at as a mere ‘girl’.

“Can’t you behave yourself for even a minute?” Aaron sighed, but something in his tone told Marin he was not really upset with her.

Dahlia set her hands on her hips, putting them dangerously close to all those knives. “If you are unhappy with my behavior, then why did you insist that I come here?”

“Because we’re partners. We need to stick together,” he said, and this time Marin was sure she heard hidden meaning behind his words.

“For now, but it won’t be long before this is all over and we part ways. For good.”

Aaron smiled. “Then we’d best make the most of our remaining time together.” He wrapped one arm around Dahlia and extended the other to shake Marin’s hand, saying, “It was nice talking to you, Marin. Enjoy the rest of the party.”

Marin just stood there like an idiot, watching him walk off with the Elition. Of course, a gorgeous man like Aaron preferred tall, strong, strikingly beautiful women like the turquoise-haired Elition. She’d been a fool for thinking someone like that could ever have been interested in her. For a moment, she stared at the dessert table, debating whether to drown her sorrows in more chocolate. But after thorough consideration, she decided drowning herself in work was better for her health.

She zigzagged through the masses of too-beautiful people. As she reached the front foyer, fireworks exploded in the sky beyond the massive window that extended the entire height of the house. She stared at them for a long while, lost in the bursts of brilliant color, before she finally realized what her brain was trying to tell her. Rockets. The solution to her problem was rockets.
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MARIN HAD ONE leg propped up against a park bench, her eyes darting from the computer balanced atop her thigh to the airship model hovering over the lake, when Leonidas found her at Emerald Ash Park the next afternoon. Late the next afternoon. It was past four o’clock, and he was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. She, on the other hand, had woken up at seven that morning, spent several hours making the necessary modifications to her model, then lugged her heavy bag of equipment over to the park.

“It must be nice to lead a life of jumping from one party to another,” she commented, sparing him only a cursory glance. And from one bed to another, she added to herself.

“It’s all part of the job, Marin.”

“Is using women’s bellybuttons as shot glasses ‘all part of the job’?” she asked.

His lip twitched. “Saw that, did you?”

“It was kind of hard to miss,” she said in disgust.

Leonidas shrugged. “I realize it all looks very strange from the outside, but actually—”

“Leo, I don’t care,” she cut in. “But that’s the last time I’m letting you drag me to a party, just to be completely abandoned there.”

“I wasn’t planning on leaving you, but…something came up.”

Yeah, something like a group of drunk floozies. Marin gave him a cold look. “Save your excuses. I’m too busy to listen to them.”

Leonidas squinted at the airship over the lake. “Have you found your solution?”

“That we will soon find out,” she replied, picking up the model airship’s controller. With a computer already balanced precariously on her leg, it was a struggle not to drop everything. She pressed a button on the controller, and the airship suddenly blasted halfway across the lake.

“What was that?” Leonidas asked.

“A rocket, essentially,” she told him. “I got the idea when I saw the fireworks last night.”

He grinned. “So you are glad you went to the party last night.”

Marin ignored the comment. The fireworks show was so large that she could have caught a glimpse of it from anywhere in the city. Whether she, tucked inside her tiny apartment, would have noticed the fireworks and then realized they were the answer to her problem was another matter, but she was not about to admit that. Leonidas didn’t need yet another excuse for his thoughtless behavior last night.

“Fireworks have been around since long before we had computers and other sorts of electrical devices,” she said.

Understanding dawned on Leonidas’s face. “Rockets work in the Wilderness. Just like guns.”

“Yes. Imagine the first blast goes off right before the airship crosses over the Wilderness. At the same time, the fuse is automatically lit for a second blast.” She hit another button on the controller, shutting down the airship’s propellers. “The Wilderness effect hits.”

She lifted the binoculars to her eyes and waited for the second blast. When it went off, the airship shot forward again.

“And that is how I will decrease an airship’s travel time over the Wilderness,” she concluded, handing him the binoculars.

Leonidas looked through them. “Your model’s already at the other side of the lake.” He lowered the binoculars, chuckling. “Very clever.”

“Obviously, none of the airship’s systems will be functioning while over the Wilderness, so steering is out. They’ll have to set the direction before crossing over. If I combine the rockets with weather prediction, the wind can give a helpful push too.”

“And how many of those rockets can you cue in?” Leonidas asked.

“Probably just the one,” she said, frowning.

“Can’t the crew just light them manually?”

“Only if they can fly. The rockets will obviously need to be external—and as far from the balloon as possible. It wouldn’t do to blow a hole in that.”

She reactivated the airship’s propellers and turned it around to fly back across the lake. Leonidas looked from it to her.

“Rockets, huh? I never thought of you as the sort to play with explosives, but perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. You did once try to shoot a rock at me with that gigantic catapult of yours.”

“Only after you played around with it until you broke something!” she protested.

He held up his hands. “Purely an accident.”

Marin considered accidentally flying her airship model into his head, but decided against it. After all, Leonidas’s head was so hard, it would probably chip the paint.
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IT TOOK MARIN the rest of the summer to finish her work. Since that included further modifications on the airship, a gazillion more test flights, and writing up the whole monster thesis, she thought she was pretty damn fast.

Clouds hung over her the morning she ducked into the most ominous building on campus to present her work to the committee—or as they liked to call it, defend her thesis. As though she were stepping into a fight arena. The committee members sure looked about as friendly as a host of gladiators, with pens taking the place of swords and suits replacing armor.

Even so, she left the room very upbeat. They’d appeared impressed, she thought, albeit more focused on the unique design of her rockets than the application of using them to quickly cross the Wilderness. The jolly hum died on her lips as she stepped outside the building into a downpour of hurricane proportions. As she stood there, tucked beneath the tiny glass roof that protected the entrance, she considered the merits of spending the rest of the day inside the dreary building. She had spotted something akin to a library on the second floor, but after several hours in that room, she’d rather plop down on her sofa at home with a relaxing adventure novel than sit in a stiff chair reading a comparison study of twenty nearly identical military rifles. What was she doing in the university’s building for advanced weapons research anyway?

Marin pondered the question, all the while getting sprayed by wind-blown muddy water jets that soon had her drenched from head to toe. Sighing, she brushed down the hem of her waterlogged skirt. Of course it would have to rain on the one day that year she wore a skirt. Her legs were trapped inside itchy pantyhose—which were now soggy and itchy pantyhose—and her feet were submerged in her soggy dress shoes. In short, she was absolutely miserable, and though she’d never before waved down a cab in Orion, she had half a mind to do that right then and there.

“Aquamarine Graunt?” a voice said from behind her.

She turned around to find a man standing in the doorway, as dry as she was drenched. He was dressed in a fancy designer suit, so she felt obligated to warn him.

“You might want to stay inside,” she said as water spilled down her neck.

He shone a congenial smiled at her. “Ms. Graunt, my name is Wyatt Dranson, and I would like to offer you a job.”

Marin looked at the business card he handed her. “Orion Explosives? But…but I’m an airship engineer,” she stuttered.

“We are very interested in your most recent work.”

“On flying airships over the Wilderness?”

“On the rockets you developed,” he told her. “It was brilliant work. Very compact and yet very potent.”

Marin didn’t say anything. The rockets weren’t the point. Getting airships over the Wilderness was.

“We think they would be perfect in the lightweight new rocket launchers we are developing for the Diamond Edges.”

“But they’re designed as a means of propulsion, not as weapons,” she protested.

Wyatt Dranson smiled again and gestured toward a black car that had just pulled up beside the building. “If you would care to step into this car, I would be happy to tell you all about the job. And offer you a ride home.”

Marin looked up at the rain pelleting the glass roof and decided she would take her chances with Wyatt Dranson and his dry ride home.
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TWO WEEKS LATER, Marin had five job offers from five companies specializing in weapons and explosives—and one from the Orion Technical Institute, who had apparently piggybacked a job interview right onto her dissertation defense. That explained why they’d asked her to trek all the way across campus to the Starfire Weapons Research building rather than go to the Aeronautics Hall building conveniently located just across the street from her apartment.

“Why so down?” Leonidas asked, looking across his breakfast muffin and cup of steaming coffee.

The coffee’s presence was explained by the early hour, at least as far as Leonidas’s sleep schedule went. It was after ten in the morning. He’d invited Marin to have breakfast with him before he flew out of Orion that afternoon to return to his post in Timberland.

“You know why,” she replied, chomping down on her muffin. It was made with bananas and blueberries and was absolutely delicious, but even its moist sweetness was not enough to cheer her up. Maybe she should have ordered a chocolate one instead. Nothing went better with a foul mood than chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate.

“You have six job offers, and you’ve not even walked across the stage to claim your diploma yet,” he pointed out. “Don’t be silly.”

Marin squashed her finger down on a small pile of crumbs on her plate, then licked them off the tip. “They are all from bomb and weapons companies. I am an airship engineer. I’m supposed to get offers to come up with bold new airship designs, not build bombs. And yet all anyone cares about is my capacity to blow things up!”

Leonidas took a long drink from his coffee cup. “Well, what did you expect, Marin? Big, powerful empires care about big, powerful weapons. It’s all about military might. We make our own weapons in secret, but we have no problem buying our airships from the Helleans on the open market. They do it better and cheaper than we could. And it’s all so convenient too. The Helleans run the stations, and they even do most of the repair work on them. The reality of the matter is there simply are no more than a handful of jobs in airship engineering in the whole Selpe Empire.”

She knew he was right, but damn it, she didn’t want to hear that at the moment. “I should have been one of that handful,” she said with a stubborn tilt of her chin. “Why can’t I be special?”

He reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “You are special.”

She pulled away at the mocking tone in his voice. “This is not funny. Right now, I’m upset, and I don’t need you to make fun of me.”

“Ok, I’m done. I promise.” He wrapped his fingers around his cup and smiled back at her. “Tell me about your offers.”

“Orion Explosives. Bombbank. Sapphire Sea Sparks. Sentinel Pyrotechnics. Capital Fireworks. And Orion Technical Institute, Starfire Weapons Research department,” she rattled off.

Leonidas’s eyes drifted up in thought for a few moments before he looked at her. “The Starfire Weapons Research department of OTI is probably the most prestigious, but the pay will suck. Capital Fireworks has a name trying too hard to be funny, but that’s about all they’ve got going for them. Sentinel Pyrotechnics is actually a company owned by some super shady secret military division that makes the Diamond Edges look like nothing more than mischievous schoolboys. I’d steer clear of that one unless you enjoy experimenting hands-on with different ways to blow up people.”

Marin felt her stomach do an uneven somersault.

“Bombbank and Sapphire Sea Sparks are your typical explosives companies,” he continued, stroking his scruffy chin. He must not have shaved for days. “I’d go with Orion Explosives. They’re very heavy into research, so you’ll get to work with a lot of cutting edge technology there. And due to their contract with the Diamond Edges, the pay will be good.”

Marin sighed. After a bit of research, she’d come to the same conclusion. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“I don’t want to build bombs,” she ground out through muffin-coated teeth.

“Unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want,” said Leonidas. “Had it been up to me, I would have become a male underwear model.”

Marin snorted. “I’ll bet.”

“Far more glamorous than being a spy. And a whole lot safer than dodging bullets,” he added, rubbing his arm.

“I don’t know. You’d have still had to dodge overzealous female fans,” she said, smirking.

He returned the smirk. “A burden I would have willingly borne.”

Marin clinked her fork several times against her plate. Finally, she looked up at him and said, “Leo, do you think I’ll ever get to do what I want?”

“Marin, you figured out how to blast an airship across the Wilderness.”

“Some of the way. And only hypothetically,” she amended.

He waved away her protests. “And I’ve known you long enough to have learned what a stubborn pain in the ass you can be.”

She stuck her tongue out at him and flicked a muffin crumb at his forehead.

“I have no doubt that you can do anything you set your mind to,” he finished, picking the crumb off his face and chucking it into his mouth.
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LEONIDAS CHASE PICKED up the rifle and stared down his target, a boring black circle set with white rings. The gun felt heavy, unwieldy, and oddly proportioned. He was not in the habit of shooting with military rifles, much preferring the feel of his Boar Hunter. A two-hundred-and-fifty millimeter long masterpiece of modern engineering, the Boar Hunter was fast, sleek, and absolutely sexy.

But it was Darren’s turn to set the parameters of their friendly little competition today, and he’d chosen the rifles. Leonidas was still scratching his head over that one. Darren was as miserable a shot with them as he was. And that’s what Leonidas was banking on—that his friend had made the choice to alleviate his boredom, not because he had some devious master plan. Leonidas had no intention of being the sucker paying their drinks bill that night. He could do this. The target was only five hundred meters away. He could do that with his eyes closed. Easy peasy. Leonidas aimed the rifle at the target…

A snort erupted from behind him as the bullet hit the outer ring. Great. Just great. Leonidas turned and scowled at Darren, who was laughing so hard, his face had turned redder than the tomato soup they’d eaten for lunch.

“Just a practice shot,” Leonidas said.

“That is your fourth ‘practice shot’. You can’t just keep taking them until you hit something,” snickered Darren.

“Maybe I’ll just find myself a closer target.” Grinning so widely that his cheeks nearly hit his ears, he stared Darren down.

Darren grapevined around him and moved onto the white line of painted grass that marked the firing point. “I’ll tell you what, Leonidas. Let’s up the stakes. I’ll take only one shot. If I can beat your best of four, you buy me drinks and dinner tonight. If I can’t, then I’ll buy you dinner and drinks tonight. What do you say?”

Warning bells went off in Leonidas’s head—trap, trap, it’s a trap!—but he ignored them. Even if Darren had been practicing in secret, all it took was a tiny break in his concentration…

“Sure. Let’s do it,” he agreed.

Darren tossed him the binoculars and lifted his rifle. As he aimed for the target, Leonidas took a hand-sized rock off the ground and aimed it at his own target: a fat crow stalking a nearby grassy patch. Leonidas kept one eye glued to Darren’s finger and the other on the crow. As Darren began to pull back on the trigger, Leonidas lifted the rock.

“What are you doing here?” a snotty teenage voice demanded.

Darren’s gun went off, the bullet missing the target completely. He swore, then whipped around angrily, opening his mouth to tell off the intruder. Then, he just stopped, the retort dying on his tongue. The rock dropped from Leonidas’s hand, thumping against the ground.

“We are using the shooting range this afternoon,” Rylan Timberland said. He ran his hand through his spiked black and red hair, ruffling it up, and one of the teenage girls in his groupie procession nearly fainted.

Leonidas rolled his eyes. Rylan might have been the eldest son of Lord Aster, ruler of Timberland, but he dressed like a punk kid, acted like a punk kid, and smelled like a punk kid. And ever since Leonidas and Darren had arrived last year to work at the Red Castle office of the Selpe Intelligence Network, he’d made it his personal mission to torment them at every turn. Leonidas had hoped the boy would grow bored of it, but there had been no signs of that yet. In fact, the miserable little twit seemed to take great pleasure in coming up with new and progressively more annoying ways to make it hard for them to do their jobs. The worst thing about it was they weren’t allowed to do anything. They couldn’t even fight back if Rylan and his gang attacked them, which they had done late one night last week.

“I reserved the range,” Darren said, his fingers gripping to his gun. He looked like he wanted nothing better than to smack Rylan over the head with it.

“Ah, ‘reserved’, how very methodical of you,” sneered Rylan. “But, as I said, we are using it now.” He gave them a dismissive wave of his hand. “Off with you.”

Darren gritted his teeth and squeezed his gun harder, now looking like he wanted to shoot Rylan. Leonidas did too, but he buried those dark desires. Not only would they get most certainly kicked out of SIN if they shot Lord Aster’s son, there was a good chance they’d be thrown in jail too. Maybe they’d even be executed for treason.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Leonidas said, pushing Darren toward the exit.

“We had another hour of practice,” he grumbled to Leonidas as they passed Rylan.

“Practice?” Rylan’s hazel-speckled brown eyes lit up. “It’s practice you want, is it?”

Leonidas cursed under his breath. This was not good.

“Then I have a job for you, Agent Hollow.”

Darren spun on his heel and glared into Rylan’s pimpled face. “It’s Hollen.”

“Whatever.” Rylan handed him a small target-board. “Start walking. Stop at the twenty-five meter marker.”

Darren paled, but he did as Rylan told him. They had long since learned the consequences of not doing so.

Or maybe Leonidas hadn’t. “What are you doing?” he demanded, stepping up to Rylan.

The top of the boy’s head barely reached Leonidas’s chin, so he had to crank his head back. Somehow, he managed the movement while still retaining his smug smirk. “He wanted to practice. I’m letting him practice.” Rylan unrolled a strip of synthetic fabric, revealing a row of a dozen throwing knives. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to practice with these.”

Leonidas didn’t point out that throwing knives were illegal in the Selpe Empire. Rylan didn’t care about trivial things like rules and laws—unless they could be twisted in his favor. Leonidas did wonder where the boy had gotten the knives. They didn’t look quite Elition. More like a very close imitation of an Elition design.

“There are tons of actual target boards here. You don’t need him,” Leonidas told Rylan as the boy slid a knife out of the loop holding it.

“Pah! What’s the fun in that?”

“There are animals in the forest,” Leonidas said.

“A throwing knife is not going to take down an animal. At least not any animal worth taking down.” Rylan looked out at Darren, who had stopped on the twenty-five meter line in the grass. “Lift the target up, over your head,” he called out.

Darren shifted his weight uneasily, but did as Rylan said.

“Don’t worry.” Rylan looked back at Leonidas. “I’ve done this…well, once before,” he finished with a delighted chortle.

Then before anyone could say anything more, he swung his arm back and launched the knife at—hopefully—the target above Darren’s head. Leonidas clenched his fists so hard that his knuckles cracked. He let out a sigh of relief as the knife breezed right over his friend’s right shoulder.

“Hmm, odd,” Rylan muttered, then went to get more knives.

A few minutes later, he had exhausted his supply of knives but hadn’t managed to once hit the target—or, thankfully, Darren. The teenage brat pushed away the strip that had held the dozen tiny blades, then stomped about and threw a temper tantrum. When he finally turned and walked toward his friends, Leonidas exhaled the nervous air that had clogged up his lungs since Rylan had come onto the range. His relief, as it turned out, was premature.

Rylan spun around, an ostentatious glossy silver pistol in his hand. “I never cared for knives, anyway,” he commented, raising the gun toward Darren. “Raise that target board back up, spy!”

Then he fired. And Darren went down. Leonidas ran, knocking Rylan over on his way to his friend. The little lordling squawked out an indignant protest, but Leonidas didn’t care. He just kept running as fast as he could, not stopping until he skidded to a stop in front of Darren. He knelt down, his eyes tracking the stream of blood to his friend’s stomach.

“Ouch,” Darren grumbled, looking down at the bullet wound.

The punk kid was as miserable a shot with a gun as he was at throwing those knives. And Leonidas was going to beat the shit out of him. He lifted his enraged eyes, preparing to stand, but Rylan and his band of flunkies were gone. He returned his attention to Darren—and the gaping hole in his stomach.
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LEONIDAS PATCHED DARREN up as best he could for the moment, but they had to get back to the SIN office in town. And fast. Unfortunately, there were five kilometers of forest terrain sitting between them and proper medical treatment, and Darren was already bleeding through his bandages. They trudged on, Darren’s face set in stubborn determination. He was going to make it back. And if Leonidas’s own thoughts were any indication, he was also going to make that trigger-happy brat suffer.

Hours later, Darren was resting on the reclining hospital bench in the SIN office. His eyes were closed, but from the way he was breathing, Leonidas knew he was still awake. He just didn’t want to talk to anyone. Not now. He’d nearly lost his voice screaming profanities at the top of his lungs at the doctor and his nurses as they extracted a very stubborn bullet. Leonidas’s ears were still burning, from both the sheer volume of Darren’s booming bass and from the images his explicitly detailed curses evoked. He had never thought of his friend as having such a depraved mind, but then again, he’d never seen Darren being tortured by a pair of forceps and a bullet that just didn’t want to go out.

You would have been cursing them and the wombs that had borne them too, Leonidas told himself. He nodded. It was hard to argue with yourself.

About the time Darren got tired of pretending to sleep, the door opened and Forester tromped in, glowering like he had been the one shot. Then again, he always looked like that. The head of the Red Castle office of the Selpe Intelligence Network was old, fat, and downright cranky. He was also a SIN legend. Every SIN office had a board decked with glamourous shots of the most decorated agents in the network’s history, and Forester was on it. He was younger, thinner, suaver…and actually smiling. If his boss’s name hadn’t been on the plaque beneath the photo, Leonidas never would have believed that grinning agent to be the same person as the scowling man who was his boss.

“You two have landed yourselves in a reeking pile of muck,” Forester said without preface.

Leonidas exchanged glances with Darren, who turned even paler than he already was. Massive blood loss would do that to you.

“Rylan Timberland has told his father that you two shot at him,” Forester continued, his teeth scraping together as he spoke the name of the territory’s ruling family.

Leonidas looked pointedly at Darren’s bandages. The doctor had done a decent job of patching him up, but even so, they were speckled with blood.

Their boss’s fuzzy eyebrows scrunched together like a pair of mating caterpillars. “Rylan and about a dozen witnesses claim he shot at you in self-defense after he was attacked.”

“A dozen ‘witnesses’ who worship the ground he walks on,” countered Leonidas.

Darren looked too tired to speak, but he nodded his head in rigorous agreement. Leonidas, on the other hand, was too tired to keep his mouth shut.

“This is not the first time that little lying twit has made a nuisance of himself.”

“Agent Chase—”

“Rylan strutted onto the shooting range and pushed his stupid pierced nose into our practice time.”

Forester opened his mouth to interject, but Leonidas threw up his hand. Was that a good move for his career? Certainly not, but he was pissed beyond reason, and someone had to explain what had really happened.

“Then, after an odious display of his ignorant arrogance, he pushed a target board into Darren’s hands and made him march out into the field so he could show off to his friends by throwing knives at him. Then, when he failed to hit anything but dirt, he pulled out his gun and shot Darren in the stomach. I’m still not sure whether he’s really such a miserable shot, or he just did it on purpose.”

“Miserable shot,” Darren muttered. “Doing it on purpose would require skills he does not possess.”

Forester studied their faces for a few silent seconds. Then, with a sigh that sounded more like an asthma attack, he said, “You two realize you are insulting the son of Lord Aster, ruler of Timberland.”

It was not a question, so they didn’t answer. In unison, Leonidas shrugged as Darren coughed.

“And called him a liar,” Forester added.

“The facts say he’s a liar,” Leonidas replied.

“Prancing posey,” Darren said under his breath.

The twitch at the corner of Forester’s mouth told Leonidas he’d overheard. And that his boss hadn’t completely lost his sense of humor after all. Maybe a hint of that younger man from the board of legendary agents still lived inside of him.

“All right, I’ll handle it,” Forester said. “But I need you two to stay out of trouble in the meantime.”

“We can do that,” Leonidas said.

Darren set his hands over his stomach and let out an exaggerated moan. “How much trouble can a bed-ridden man cause anyway?”

Forester was not appeased. He handed Leonidas a folder.

Leonidas flipped it open. “You are sending us to Orion?”

Darren reached for the folder. “Let me see that.”

“Your job is to investigate Raith Moonswallow.”

“Is that even a real person?” Darren asked Leonidas, snickering.

“It sounds like a stage name for a male stripper.”

“Well, I suppose his parents must have thought it sounded sophisticated when they gave it to them.”

Forester threw up his hands in exasperation. “And you call yourself intelligence agents. You are reckless, arrogant, booze-downing, wisecracking fools who are utterly incapable of taking anything seriously.”

“That’s not true. We take a lot of things seriously,” Leonidas told him.

“Ladies,” coughed Darren.

Leonidas gave him the evil eye—and only half meant it. “But as for ‘reckless, arrogant, booze-downing, wisecracking fools’…that sounds not much unlike a certain Agent Forester of earlier days. Aren’t those the very qualities that got you on the board?”

Forester’s eyes drifted off in a wistful gaze, which was quickly wiped clean by the return of his glower. “Yes, but they are also qualities that could just as easily have gotten me on the other board.”

Just as every SIN office had a board of legendary agents, it also had a board of notorious criminals. And you did not want to end up on that board. It was reserved for only the most vile criminals: serial killers and rapists, rogue assassins, and traitors. To be posted there was nothing short of a death sentence.

Forester nodded. “That’s right. All it takes is a flippant remark from your fiery tongue. The wrong words to the wrong person…” He snapped his fingers. “And it’s the other board and life as an outcast for you. Or, if you’re really lucky, they just kill you where you stand.”

Leonidas tried not to laugh. It wasn’t funny. Really, he knew that it wasn’t. But the idea of either of them on the bad board was simply ludicrous. You didn’t end up on that board for crossing your eyes the wrong way in front of a Selpe lord. So, little Rylan could kick and whine all he wanted; his father simply did not have the power to blacklist their names for annoying his son. The worst he could do was have them reassigned to a different office. Which, considering how much they were enjoying their time in Red Castle, didn’t sound all that bad.

“So, what has this Raith Moonswallow done?” Leonidas asked. He’d only read as far as the line stating they would be going to Orion, and Darren was hogging the folder.

“It says here that Governor Raith Moonswallow is a district head under Lord Salix Aspenstone,” Darren read. “He’s in charge of the Fen district in northern Aspenstone.”

Fen was basically one gigantic marsh—except for the half of the year that it was one gigantic frozen marsh. It was filled with a bunch of birds, a swell of water-dwelling critters, carnivorous plants, and almost no people. It was not exactly the most prestigious district to head.

“And he’s suspected of…” Darren paused, bringing the paper closer. “Being an Avan agent? That doesn’t make any sense. If the Avans had a mole in the Empire, they would have found someone a lot more powerful than Raith Moonswallow. He lives way out in the middle of nowhere and has zero influence in the Selpe political sphere. I’d never even heard of him until now.”

“Governor Moonswallow might not throw extravagant galas like the usual suspects of Imperial Lane, but he does have a house in Orion, where he spends his winters,” said Forester.

Leonidas would too, if he lived in a district like Fen.

“His daughter attends school in Orion, and the governor himself makes regular trips to the capital. He has connections to more than a few territory leaders. He is no stranger to the Empire’s politics,” Forester finished.

Leonidas leaned to look into the folder in Darren’s hands. “What evidence is there that he’s an Avan agent?”

“There is no evidence, just suspicions,” replied Forester. “That’s why we’ve been asked to discreetly look into the matter instead of sending the military to bang down his front door.” He gave them both a hard look. “Discreetly being the key word here. Think back to your training, to all those things that are dangling out of your ears now. Well, push them back in.”

Leonidas took a peek into Darren’s ear, which was full of wax. “I can do that.”

“So can I,” said Darren.

Forester looked at them as though they’d just professed they could fly. He sighed. “It will have to do. This is an extended assignment. I want you two to be thorough in your investigation. Maybe Moonswallow’s an Avan agent. Maybe he’s bouncing confidential information off opposing territory rulers. Or maybe he’s just having an affair. Your job is to find out why he’s acting so damn suspicious.”

They bobbed their heads up and down like good little boys.

Forester wanted to roll his eyes—Leonidas could see the temptation in those eyes—but for whatever reason, he resisted the urge. Instead, he turned and walked to the door. He paused inside the doorway for a moment.

“And, hopefully, by the time you get back here, Rylan Timberland will have found a better form of amusement than egging you two on toward your own self-destruction,” he said.

And then he left.
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A PLANE BROUGHT them to Orion. The capital city of the Selpe Empire was suffering from a summer nearly as hot as the one they’d left behind in Timberland. Cursing the humidity, Leonidas and Darren made it Step One of their mission to head over to the lakeside cafe in Emerald Ash Park. The view there was stunning, the cool breeze off the lake refreshing, and the food tasty but overpriced. It was a good thing they were expensing their lunch to SIN.

Leonidas lounged upon a recliner on the deck, the creak of water against wood beneath his feet, a dark blue umbrella over his head, and a smaller paper umbrella peeking out of the iced lemonade in his hand. Darren nudged him from the recliner next to him, directing his attention to a group of bikini-clad beauties popping up and down atop an inflated bouncy castle floating on the lake. Every few bounces, a splash signaled that one of them had toppled overboard. It was followed by a burst of girly giggles, the drenched bouncer clambering back onto the castle, and then the whole sequence starting all over again.

On the fifth or so round, the shadow of an airship streaked across the inflated island. Leonidas’s eyes drifted upward, and he discovered it was not an actual airship, but rather an accurate and functional model of the popular Windcannon-4. The toy manufacturers’ products certainly had improved since he’d played with models. Leonidas looked out across the grassy field along the shore, expecting to see a young boy flipping the levers and buttons on his controller.

Instead he saw someone he’d not seen since leaving home to train at the academy.

His recliner screeched as he eased to his feet, drawing Darren’s attention.

“Where are you going?” he asked, peeking over the rim of his sunglasses.

“To go say hi to an old friend.”
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MARIN WAS BASICALLY the same tinkerer as Leonidas remembered, the main difference being that the scale of her projects had grown. She had gotten it into her head to alter the course of airship travel. She certainly had it in her to make some amazing discoveries. She just hadn’t yet realized that being really smart was not always enough to change the world.

At the moment, she was stewing over hiccups in her latest project, and she was in dire need of some real cheering up. Leonidas convinced her to join him at Lady Eveline’s party. When he’d told Darren of the change in plans for the evening, his friend had reminded him that they were there to work. Yeah, they’d have time for that too.

As Leonidas and Marin walked toward Lady Eveline’s house, the pleasure he felt in having her on his arm surprised him. When had she stopped being that awkward little girl, the one who’d followed him around like a lost puppy? His eyes panned across her dress, dark as midnight, sleek and sexy… And, come to think of it, when had Marin started being ‘sexy’? Her dark auburn hair was braided back around her face, but the rest fell to her shoulders in soft, gentle waves. Marin was certainly pretty, though in a very different way from most of the women who frequented the exclusive galas of the Selpe aristocracy. She was subtle where they were ostentatious, sweet where they were spicy, and innocent where they were explicit.

As if to back up his thoughts, Marin gulped in a shocked breath of air and slammed her eyes shut as they walked past the pair of naked centaur sculptures—and their nude partners—at the entrance to the house.

Leonidas laughed under his breath. “It’s safe now. Lady Eveline must have had the lewd art removed to make room for the party guests.”

Marin’s lashes fanned open. Her light brown eyes, warm and lit with that distinct spark of intelligence, drank in the splendor of the front foyer, widening until it seemed they would burst.

They passed into the ballroom—into the scents of a thousand different foods, the song of a deceptively calm melody, the perfectly-timed footsteps of the dancing couples, the twinkle of gemstones and the gleam of precious metals. Marin clung to Leonidas’s arm as though he were a life raft.

“It’s all right,” he said with a smile. His stomach was doing somersaults.

“One of those rings costs more than everything I own.” Her voice was soft and sweet. “How ever did you get invited to such a party?”

“Through work. In one of my missions, I helped Lord Henly out of a little fix—” Disgruntled former mistress. “—and this is how he shows his appreciation.”

“One of the ways.”

Leonidas turned, giving Darren’s foot a subtle go-away stomp, which his friend ignored. He just stood there and smiled in his ‘sensitive bad boy’ tuxedo, as he liked to call it.

Leonidas changed tactics. “Darren!” he said, bringing his hands down hard on his friend’s shoulders. “So glad you’re here.”

“Are you?” Darren gave Marin a look that would have scorched her cheeks red if she’d had any sense of what it meant. “Are you sure I’m not interrupting anything?”

Play it cool. Just play it cool. “Naw, that’s just Marin, an old friend’s little sister.”

Darren’s eyes lit up at the name. Damn.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, offering her his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Have you?” she asked, actually looking happy. As though that had made her day.

Seeing that smile on her face certainly made his. Until he remembered what he’d told Darren about her.

“Ah, yes,” Leonidas said awkwardly. “Well, I was very drunk when I told you that story, Darren.”

Drop it, please. Just drop it, Leonidas tried to stream into Darren’s head. It was too bad he didn’t have any actual magical powers. Darren must have read it in his eyes, or he had the good sense not to say anything damning.

“So was I,” Darren agreed. “In fact, it’s pretty much the only thing I remember from that night.”

Swallowing the sigh of relief, Leonidas nodded toward him. “Marin, Darren is my partner at work. We’ve been through a lot together.”

“This man saved my life,” Darren said, his voice serious for the few seconds it took to utter the sentence.

Then, his eyes lit right up like the twinkling Unification week decorations along Imperial Lane. His gaze flicked subtly toward a group of four girls standing past the next table. They looked between eighteen and nineteen years old. The party hadn’t been going on for more than half an hour, and they were already tipsy.

“And now I’m going to repay the favor. Leonidas, I’ve been chatting up a lovely group of ladies over by the chocolate fountain. Come on, I promised I’d only be away for a moment while I went to fetch you. They’re excited to meet you.”

“Last time you brought me to meet a group of ladies, the night ended with us running away from their enraged husbands,” replied Leonidas. Translation: not interested, leave me alone with Marin.

“These ones aren’t married. I made sure to ask this time. In fact, one of them is even still living with her parents, who are out of the city at the moment.” He spoke the final words slowly, drawing them out.

So, he’d already found Anna Moonswallow. That was fast. Too fast. Well, there was nothing to do now but get to work.

“Right. Then lead the way,” Leonidas said with more enthusiasm than he felt.

It was only once they were halfway to the Moonswallow girl and her friends that he realized he’d not even said goodbye to Marin. Or anything for that matter. She was going to think he’d abandoned her to flirt with a bunch of drunk and easy teenagers.

“Man, pull yourself together,” Darren muttered behind his dazzling smile.

Right, work first. Leonidas flipped the frown on his face into his very own dazzling smile, the special one he had practiced for times just like these, and they greeted Anna and her friends.

“Ladies, this is my friend, Leonidas,” Darren introduced him. “And Leonidas, this is Lauren, Tia, Sophie, and Anna.” He pointed at them in turn—the blonde with the emerald necklace, the blonde with the ruby necklace, the redhead in the golden dress, and their mark, a brunette with a lingering of baby fat in her face.

“Leonidas,” the redheaded Sophie said, holding out her bejeweled hand.

When he obliged, kissing her hand with a smooth bow, she giggled and stepped forward. Her high-heeled sandal slipped on her dress and she stumbled right into him. Leonidas reached out to catch her fall, and she tilted her head back to wink at him. The scents of red wine and sweet-with-a-hint-of-musk perfume slid off of her, mixing into one intoxicating blend that temporarily short-circuited his brain. She was drunk—just not as drunk as she was devious.

Leonidas looked past her to Darren. The three other girls had surrounded him and were taking turns dropping chocolate-coated strawberries and bananas into his mouth. As fun as it would be to later tease Darren about this, they needed to get down to business. Maybe if they hurried it up, there would still be time to visit Marin later.

Leonidas stole a look over at her. She’d wandered over to the dessert table and was devouring a slice of cheesecake. He almost laughed—until he saw the man standing beside her, chatting away with her as though he were a completely pleasant man. The problem was Leonidas knew he wasn’t. Aaron Pall might have had good looks on his side, but he’d built up quite a name for himself as a merciless killer. Surely, she saw the Diamond Edge uniform. And the pin that signified him as their leader. Surely, she knew of his reputation. And yet she smiled and laughed all the same.

As Leonidas took a step toward them, a hand caught his arm. Darren dragged him toward the chocolate fountain. Two more of Anna’s friends had arrived, and they’d brought with them a bottle of florescent blue liquor. Tia dropped into a backbend, pushing her exposed bellybutton into the air. Anna poured some of the blue alcohol inside, and Darren slapped Leonidas hard on the back, pushing him before her.

Leaning over to drink weird mystery liquor out of the girl’s bellybutton, Leonidas wondered how he’d gotten himself into this ridiculous situation.
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AS LADY EVELINE’S gala dwindled to an end, Leonidas and Darren managed to persuade Anna Moonswallow and her five friends to bring the party home. It didn’t require much persuading. The girls were so drunk they could barely walk, even barefoot with their pointy-heeled shoes dangling over their shoulders. They giggled and danced and flirted with the spies all the way down Imperial Lane.

Leonidas kept up the charming act, even though it was nearly two in the morning, and he wanted nothing more than to drop into his bed and sleep. He’d been smiling so long that his entire face hurt, and his stomach was churning, struggling to digest the overflow of chocolate-covered fruit he’d been fed over the course of the evening. But at least he still had his wits about him. He had a lot of practice pretending to chug down alcoholic beverages, so he was still sober. Lady Eveline’s decorative floral arrangements, on the other hand, had drunk enough hard liquor to kill a man.

Leonidas stumbled into Anna, his hand brushing against her back as she opened the door to her house. He had to pretend to be drunk, of course, and the girls were buying the act. Anna turned in the open doorway, swinging her arms sloppily around Leonidas’s shoulders. Smiling, she leaned in and kissed him. His tired feet were screaming for a nice soft chair, but he returned the kiss, working his lips against hers in a slowly building rhythm. Anna seemed to really like that. She pushed his back to the doorframe and pressed herself against him.

“Hey, get a room!” one of her friends teased.

Anna peeled herself slowly off of him and snatched his wrist. Her eyes dancing, she pulled him inside. Darren and Anna’s friends followed. Anna tossed her shoes down, knocking over an antique lamp. She didn’t seem to notice. All she noticed was Leonidas. Her eyes roamed up and down his body as she bit her lip in delight.

“Nice tuxedo,” she purred, sliding her hand down his chest.

“Nice dress,” he returned, holding her gaze. Her hand was sliding lower, lower, lower… He caught it and pushed it up to his lips. “Give me a tour of your house?”

“Love to,” she said, giggling as he kissed the top of her hand, gasping as he flipped it over and kissed the underside of her wrist.

Anna pulled him toward the stairs. Someone had turned on some music, and the loud, thumping beat pounded out from the downstairs stereo system, drowning everything else. Perfect. Leonidas paused in his step to snatch a glass of wine from a side table, then allowed her to drag him upstairs. She led him toward a door decorated with flower etchings, then just stood there, her eyes rolling out of focus. Leonidas caught her as she started to tip. He turned the doorknob she was too intoxicated to manage and gently nudged her inside, wondering if he would make it through the night without her throwing up on him.

“Wine?” he asked, holding out the glass to her.

She took it with a sleepy smile. She was so gone that she hadn’t noticed the sleeping powder he’d poured into it, even though he’d done it right in front of her. Her hand shaking, she lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip.

A few minutes of mostly incoherent conversation later, she finally passed out. Leonidas snatched her glass with one hand and caught her with the other, then lowered her slowly to her bed. He stepped back into the hall and dumped the contents of the glass into the sink of the first bathroom he could find. Then he went on the hunt for Raith Moonswallow’s study. All the aristocrats had such a place, a stuffy sort of room where they entertained guests with bottles of aged liquor. They often contained whole walls covered by shelves of books with very pretty spines. And they were always a hiding place of secrets, if only you knew where to look.

Unfortunately for Leonidas, he didn’t know where to look, so he’d just have to wing it. If there was any evidence of the governor of Fen’s secrets, it had to be there. Unless that evidence was at his other house back home. Leonidas frowned at the possibility. No, the capital was where he rubbed elbows with the territory leaders, not in his little corner of nowhere. It would be where he spied on them. The evidence had to be here in Orion.

Leonidas planned to start by looking through the files on Moonswallow’s computer, but there was no computer to be seen. No computer, no tablet, nothing.

Ok, he’s old school, thought Leonidas.

So he turned to the shelves and cabinets in the room. There were a lot of those. He leafed through the papers and notebooks, finding nothing interesting. In an old oak dresser in the corner, he uncovered a few bland letters to Lady Cassandra. And a few appointment entries in his calendar notebook with Lady Veronica. Apparently, he’d taken some trips aboard her airship. That wasn’t all that surprising. Moonswallow was not rich enough to have his own airship, and Veronica Frostwater was famous for knowing everyone. She was adept at spreading compliments and collecting favors. She’d probably just been doing that with Moonswallow, unless… Leonidas flipped quickly to the next page. SIN agents had lost more than just a chance at a shining career for digging into the personal lives of the ruling elite. He didn’t care if Moonswallow was sleeping with Lady Veronica or Lady Cassandra—or both. Those were powerful ladies and he was staying well away from it.

Next to the entries Leonidas was now ignoring, there were also a few meetings with someone called ‘Panther’, clearly a code name. Now, that was suspicious. Leonidas flipped forward through the book, and this Panther fellow showed up every four weeks. Below his name was always the same location: Catacomb. The bar was famous for being the hot spot in Orion for humans and Elitions to mingle. This was just getting weirder and weirder.

Leonidas heard the click of hard-heeled shoes in the hallway outside. Either Darren was upstairs, or the good governor was home. The girls had long since thrown off their shoes, and not one of them was in any condition to fasten the intricate net of straps they needed to put them back on again.

Quickly returning the calendar to the cabinet, Leonidas headed for the study’s door, pilfering a bottle of purple liquor from Moonswallow’s personal stash on the way. He nudged the door open and squeezed into the hall, making it only two steps before a middle-aged woman popped out of one of the rooms. She was dressed in an elegant blue blouse with a cream and powder-pink scarf tied around her neck. Her dark grey pencil skirt hugged curves that, from her stance, she clearly knew she had. Her hair, pulled back into a twist, was the exact shade of Anna’s. Come to think of it, she looked a whole lot like Anna.

“What are you doing up here?” the lady of the house demanded, her dark eyes narrowing.

Leonidas stepped forward, putting a drunken sway into his step. “Eh, hello.”

Her eyes honed in on the bottle, and she relaxed. “That’s from my husband’s cabinet.”

Leonidas held the bottle up to his face. Then he grinned at her. “Is it?”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes looking him over in much the same way Anna had. Like mother, like daughter.

He leaned over to whisper into her ear. “Let’s just make it our little secret.”

She had the decency to blush, which was more than her daughter had.

“I’ll just go back downstairs then,” he said with a wink.

“Wait.”

Leonidas struggled to keep his face relaxed as her hand caught him around the arm. If she suspected him of spying, things would start to go south really, really fast.

“Yes, my lady?” he asked, turning his face to hit her with his best smolder.

She stepped back, her cheeks as red as cocktail cherries. “I…uh…I’m not a lady.”

Leonidas swept into a bow and kissed her hand. “You could have fooled me.”

Then he passed her and headed down the stairs, faking a belated half-stumble. He hadn’t really acted drunk enough to be convincing. Thankfully, she’d been too distracted blushing under the barrage of his compliments that she hadn’t seemed to notice.
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ACCORDING TO RAITH Moonswallow’s calendar, he was scheduled to meet ‘Panther’ at Catacomb the next evening. So, after spending a day goofing off—err, investigating leads—in Orion, Leonidas and Darren strolled up to one of the capital’s more eccentric rendezvous points. From the outside, Catacomb looked no different than any of the other numerous establishments that lined the streets of the city’s Night District—well, except for the freaky glowing symbol on the door.

The heavy bass of dance music poured outside from the partially open door. A flashy neon yellow sign spelled out the club’s name in a curly cursive font. A bald-headed excessively muscular bouncer wearing a pair of strongly shaded sunglasses stood outside, his black clothes allowing him to blend in with the building’s dark brick exterior, as though he were nothing more than a shadow. Nothing about it advertised that it was the place in Orion for humans and Elitions to mingle. Only the windows, shaded to block out prying eyes, even hinted that there was anything of interest going on inside.

Leonidas didn’t like secrets, and he was going to break this one open like a cracked egg. With Darren at his side, he strode up to the front door as though he had every right to be there. The bouncer did not agree. As they approached the entrance, he stepped out of the shadows to block their passage.

“I don’t know you.”

Leonidas looked at Darren, who shrugged and flashed the bouncer a friendly smile. “Hello there. I am Agent Darren Hollen, and this is Agent Leonidas Chase.”

The bouncer was not impressed by their names or titles. He slid the sunglasses down his nose, staring them down with piercing malachite eyes.

“We are from the Selpe Intelligence Network,” Leonidas tried, when all he could think over and over again was Crap! Even the bouncer is an Elition!

The bouncer appeared no more impressed by the mention of SIN than he had with their names. He straightened further and crossed his bulging tree trunk arms against his bulging bodybuilder chest. Seriously, the man looked like he cracked nuts with his biceps for fun.

“Are you here to investigate this establishment?” the bouncer asked, popping his neck with a loud crack.

Not exactly. Just one of your regular customers. Oh, and he’s a district governor too. Because that would get the bouncer on their side.

“No, no. This is strictly personal,” Darren lied through his teeth.

“If it’s only personal, then why mention you are from the Selpe Intelligence Network?”

Darren shifted his weight and looked at Leonidas, grasping for reasons they didn’t have. So many possible lies, but which one to use.

“We thought it would help us get in. Catacomb does have a reputation for being very choosy about its clientele,” Leonidas said.

“True,” the bouncer said, pushing air out of his nose like an aggravated bull. “And so tell me why should I let in two men such as you.”

“We’re interested in meeting Elitions,” Darren replied.

“Then go to Elitia. There are a lot of us there.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they’d appreciate the trespass,” Darren said.

The bouncer grinned like it was his birthday.

“Look,” Leonidas said, stepping forward to stare him down. Cranking his neck back at an awkward angle, Leonidas had a vague notion that this probably wasn’t the smartest idea; the Elition towered a full head over him. “Are you going to let us in or not?”

The bouncer glared right back. Some people said Elitions could make you burst into flames with a single look, but people said a lot of crazy things that turned out to have no basis in reality. Leonidas was banking on that.

The Elition maintained his hard stare, his unblinking eyes locked on Leonidas as time slowed. After what felt like minutes, he stepped back, a low rumbling noise that might have been a chuckle vibrating from his chest.

“Go on,” he said, waving them forward. “You’ll fit right in.”

The dance music grew louder with every step. By the time they passed through the open doorway into a dimly lit narrow hallway, Leonidas’s ears were ringing. The thumping bass boomed down from a pair of speakers on either side of the door. The hall continued straight for ten meters, then made an abrupt one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and stretched straight another ten meters before it made another one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. They followed the hallway as it folded back on itself over and over again, the music growing quieter with every turn. It felt more like a hospital than a club. Or a maze. As the thought crossed Leonidas’s mind, a sudden feeling of claustrophobia hit him. If someone got it into their head to ambush them in there, there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. They were blocked in from both sides with nowhere to run or hide. And the hall seemed to go on forever.

Despite his doubts, they eventually made it to the end of the turning hallway—and without running into any unfriendly company. He stopped in front of the walnut door. A window was cut into it at eye level, but it was tinted pink to the point of being nearly opaque. On the other side of the door, blurs of light and shadow shifted like an ever-rotating kaleidoscope.

“After you,” Darren said.

It hadn’t been very long since he’d been shot, so Leonidas couldn’t really blame him. Who knew what was waiting on the other side. A human-Elition dance mixer? Cross-cultural speed dating? No, with their luck, it was probably the Elition bouncer’s fire-breathing twin brother, or maybe a room full of Diamond Edges. Because that would just make their day. Leonidas opened the door and stepped inside.

The inner sanctum of Catacomb was not what he’d expected. It was small—smaller than most clubs in Orion. It was a single room with an open layout, the rounded form of the bar nestled in one corner, a man wearing a tasteful dark suit playing a piano in another. Circular wood tables were sprinkled across the room in a sort of aesthetic chaos. Each table seated no more than four cushioned chairs in one of six shades that spanned the spectrum between red and orange. Whether due to the early evening hour or the bouncer’s charming disposition, most of the seats were empty, but Leonidas did recognize their mark.

Raith Moonswallow sat at a table in the middle of the room. He was alone, save the minty cocktail he was stirring slowly with his straw. So, Panther hadn’t made an appearance yet. Leonidas and Darren each ordered a drink from the bar, then took a table near to Moonswallow’s. Unless things got really busy in the next hour, they would be able to keep an eye—and an ear—on him from there.

The first five minutes went by with little activity. A group of three Elition men entered the room. Within a minute of that, some human men—probably soldiers, from the looks of them—wandered over to them and moronically challenged them to an arm-wrestling competition. After that, a few Elitions and humans came in, but Leonidas didn’t recognize any of them.

Ten minutes passed. A tall man with long black hair came through the door. Leonidas did recognize him. He was Ethan Frostwater, Lady Veronica’s younger half-brother and head of security for Hayden Selpe at Cerulean. He was also a former SIN agent. One of the Elitions in the room, a woman with topaz-yellow eyes and a caramel-blonde ponytail streaked with crimson, glided over to him, a flirtatious grin on her lips. It blared forth from her like the sun on a clear day, so it wasn’t surprising that Ethan invited her to sit and promptly ordered her a drink.

Fifteen minutes passed, and still there was no sign of Panther. Moonswallow continued to sit, stirring his drink with methodic determination. A few women approached him, but he brushed them off. Stir, stir, stir. The swirl of the straw was almost hypnotic.

At half an hour after Leonidas and Darren had entered the room, Aaron Pall, leader of the Diamond Edges, strode through the door. At his side walked an Elition woman. Leonidas couldn’t decide what was most shocking about her: the turquoise hair swept up into a high ponytail, the row of knives tucked into the belt at her hips, the gigantic sword on her back, or the fact that she was wearing neck-to-toe black battle leather.

As soon as Aaron saw Ethan, he and his Elition companion headed straight for his table. The two men greeted each other with hearty back slaps, while the two Elition women exchanged glares icy enough to freeze Orion in July. Then Ethan’s date kissed him once on the cheek and left the room.

Leonidas glanced at Darren, who rolled his eyes. It seemed Elition women weren’t all that different from human women.

Then Leonidas returned his attention to Moonswallow, only to find that the district governor had disappeared.
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LEONIDAS AND DARREN spent the rest of the summer following their dwindling leads to dead ends. They found nothing to shed light on the tidbits Leonidas had pulled from Moonswallow’s study. Two months and they had nothing more than a few references to Lady Cassandra and Lady Veronica and some still-anonymous Panther fellow. Twice more, they trailed Moonswallow to Catacomb—and twice more, the governor sat alone at his table, sipping his drink so slowly it made Leonidas want to throw the damn thing in his face. Panther never showed. Or so Leonidas and Darren thought.

After Moonswallow left Catacomb for the third time, they didn’t bother to follow him. Not this time. His walk back home was as dull as the hour he wasted inside the club.

“The man never does anything. Watching him is mind-numbing,” Leonidas said, taking a sip of his drink. It was his fourth, and he had earned it.

“Would you rather be dodging bullets? Or throwing yourself out of exploding vehicles?” Darren asked.

He was on his fourth drink as well, but he didn’t order anything with an umbrella. He thought they were too girly. Whatever. They were fruity and delicious.

“Yes. Give me bullets. Give me exploding vehicles. Even that twit Rylan Timberland is starting to look good right now.” Leonidas ate the cherry off the end of his umbrella. “Anything but this tedium.”

Darren patted him once on the shoulder, then went back to his own drink. Sooner or later, they’d have to get back to work, but for just awhile longer, they could hide out in Catacomb. It’s not like Moonswallow would spontaneously develop an interesting personality.

Five minutes passed, and Ethan Frostwater stepped into the room, trailed by his topaz-eyed Elition date. They seemed to be club regulars. Leonidas had seen them there every time he and Darren had gone to Catacomb to watch Moonswallow. They were always sneaking off to make out in the back area.

“He’s gone,” Ethan said, his eyes scanning the room as they passed by Leonidas’s table.

“We need to change our schedule. Moonswallow knows when we come here. He’s spying on us,” the Elition replied.

Leonidas slid out of his chair, following them to the bar. He ordered another drink, keeping his ear toward the pair as he waited.

“He’s been talking to Veronica. They’re up to something,” said Ethan.

“That woman is always up to many somethings, Panther.” She chugged down her water, then set the empty glass down. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

With one hand each cupped around the other’s hip, Ethan and the Elition strutted toward the exit. As the door swung shut behind them, Darren came up to the bar beside Leonidas.

“What was that about?” he asked.

“I’ve figured out who Panther is,” Leonidas told him.

Moonswallow wasn’t going to Catacomb to meet with Panther. He was going there to spy on him.
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THEY HAD A phone call scheduled with Forester in ten minutes, so they hurried back to their apartment. Their boss listened to them in silence as they went through the details of their investigation. The subtle hiss of static buzzed on the phone line for a few seconds before he spoke. And when he spoke, it was short.

“All right. Come on back. You’re done in Orion.”

Sure, they hadn’t uncovered much, but Leonidas hadn’t expected this. SIN did not give up easily. Missions could go on for years before seeing results, and they’d only been at this one for two months. They’d figured out that Moonswallow was following Panther, who was really Ethan Frostwater. That was a whole lot more than they’d known before.

“Shouldn’t we be following Ethan Frostwater?” Darren said. “He’s a former SIN agent. Moonswallow must be following him for a reason.”

“Ethan said Moonswallow was plotting with Lady Veronica,” Leonidas added.

Forester grunted. “Maybe. Or maybe she’s just working her magic on Moonswallow. Ethan Frostwater was a decorated SIN agent. He now works directly for Hayden Selpe. And his best friend is Aaron Pall, leader of the Diamond Edges. You need to stay away from this.”

“And what about Moonswallow? Something strange is going on with him,” said Darren.

“If he and Lady Veronica are planning something together, you should stay well enough away from that too. She might be all sweet talk on the outside, but that one is a dangerous woman to have for an enemy.” Forester paused. “Hawthorne has been released from the hospital. I’ll pass your report along to him when he returns to work next week.”

Jack Hawthorne was one of the SIN agents assigned to Orion. Leonidas hadn’t even known he’d been injured.

“So this is Hawthorne’s case?” Leonidas asked. Beside him, Darren was shaking his head.

“Yes, he suffered a few broken bones earlier this summer and was put on leave while he recovered.”

“A few broken bones, you say?” said Darren. “Care to share how that happened?”

“That’s classified.”

Darren allowed his face to drop into his hands.

“There’s more going on here than you’ve been letting on,” Leonidas said.

Static hissed from the other end of the line.

“You’ve sent us here to fill in on some mission that we, in fact, know nothing about. And why? Just to get us out of Red Castle while Rylan Timberland was there?”

“The new school year is starting soon, so Rylan Timberland has returned home. Tonight at sixteen hundred hours, you two will take the airship from Emperor’s Park station to Red Castle.”

Then Forester hung up before they could ask any of the hundred other questions that any good intelligence agent would pursue. They sat in the office for a few moments before Darren turned to Leonidas.

“That certainly was embarrassing.”

“Indeed,” agreed Leonidas.

“He sent us off until that twit Rylan Timberland left. As though we couldn’t handle him.”

“Well, the kid did shoot you in the stomach,” Leonidas pointed out.

Darren’s hands clenched into fists. “Where are you going?” he asked as Leonidas stepped into the tiny bathroom.

Leonidas combed through his hair, then stepped back into the living room. “I have someone to see before we leave.”
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SMILES WAS A small, family-owned restaurant in Orion’s Old District. From some of the framed photographs of famous people who had eaten there, the place might have even been around as long as the Old District itself. Leonidas sat in a booth, listening to Darren run through the details of their next mission, as sent to them by Forester after the unfortunate phone call. Leonidas knew he should have been paying closer attention to what his partner was saying, but he was too busy checking the clock every few seconds. Marin was supposed to meet him here at half past ten.

“Are you listening?” Darren stopped his monologue to ask.

“Not really,” Leonidas admitted.

Darren looked him in the eye. “Look, man. If you’ve got it that bad, you really should tell her how you feel.”

“Got what bad?”

Darren drew letters in the air. L-O-V-E. Cute.

“Very funny,” Leonidas said. “But it’s nothing like that.”

Darren laughed.

“What?”

“You’ve been talking in your sleep. Loudly.”

“It’s nothing,” Leonidas said again.

“Well, I’m remembering something. Something that you said that one night—”

“We swore we would never speak of that night,” Leonidas cut in. “Ever.”

“You can blame the funny Elition booze all you want, but you’re not drinking it now. And you’re still pining.”

“I don’t pine.”

A smirk was buried beneath the sympathetic nod Darren gave him, but Leonidas could see it just the same—just before he saw Marin step into the restaurant.

“She’s here,” Leonidas said.

Darren turned to look over his shoulder. “Your girlfriend?”

“Scram.”

Darren bowed his head and stood. He passed Marin on his way out and gave her a knowing wink. She stumbled away from him and nearly tripped over the table as she sat down opposite Leonidas.

He caught her. “Are you all right?” He felt self-conscious with his hands holding to her bare arms, the beat of her pulse right beneath his fingertips.

Marin didn’t even seem to notice. “Is your friend always like that?”

“Like what?”

“So forward.”

Oh, so she thought Darren was flirting with her. “Yes. But I think he was teasing me, not you.”

She seemed to think about that for a moment. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Leonidas realized his hands were still glued to her and peeled them away. “Please sit. I ordered you a muffin, but Darren ate it. The waitress is bringing another.”

“What kind?” she asked hopefully.

“Banana blueberry.”

“It sounds delicious.”

Leonidas sipped his coffee, his third cup of the day. All that late night work over the past two months had really taken its toll. “It is.”

The waitress chose that awkward moment to walk over and set an enormous muffin down in front of Marin, who smiled in appreciation, then made quick work of the crumble top. She closed her eyes and sighed, picking up a few stray crumbs with her finger. Her fork remained untouched. That’s one thing Leonidas really liked about Marin. She didn’t let a dull and stuffy thing like etiquette get in the way of her enjoying life. But as quickly as the look of ecstasy had shimmered across her face, it faded once more.

“Why so down?” he asked.

“You know why,” she replied and took a bite out of her muffin.

For a moment he harbored the delusion that she was sad he was leaving Orion, but then reality returned. She was upset that weapons manufacturers were more interested in her rockets than the airship industry was.

“You have six job offers, and you’ve not even walked across the stage to claim your diploma yet. Don’t be silly.”

Marin continued to play with the crumbs on her plate. “They are all from bomb and weapons companies. I am an airship engineer. I’m supposed to get offers to come up with bold new airship designs, not build bombs. And yet all anyone cares about is my capacity to blow things up!”

Leonidas liked Marin, naivety and all. “Well, what did you expect, Marin? Big, powerful empires care about big, powerful weapons. It’s all about military might. We make our own weapons in secret, but we have no problem buying our airships from the Helleans on the open market. They do it better and cheaper than we could. And it’s all so convenient too. The Helleans run the stations, and they even do most of the repair work on them. The reality of the matter is there simply are no more than a handful of jobs in airship engineering in the whole Selpe Empire.”

“I should have been one of that handful. Why can’t I be special?” she pouted.

He took her hand. “You are special,” he said, meaning every word. He just didn’t tack on the most important part: to me.

She pulled away, dashing his hopes. “This is not funny. Right now, I’m upset, and I don’t need you to make fun of me.”

That wasn’t what he’d meant at all, but after years of tormenting each other, of course she would think that. So far, this conversation was going about as smoothly as his first day of SIN training.

“Ok, I’m done. I promise.” It was the sort of answer she expected, and he had to change the course of the quickly derailing conversation. “Tell me about your offers.”

She looked relieved to return to the discussion about the cause of her unhappiness. What did that even say about their relationship?

“Orion Explosives. Bombbank. Sapphire Sea Sparks. Sentinel Pyrotechnics. Capital Fireworks. And Orion Technical Institute, Starfire Weapons Research department.”

Leonidas took some time to think about it, then replied, “The Starfire Weapons Research department of OTI is probably the most prestigious, but the pay will suck. Capital Fireworks has a name trying too hard to be funny, but that’s about all they’ve got going for them. Sentinel Pyrotechnics is actually a company owned by some super shady secret military division that makes the Diamond Edges look like nothing more than mischievous schoolboys. I’d steer clear of that one unless you enjoy experimenting hands-on with different ways to blow up people.”

Marin turned a bit green, so perhaps that wasn’t the best thing to bring up if he wanted to charm her.

“Bombbank and Sapphire Sea Sparks are your typical explosives companies. I’d go with Orion Explosives,” he suggested. “They’re very heavy into research, so you’ll get to work with a lot of cutting edge technology there. And due to their contract with the Diamond Edges, the pay will be good.”

She sighed in defeat. “I don’t want to build bombs.”

Gory imagery had failed—imagine that—so Leonidas tried humor next. “Unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want. Had it been up to me, I would have become a male underwear model.”

Her amused snort was preferable to the disgust his previous statement had elicited. “I’ll bet.”

“Far more glamorous than being a spy,” he continued. “And a whole lot safer than dodging bullets.”

She played along. “I don’t know. You’d have still had to dodge overzealous female fans.”

“A burden I would have willingly borne,” he said with a smile. Encouraged, he reached toward her hand…

And withdrew quickly as her fork pounded down on her plate. “Leo, do you think I will ever get to do what I want?”

He looked at her. Something I’d certainly like to know about myself too. But he took a deep breath and said, “Marin, you figured out how to blast an airship across the Wilderness.”

“Some of the way. And only hypothetically.”

He ignored her weak protest. “And I’ve known you long enough to have learned what a stubborn pain in the ass you can be.”

Her tongue darted out of her mouth, and she catapulted a muffin crumb straight at his head.

“I have no doubt that you can do anything you set your mind to.” He peeled Marin’s crumb off his face and dropped it into his open mouth. “Trust me.”

“Didn’t you say those two words to me right before you broke my water pump…or was it the catapult…or maybe the go-cart?”

And that, when it came right down to it, was the problem. No matter what happened between them, no matter how he tried to act around her, he would always be that boy who had teased her and broken her things. Leonidas wished he could reach back through time and slap his idiotic younger self upside the head.

“I’m sorry, Marin,” he said.

A stubborn spark flared up in her eyes, and it was beautiful. “It’s ok. I won’t let them get me down. Maybe I’ll have to build bombs for awhile, but I will someday do something meaningful with my life.”

Leonidas smiled. Marin was the smartest person he had ever known—and by far one of the most stubborn. And the hungriest. It must have been all those laps she liked to run. She finished off what remained of her muffin in a single bite. Then, she squeezed out of the booth and stood.

“See you around, Leo,” she said.

Until they’d run into each other entirely by chance that summer, he’d not seen her in years. As he watched her leave, Leonidas wondered how long it would be before their paths crossed again.
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ARIELLA STEELE, AIDE to the high king of Elitia, sat perched on the edge of a red-gold bridge in the gardens of Laelia. Beside her was her friend Isis, bodyguard to Hayden Selpe, heir to the Selpe throne. Hayden Selpe was only a few months past his sixteenth birthday, but he was not like other human teenagers. Rather than squandering his days away playing games and loafing around, he was spending his week in Laelia in meetings with King River. He’d given Isis the afternoon off so she could spend it with Ariella.

The two friends rarely saw each other anymore, a consequence of jobs that kept Ariella in Elitia and Isis in the Selpe Empire. The only time they seemed to meet was in the Selpe capital. The only reason either had to visit Orion was work, which left little time for just relaxing together. Or dipping their naked toes in a cool brook as pale pink cherry blossoms snowed down on them.

“Have you seen Davin?” Ariella asked Isis.

“Yes, he came by to see me this morning at breakfast,” Isis told her. “Why?”

“Just wondering if he is here. He hasn’t come by to see me.” Ariella sighed. “He likes you.”

“He likes you, Ariella.”

“Not in the same way, I fear.”

Isis snorted. “Don’t worry. I don’t even think about him in that way.”

“Maybe you should tell him that,” Ariella suggested hopefully.

She did not want to compete with her kindred for Davin. Not when she knew she would lose that battle. In fact, she did not want to have to fight for him at all. Every so often, he did something which gave her hope that he cared about her in the same way she did for him. The rest of the time, he seemed content to be perfectly platonic.

“You know who really likes you, though, right?” Ariella asked. Perhaps teasing Isis would get her mind off of Davin.

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

“That Diamond Edge, Aaron Pall.”

Isis looked as though she’d been poisoned. “Is there a girl Aaron doesn’t like?”

“Doubtful. But he doesn’t like them in the same way he likes you, Isis. Davin says Aaron told him that he was crazy for some Elition girl. Apparently, Aaron vowed to clean up his image to win this mystery girl’s heart. Though Davin didn’t know he meant you.”

“Yes, well, he’s Davin. He can be kind of dense when the subject doesn’t involve himself.”

And there she was at Davin again. Ariella pushed the conversation back to Aaron.

“Ah, so you have noticed that Aaron likes you.”

“It’s sort of hard to miss when he’s drooling all over me,” Isis said, rolling her eyes.

“He really is gross. Not like Elition boys,” Ariella agreed, standing. “Well, I have to get going. King River is sending me to the Red Woods. Keys—you know, the famous Cipher at Rosewater?—well, he has been out of contact with Laelia for weeks now.”

“You seem to always be gone. Try not to stay away too long this time.”

Isis lifted her hand, and Ariella intertwined her fingers with hers.

“I’ll try. Goodbye.”

They kissed each other on the cheek, then Ariella slipped on her boots and walked back into the palace, leaving Isis standing alone on the bridge.
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ARIELLA STOOD IN front of the mirror in her room, brushing through her silver-blonde hair. She sculpted her thick bangs, which fell over her forehead, and lightly feathered the hair that layered down on either side of her face, falling into a curtain that extended down past her chest. She contemplated putting on eyeshadow to make her vivid violet eyes pop out even more, but there didn’t seem to be any point. The only person she wanted to make herself pretty for hadn’t even bothered to visit her. Ariella tied her shoelaces and leaned down to grab her sword from beside the dresser.

“Ariella.”

Surprised to hear Davin’s voice, she turned. He stood framed in the doorway to her room, dressed in black pants and a fitted green t-shirt that really brought out his eyes. He pushed back a strand of his ruffled cocoa-bronze hair, looking as gorgeous as Ariella now felt stupid. Why, oh why, had she not put on the eyeshadow?

“Isis said I could find you here,” he said.

“Well, here I am,” she replied stupidly. With brilliant remarks like that, it was no wonder he wasn’t interested in her.

“Yes,” he said slowly, moving toward her. “So Isis says Father is sending you to find Keys.”

Ariella nodded.

“You’re starting in the Red Woods?”

“Yes, Keys was working out of a lab there.”

“There have been many sightings of the Night Rose Order not far from his lab. I believe their camp must be somewhere in that area.” Davin chewed on his lip. “Have you considered that they abducted him?”

From his tone, that was just what he thought. But Davin was a far cry from objective when it came to the Night Rose Order.

“It’s a possibility that I will keep in mind,” she said, stepping around him.

Davin caught her by the arm. When she lifted her gaze to him, his teal-green eyes burned into her. He turned her around, the imprint of his hand warm on her skin.

“Those rogues are dangerous,” he said into her ear, his chest pressed against her back.

His hold was tight. Possessive. As his breath brushed against her neck, Ariella closed her eyes.

“You need someone to watch your back.”

She felt the tendrils of his Enchanter energy twist around her body. Davin was no Prophet as she was, or a Phantom like the infamous Jason Chanz—two gifts that along with Priors made up the three rarest of Elition classifications. And yet Davin’s magic was no less powerful. He was an Enchanter, one who could charm and entrance others, making them do things they otherwise would never have done.

His energy hugged her like a warm blanket, blocking out everything but the two of them. Ariella could have thrown up a mental wall to shut it out, but she didn’t want to. She just wanted to stay there with Davin, his arms around her.

“I’m coming with you,” Davin said.

Just last summer, his former aide Jade had fallen in love with a man of the Night Rose Order and run off with him. Davin was a very proud man, and this betrayal had stung his ego. Swearing that he would see her pay for this, he’d been ready to run after her. But King River had forbidden it. That had stung Davin even more.

“What does King River say about your coming with me?” Ariella asked him.

“I have not spoken to him this week,” he replied, the fingers of his free hand closing on her other arm.

Davin and his father might have looked like twins, but they certainly were divided in their views. Isis said they were arguing yet again about Aaron Pall, that same Diamond Edge who was infatuated with her. Davin’s friendship with Aaron had gotten him into all kinds of trouble with King River. Last month, Davin had taken Aaron and his Diamond Edges through a portal. King River hadn’t been amused by Davin’s excuse that this breach of the rules was justified because Aaron was chasing a rogue Elition. He was even less pleased by the Diamond Edges’ trespass into the Elition Wilderness.

Ariella might have been in love with Davin, but she agreed with King River. Aaron Pall was a bad influence, and she wished Davin would stay away from him.

“Davin, I don’t think—”

“What Father doesn’t know, won’t hurt him,” he cut in.

That was precisely the sort of argument that was constantly getting Davin into trouble. King River always found out.

“You are walking into danger, Ariella. I will protect you.”

If either of them needed protecting, he was the one. But she saw no reason to bring up their last sparring match—or any of the dozens before that. It would have ruined the romantic sentiment behind his words.

“If anything were to happen to you, Ariella…” His words trailed off as he lowered to kiss her shoulder.

Damn him. Ariella peeled his hands off of her shoulders and turned to face him. Standing there, eye-to-eye, she wanted nothing more than to kiss him. She cleared her throat.

“Fine, you can come, Davin,” she said. “But this is a mission to find Keys, not to exact revenge on your former aide. You will follow my lead. I am in charge here. Agreed?”

“I do love when you get into a fit,” he said, kissing her on the forehead. 

Ariella pulled back and gave him a hard stare. “Agreed?”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “I agree. You are in charge.”

“Good.” Ariella’s heart thumped. “Then let’s go.”

She strapped on her sword, then walked out the door, Davin close on her heels.
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THEY FOUND KEYS’S lab in the Red Woods, a tidy little cabin with its shutters closed and door securely bolted. There were no signs of a struggle or that Keys had left in a hurry. From what Ariella could tell, he’d simply locked up his lab one day and left, as though he were doing no more than taking an extended trip somewhere. Except that high profile scholars such as Keys did not just take off without telling anyone. Unless…

“King River told me Keys was researching portals?” Ariella said to Davin.

“Yes. He was trying to figure out how to create new portals.”

That was an ambitious goal. No one had created a portal in seven centuries, not since the birth of the Elition portal system.

“Perhaps he was successful,” she suggested. “And went through one of his creations.”

“Or he was successful, and the Night Rose Order abducted him so that they can use his work for their own nefarious purposes.”

“There are no signs of a struggle,” Ariella reminded him.

“They could have covered their tracks.”

She pointed at the bolted door. “Let’s take a look inside.”

Lock-picking was not Ariella’s specialty—nor was it apparently Davin’s—but most problems can be overrun with enough brute force. And two Elitions packed a whole lot of brute force. Together, they kicked the door open so hard it nearly flew off its hinges. Drawing her sword, Ariella stepped inside the cabin.

Very little light penetrated the thick shutters, but just enough did break through to make the room dark grey rather than pitch black. The ceiling in the front half of the room extended all the way to the high point of the slanted roof, creating a cavernous space. From behind a rail on the next floor, one could look down upon the front door, but there was no one standing up there now.

A square table sat in the middle of the room, a small kitchen along the right side, and an armchair and a few bookcases on the left. Past the table, there were stairs leading up to the next floor and down into the basement. Ariella stepped softly and slowly, cringing when the old floorboards creaked beneath her boots.

The groan of shifting wood echoed down from the rafters. She looked up as a thick log swung down toward her head. Davin’s body collided with her back and she hit the floor with a hard thump that nearly knocked the wind out of her. The log swung over their heads, then came back around for another pass.

“See? Didn’t I say you needed me to protect you out here?” He coughed. He must have hit the floor as hard as she had.

“My hero,” she said, her eyes tracking the slowing log pendulum. “But next time you’re saving me, could you not hit me so hard?”

Davin sighed with melodramatic flair. “Women are so hard to please.”

A grin crept up Ariella’s lips, and despite the gravity of the situation, she could not force it back. She stood up and pushed out a hand to stop the log. Scanning her eyes across the room, she extended the other hand down to Davin.

“I don’t see any other traps,” she said.

He clasped his hand in hers and pulled himself up. “Neither do I.” His fingers trailed a line down her hand as he walked away. “Not that the log plummeting toward our heads wasn’t more than enough excitement for today. Keys sure knows how to welcome his guests.”

“I’d imagine the log was meant for trespassers.”

“Like the two of us?”

“Yes.”

“I guess that means he left something behind worth protecting. And that he intends to come back here.”

“So, you believe you will find this something worth protecting in the kitchen?” she asked.

Davin looked up from the cabinet he’d been rummaging through. “No, I just need a drink after that brush with death.”

“You are raiding his liquor cabinet?”

“Yes.” He set a bottle of Dragon’s Breath, a blend of fire root and hot cinnamon, on the counter. “Care for some too?”

Much as he refused to admit it, Davin wasn’t up to this sort of work. He was best suited for giving speeches to the masses, rubbing elbows with his allies, and trading insults with his enemies. Not for trekking for weeks at a time through the woods, all the while narrowly surviving attack after attack, only to return home with rips in his stylish clothing and dried blood caked in his hair. Not that Ariella knew much about any of that either. But she could at least walk away from a close call with a booby trap without needing a drink.

She shied away from alcohol for the most part anyway, as it tended to bring out the crazy side in an Elition Prophet. She was about as sane as Prophets came, but there was no point in tempting the madness lurking in the background of her mind.

“No,” she said, sitting down at the table.

Davin carried over the bottle and a shot glass. Elitions burnt through alcohol faster than humans, but this was Elition-made liquor. It would pack quite a punch. Davin sat down and poured himself a glass. He swallowed it in one go, then shook himself.

“That stuff really makes the ears burn,” he commented, pouring a second glass.

“Maybe it’s one of Keys’s experiments.”

“No.” He downed the second shot. “Dragon’s Breath is supposed to do that.”

“Sounds awful.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, chuckling. “It really is. But not as bad as the bottle of Phantom’s Bite that was sitting next to it.”

“Please tell me you are not speaking from personal experience.”

Davin chuckled again.

“Davin?” She stared into his smug face. “You cannot be crazy enough to have tried Phantom’s Bite.”

“Oh, but I am. And survived to tell the tale.”

“Whatever could have possessed you to consume poison?” she demanded, anger sizzling on her tongue.

“Aaron dared me to do it.”

Of course. All of Davin’s stupidity led back to two things: his ego and his friend Aaron Pall. Ariella hit the table with her fist. It was preferable to hitting Davin over his thick head, which was far harder than the table.

“Don’t you ever do anything crazy, Ariella?” he asked her.

“No. I’m boring,” she replied drily, turning her chair away from him.

He had two more glasses, then put the bottle away. “So, what’s next, boss?”

It was beyond bizarre to hear the crown prince of Elitia calling her ‘boss’, but then she had made him agree that she was in charge.

“It will be dark soon. We should check out the other floors to see if we can find any clues as to Keys’s whereabouts. Barring any more traps, we will sleep here tonight, then head out tomorrow morning,” she decided.

His chair screeched back, and he stood. “Ok. Let’s start with the basement.”
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SHELVES STACKED WITH ingredient-stuffed jars filled one room in the basement, a library of Elition books the other. There were many interesting things down there—volume upon volume of texts with every mention of portals highlighted, every Elition potion ingredient imaginable, a list of Elition Phantoms—but nothing that told them where Keys had gone and why. After three hours, Ariella and Davin decided there was nothing to find and headed back up the stairs. By then, it was dark outside and even darker inside. Ariella handed Davin their lit candle and went over to check the front door. They had bolted it shut again. The shutters were secured too. They’d not yet gone upstairs, but she hoped to find a nice, soft bed waiting for her there.

There was a bed upstairs—but only one. Ariella checked the shutters in the bedroom, then turned to consider the bed. Despite her insistence that she was in charge, Davin was the son of Elitia’s high king. Protocol demanded that she yield the bed to him.

“I’ll sleep downstairs,” she said, heading for the stairs.

He caught her wrist and held her there. “If you think I’m going to make a woman sleep on the floor just so I can enjoy the comfort of a mattress under my body, you’ve got another thing coming.”

Considering that Davin only ever slept with the comfort of a mattress under his body, those were noble words.

“Do you know what my father would say if he learned that I’d done such a thing?” he continued.

“Your father is well aware of our respective places in the hierarchy, Davin,” she said. “Don’t allow Selpe conventions to make you forget ours. Those Selpe conventions were developed under the misguided notion that women are fragile flowers which need to be protected. If anything comes through that door—” She pointed downstairs. “—I will be doing the protecting.”

Davin looked from the door to her, and a smile cracked his lips. “You are scary when you’re upset.”

“Good.”

“But I’m still not going to let you sleep on the floor.”

“Well, I’m not going to let you sleep on the floor.”

“Then that leaves just one solution.” He sat down on the bed and began to untie his shoes. “We will need to share.”

Ariella felt all fight rush out of her, replaced by a burn in her cheeks. “Davin…I…”

He grinned. One shoe hit the floor. “Don’t worry.” The second one thumped down beside it. “I don’t snore.”

Ariella didn’t know what to say, so she just stood there like an idiot, gaping at him as he peeled off his shirt and tossed it onto the nightstand. So, Davin slept shirtless. She hadn’t known that.

He slid under the blanket, then rested his head on one hand, patting the other on the mattress. Ignoring Davin’s bare chest—and most especially the taunt stretch of muscle in the arm he was leaning against—Ariella sat down on the edge of the bed and slipped off her boots. She set her jacket next to his shirt and was about to lie down when a soft chuckle froze her. She turned to look at Davin.

“Sorry. I was just wondering if you always sleep ready to run out swords drawn,” he said.

No, she generally slept in nothing but a skin-tight spaghetti-strap top and her underwear. But she was not about to tell him that.

“There is a possibility that we will be attacked, making it prudent for me to remain battle-ready,” she replied.

And she was too self-conscious to sleep half-naked with him right beside her.

“Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug and turned over to go to sleep.

Ariella lay awake long enough to replay their exchange a few dozen times—to a few dozen better ends—then she, too, fell asleep.
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ARIELLA OPENED HER eyes to find Davin standing over her. A boyish smile spread across his face, all the way to his twinkling teal eyes, and he set his hand on her shoulder. Ariella reached for his hand and squeezed gently, holding onto the dream.

“I don’t want to wake up,” she muttered.

His laugh was warm and soft, like freshly baked cookies. “Well, I do like watching you sleep. You look so peaceful.” He stroked his hand down her face.

Ariella cupped both her hands around his and nestled her head in closer. A spicy after-hint of Dragon’s Breath lingered on his body, mixing with his natural scent of pine needles and roasted nuts. Rarely were her dreams so detailed. She really didn’t want to wake up.

“But if you don’t wake up, your breakfast will get cold,” he said.

The scents of fruit and eggs tickled Ariella’s nose. Goosebumps rippled across her skin, and she sat up so quickly that she nearly bumped her head on the ceiling.

“This isn’t a dream.”

“No,” he said, amusement dancing across his face. “Though I did make breakfast. Fried eggs and apples. It’s all I could find, besides the assortment of ingredients in the cellar. And none of those looked very appetizing.”

Ariella followed him down the stairs, combing her fingers through her disheveled hair as she walked. As she ate her breakfast in silence, Ariella mentally worked through what they knew about Keys’s disappearance. He had been researching portals. Then he’d suddenly locked up his house and left. There was a collection of potion ingredients sitting in his basement and also a list of Elition Phantoms.

Davin wanted to track down the Night Rose Order. With lack of a better idea, Ariella had agreed. As soon as they’d finished eating, they closed up the house again and set off deeper into the Red Woods—where, according to Davin, members of the Night Rose Order were frequently spotted.

They scoured the forest the entire morning and found nothing. Either the Night Rose Order was a group of ghosts, or they covered their tracks really well. As they sat down for a midday snack, Ariella voiced her thoughts to Davin.

“Oh, they’re real all right,” he said. “And they’re here. Somewhere.” He chomped down on a cracker. “Eventually, we will find them, or they will find us.”

“And then?”

“And then we bring them to justice,” he declared.

“For what? What have they done to us?”

“They are rogues,” he told her. There was a bite in his words that she had rarely heard from him before.

“And?”

“They have turned their backs on Elitia, choosing to live in renegade camps instead—plundering, killing, and peddling their days away.”

“So all rogues are bad?” she posed.

“Yes.”

“Always?”

“Yes,” he seethed.

“Like Jade?”

“Jade was corrupted. A rogue convinced her to abandon everything she had to go run off with him. If we allow the rogues to continue to roam our lands, they will corrupt Elitia from the inside out.”

“Drastic measures must be taken?” she suggested, lifting her eyebrows.

“Yes.”

“Even death?”

“Yes.” He stopped. “No.” His face was torn between pride and anger. “Perhaps only for the worst of them.”

Ariella knew she shouldn’t follow where this was leading, but she couldn’t help herself. “Like Jason Chanz?”

Davin’s lips molded into a sour pout. “Father would never kill him. He still feels guilty about what happened to Jason’s parents.”

“And you?” she asked.

“I don’t like Jason.”

“I’d noticed.” It was kind of hard not to.

“Our families were friends before…”

Before Edward Chanz and Danielle Snow were killed in their own home by a horde of Selpe soldiers. After that, the kingdom of Pegasus had simply ceased to exist. Its people scattered, taking refuge in deep corners of the Wilderness. Pegasus was the only kingdom that did not sign Elitia’s treaty with the Selpe Empire, and for that the Selpes declared all its people rogues—right down to the last child. Children like Jason Chanz. In his righteous anger, Davin seemed to forget that it was the Selpes who had come up with the ‘rogue’ label to begin with.

“But we never got along,” Davin continued. “Even back then, he was breaking rules left and right. If he came across a rule he didn’t agree with, he broke it as a matter of principle. He never studied or had to work for anything. And still he was praised by everyone for being such a brilliant student and unmatched fighter. They all fawned over him and his silly Phantom parlor tricks.”

“You’re jealous of him.”

Davin frowned at her. “My own father could not get enough of singing Jason’s praises. Whereas I was always a complete disappointment to him.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t feel that way,” said Ariella.

“Not a week goes by where I am not criticized for some great failing,” he replied, incensed. “How many times have you heard him complain about my friendship with Aaron? Or that I am getting myself entangled in human politics? Or perhaps about my ‘nocturnal undertakings’, as he likes to call them?”

No one had mentioned that last one to Ariella, and she wished she could have remained in the dark. But she really shouldn’t have been surprised. Davin’s best friend was Aaron Pall, after all, and everyone knew what sorts of things he got up to. That did nothing to mitigate the sting of Davin’s own confession. From the completely casual way that he said it, he must not have even realized she had feelings for him.

It all made Ariella want to punch him in his very thick head. But that wouldn’t be fair. She’d been in a fight with Davin before, and she could hit much harder than he could.

“So, because everyone loves Jason, you want to see him dead?” she asked.

“They don’t all love him anymore. Nor do they feel sorry for him. Not since he’s taken up being a cut-throat for hire.” Davin’s smile was vicious. “Oddly enough, it’s hard to paint a killer as a victim. So, no, I would not have him killed. Just locked up somewhere far, far away from more civilized people.”

Ariella wondered what it would be like to despise someone that much—and hoped she would never find out. She feared for Davin. If he did not manage to let go of his anger, he might just end up doing something he’d come to regret. And that went double for checking his ambition.

She was struggling for something to say to him that was not overly judgmental, when her ears picked up voices on the wind. Davin had heard them too. He was already walking toward them. Ariella kept pace beside him. They hurried along until they were nearly upon them, then they crept the rest of the way, stopping behind a nearly solid curtain of trees. Through the slender gaps between the trunks, she saw four Elitions standing in a semicircle. Three of them bore the distinctive facial tattoos of the Night Rose Order. The fourth was a man with short navy-black hair, styled in a youthful array of spikes. He was short—and as willowy as Ariella.

“Keys,” Davin mouthed to her.

Ariella nodded.

“What precisely do you hope to accomplish with your work?” the woman with a spider’s web tattoo asked Keys.

He ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Elitia is connected by portals. Do you not see the relevance of creating new ones?”

“I see the danger in it,” she stated, crossing her arms against her chest.

“Well, I see its potential,” said a man. He had long gold hair, a thorned vine tattoo along his jaw, and black eyeliner tattooed around his eyes. “And so does Braeden. That’s why we’re here.”

“So the Night Rose Order did abduct Keys,” Davin whispered to Ariella.

He sounded surprised. Perhaps, he’d not really expected to find Keys with them. This whole thing had been his excuse to go after Jade. There was no point in calling him on it now, though. They were already here.

“No, it looks like he’s working with them,” she whispered back.

“Well, of course, he’s working with us,” declared the gold-haired man, turning toward their hiding spot. “You can come out now.”

Ariella exchanged glances with Davin, then stepped around the trees to meet the rogue Elitions.
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“THERE IS NO need to hide,” the man said as Ariella and Davin stopped before him.

“Phase’s ears are too good for that to work,” added the web-tattooed woman with a snicker.

Phase, the gold-haired man offered them a congenial smile, and in an instant, his eyes went from black to aquamarine. He was a Chameleon, an Elition who could change his appearance. Most Phantoms could phase their eyes to a more intense version of their natural color; Chameleons could change their eyes, their hair, their skin. Some could change their noses. The really good ones could change anything and everything about their appearance—including their sex. They were still the same person, of course, but from the outside, no one could have guessed it. Ariella had once met a Chameleon who could make herself look like anyone. That had been really annoying.

“So, shall we begin?” Phase asked, turning to Keys.

“With them here?” The man with the seashell tattoo pointed a stiff finger at Ariella and Davin. “Don’t you know who they are?”

“Ariella Steele, aide to King River, high king of Elitia. And Davin Storm, King River’s eldest son,” replied Phase.

“They are here for him,” Seashell Tattoo said, stepping in front of Keys.

Phase appeared unconcerned. “We have no issue with either of them. If they try to interfere with the experiment, you can kill them then.”

“What are you doing working with these rogues?” Davin demanded of Keys.

Keys gave him a sheepish shrug. “Seven hundred years ago, Aurelia and her daughters created our portals. No one has been able to duplicate that feat since. I am trying to change that. Through a combination of careful research of our old texts and numerous experiments of my own, I’ve determined that Phantoms are the key to creating portals.”

That explained the things they’d found in Keys’s basement.

“The Phantom would need to wield substantial power in order to create a portal. Naturally, the Elite Phantom Magus was the first name to come to my mind.”

Davin frowned. Magus was Jason Chanz’s power name.

“I sent word to the assassin but never heard anything back.” Keys sounded disappointed. “But I suppose that was to be expected. Why would an assassin want to help one who serves the high king of Elitia, a man I’m told he holds a grudge against?”

“You are fortunate that he did not kill you,” said Davin. Jason wasn’t the only one who could hold a grudge. “Or that Father did not have you arrested. Contacting Jason Chanz? That’s worse than hanging out with this lot.”

“Careful, princeling,” warned Web Tattoo, flipping her knife around. “There are no guards of Laelia here to save you from losing your tongue.”

Ariella stepped in front of Davin, shielding him with her body. Web Tattoo drew a second knife.

“Leave them alone, Faye,” Phase commanded her, his voice as sharp as his sword. “We don’t need to make an enemy of King River. He’s pretty much left us alone thus far.” He looked at Keys. “Please, continue.”

“I thought next of Wrest, but Emperor Selpe’s bodyguard is always busy.”

Ariella had met Wrest—or Silas Thorn—on several occasions. He was a giant Phantom with a giant arsenal of blades strapped to his body. And he could make his eyes glow an eerie, ghostlike white. He had the majority of the Selpe aristocracy scared out of their wits. In short, he was the perfect bodyguard for Ambrose Selpe, emperor of the Selpe Empire.

“I then tried the Elitions of Everlast, but Queen Gale replied that her Phantoms are no test subjects. Perhaps, I could have had King River convince her otherwise, but she already appeared so insulted that I decided not to press the issue.”

A wise choice. Everlast was a kingdom of moody isolationists. Queen Gale and her guard were Phantoms, making them as dangerous as they were volatile.

“That didn’t leave me with many options. There are so few Elition Phantoms. So I went to the Night Rose Order for help. I’d heard one of their members was a Phantom. Unfortunately, my information was a bit out of date. He died seven years ago.”

“But we were able to help Keys out anyway,” said a woman with braided copper hair and a sun tattoo across her forehead, its rays shooting along the outer edges of her cheeks.

She led a young girl by the hand. The girl was about eleven or twelve—just at the cusp of her Passing—and she wore no tattoo on her face. She had soft, shoulder-length brown hair that was just beginning to take on the hints of a lilac undertone. Her eyes of pale blue already burned with Phantom power. She was very powerful for someone so young.

“You plan to use this girl in your experiment?” Ariella asked Keys, struggling to keep her voice civil. “A child who has not even seen her Passing.”

“Ness is a talented Phantom,” the copper-haired woman said.

Ariella was sure she was. But that was not the point.

“Theoretically, only the Elite Phantom has the necessary raw power to create a portal,” said Keys. “But I hope that with the help of a special stimulant I’ve developed, another Phantom can do it—particularly, a pre-Passing Phantom such as Ness here. Elitions before their Passing are considerably more malleable than those after it.”

“This is reckless,” Ariella told him.

“But the potential reward is so great. Imagine being able to create portals. It will forever change Elitia,” Keys replied, a manic spark in his silver eyes. Many Elition tinkerers were borderline mad—even if they did not start out that way. Keys would need to check himself if he didn’t want to end up as one of them.

“The Night Rose Order agrees,” Phase said, setting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “And Ness has volunteered to help Keys in his work.”

Ariella lowered into her knees until she was at eye level with Ness. “Are you aware of the risks?” she asked the girl.

“Yes,” Ness said softly. “But there can be no gain in life without risk. I want to help. I want to mean something. I am not afraid.”

Spoken like a true Phantom. Ariella rose and turned toward Keys.

“Very well,” she said. “Proceed with your experiment. We will observe but not interfere.”

Keys nodded and began to unload the contents of his very large bag.
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KEYS UNPACKED AN assortment of vials. Within ten minutes, he’d mixed up a stimulant of his own creation. The basic Elition Enhancing Serum contained two parts stimulating elements and one part neutralizing element. What constituted a stimulant varied by ability. For a Prophet like Ariella, it meant things such as alcohol, chocolate, and some mints. For Phantoms, the big ones were Winter’s Mint, honey, and spices.

An Enhancing Serum typically called for one part each of two of these stimulants, which was enough of a jolt to drive most Phantoms dangerously close to the limits of their self-control—and most Prophets to madness. Keys’s serum called for several times that, and a whole lot of other things. His ingredients were all in either liquid or powder form, making it nearly impossible to identify all that he was throwing in. Ariella’s only hints came from the medley of swirling smells wafting up from the cup. She picked out Winter’s Mint, spiced honey, and something that smelled an awful lot like blood. It could have been rare meat, which was a Phantom stimulant. Or it could have been human or Elition blood. There were too many other ingredients for Ariella to truly differentiate. One of these was alcohol, which made far less sense than the blood. Alcohol might have been a stimulant for Prophets, but it was a soother for Phantoms. Whatever Keys was cooking up, it was far beyond basic potion making. It was certainly far beyond her own meager skills. Being one of the mostly sane Prophets, she’d never had much use for serums.

When Ariella asked him about it, he replied with a dull lecture on his research. He had assembled together ideas for this serum from a dozen vague references in a few very old Elition books. He’d then perfected it over the course of several weeks by testing one serum after another on Ness until he settled on a serum perfectly customized to her—one that he believed would allow her to create portals.

As soon as he was done with her serum, Keys handed the cup to Ness. Additional members of the Night Rose Order had filtered in while he was mixing; there were now a dozen of them there, walking in a wide circle around the three tree stumps Keys was using as his impromptu laboratory. They moved like shadows, as soundless as predators in wait.

Ariella did not want to turn her back to them—any of them—but no matter which way she faced, there were at least a few of them back there. She shifted her position so that her body was between Davin and any of the Night Rose Order Elitions behind her. He was so busy scrutinizing every flick of Keys’s wrist that he didn’t even notice.

Ness’s eyes—timid but strong—turned to the copper-haired Elition, looking for approval. The woman nodded, and Ness lifted the cup to her lips and drank. Even before she’d drained the last drop, the effect was obvious. A vibrant purple sheen slid down her hair, swallowing the soft brown locks. Her hair swirled and popped with an edgy Phantom energy, an energy also reflected in eyes that sizzled the color of an exotic purple-blue sky. As she set down the cup on the stump, a blast of invisible energy shot outward, throwing everyone there flat on their backs.

“Are you hurt?” Ariella asked Davin. She staggered to her feet, then held a hand out to him.

“No more than my pride,” he replied, setting his hand in hers. “How embarrassing to be blown over by a little girl, one who has yet to even see her Passing.”

She pulled him up. “That ‘little girl’ just blew over fifteen full-grown Elitions. And she’s glowing,” Ariella pointed out.

It was no exaggeration. Ness was glowing. Her eyes, her hair, her skin—they were illuminated by a light source unseen. The glow was coming from within, where the serum was burning a bonfire of explosive Phantom energy. Ariella could not see the Phantom tendrils slithering out from the girl, but she could certainly feel them tingling against her.

Keys whispered something into Ness’s ear, words blocked out by the hum of energy radiating from the girl. Ness stepped forward, arms outstretched and eyes closed. She stopped abruptly, and as her lids snapped open, the trees around them began to sway back and forth, as though bending to the force of a hurricane wind. Slender cyclones of twirling leaves formed in the openings between the trunks, whistling a forlorn song. There was a thunderous crack, and for a second time, they were all thrown onto their backs.

This time, Davin was as quick to his feet as Ariella. Around them, the Night Rose Order Elitions were popping up. The copper-haired woman cradled Ness in her arms. The girl’s chest was rising and falling with stuttered breaths, but she did not appear injured. Keys’s experiment hadn’t killed her. But Keys…

“Where is Keys?” Ariella asked. By her count, everyone was still there. Everyone but Keys.

“He was standing right beside me,” Phase said, looking around. His golden brows scrunched together. “Did anyone see where he went?”

“He’s gone,” Ness’s voice croaked.

Phase met her trembling eyes. “Where did he go?”

“The portal took him.”

Ariella did not see a portal. From the way everyone else was looking around, they didn’t either.

“It’s not here anymore,” said Ness. “It appeared for just a second, right where Keys was standing. He was sucked inside, and then it disappeared.”

“Where did it take him?” Ariella asked, stepping forward. The Night Rose Order closed in around Ness, forming a protective barrier.

“I don’t know.” The girl shook her head. “The serum was too much. I could not control the power.” She dropped her eyes. “I have failed.”

“No,” Phase told her. “It’s not your fault. If making a portal were so easy, someone would have made one in the past seven hundred years. Keys himself was not sure this experiment would work with anyone but the Elite Phantom.”

“Why did he think it would work with the Elite Phantom?” Davin asked.

“Based on some references in his books,” replied Phase.

Davin frowned, unimpressed with the answer. Or the implication that Jason Chanz had the power to create portals.

“We should get her back to camp,” the copper-haired woman said to Phase.

“Wait,” Davin said as the Night Rose Order Elitions moved to leave.

Phase waved his comrades along, then turned to face him. “I am afraid we do not give tours of our camp to outsiders.”

Davin met the amused twinkle in Phase’s eyes with a stern glare. “I have no interest in visiting your hovel in the woods. But I demand that the traitor Jade be turned over to me.”

“Demand, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Davin, this is hardly the time,” said Ariella.

He stepped around her. “This is the perfect time. Before they scuttle off into the woods.” Standing tall, he turned his teal eyes on Phase. “Bring the traitor to me, and I will overlook your trespass into Elition territory.”

“I’m afraid the boss would not agree to turn her over to you.” Phase smiled coolly as four of his comrades stomped up behind them. They wanted to be heard. “You’re not surrounded by your Selpe friends here, my prince.” He offered a mocking bow. “Run along now back to Orion.”

Davin gave the cluster of Night Rose Order Elitions a dispassionate look, cool calculation in his eyes. He crossed his arms against his chest.

“Very well,” he said slowly. “You outnumber us. For now. But we will come for the traitor. And we will bring her to Laelia for justice.”

“I look forward to the day you try,” Phase replied, then the Night Rose Order Elitions snickered and drifted away through the trees.

It was not until they were gone that Ariella realized her hand was clamped firmly down on the hilt of her sword.

“Nervous?” Davin asked, grinning.

Ariella released her grip. “Of course not.”

“I’m sure my father would have forgiven you even if you’d failed to protect me from being skewered by the Night Rose Order.”

She glowered at him. “That’s not funny.”

Davin snickered and leaned in to kiss her lightly on the lips. He pulled away as quickly as he had come, his teal eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Ok, let’s head back to Laelia. Father will want to know what happened to Keys,” he said.

As he turned away, Ariella reached out, but he passed right by her trembling fingers. She imagined what it would be like to run after Davin, pull him against her, and give him a kiss he would not soon forget.

Coward, she chastised herself.

After waiting another moment to watch Davin walk away from her—and to settle her quaking knees—Ariella jogged up behind him, and they walked side-by-side in platonic strides back to Laelia.
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ARIELLA GAPED IN horror as a spiked crown was set upon the head of Aaron Pall. Crafted from platinum and set with enormous blue diamonds, it was the crown of the Selpe emperor. Ariella could nearly see the color through the high contrast black and white that defined her foresights. She could taste the burn of mint and blood on her tongue. Applause broke out from all around her, and the scene dissolved before her eyes.

Her stomach lurched, and she slumped over as a harsh jolt wracked her body. Ariella gritted her teeth and managed to remain standing. Just barely. Her breath heavy and wheezy in her chest, she pushed her trembling fingers off of her thighs, slowly creeping upright.

When her eyes refocused again, the scene had not changed. She was still inside the Orion imperial ballroom. Its walls were draped with long banners and its tables set in lavish style with crystal rose vases. A lush velvet runner stretched out long across the floor and up the stairs, where a hundred Selpe aristocrats stood dressed in their finest formal attire. The ladies wore gowns and jewels, the lords suits and slashes, but every single one of them wore an expression of smug superiority. They turned their gazes on Aaron, who stood on the second level, looking down at them.

Still wearing the crown of the emperor, he grinned and extended his hand. Ariella nearly fell over again as the tremors of the foresight smacked her again. She watched her friend Isis, dressed in a wedding gown, ascend the steps one by one. The tap of her high heels resounded loudly in the voluminous chamber, echoing off the walls like the beats of a war drum. She was marching to her doom: Aaron. The leader of the Diamond Edges stood smugly at the top of the stairs, flanked on either side by his elite soldiers.

As Isis reached him, she set her hand in his, causing the wretched man’s self-satisfied smile to grow even wider. He leaned forward to kiss Isis lightly on the lips.

To Ariella’s shock, her friend did not reward his presumptuous move with a punch to the face. Isis’s lashes simply brushed down softly, and when Aaron stepped back again, she stared at him with intense concentration. It was hardly the stare of love. Rather, it was a look Ariella knew well, the one that glazed Isis’s eyes whenever she was trying to plot her way out of a trap.

She failed.

As Aaron slipped a ring around Isis’s finger, the foresight quaked and shattered. Ariella awoke on the floor beside her bed, tangled amongst a nest of twisted blankets.




* * *

526AX August 18, Sundrop Loop




The sleep ripped from her eyes and the peace torn from her mind, Ariella dressed herself in black leather and strapped on her Serenity sword, a long and sleek eighty-centimeter blade sharp enough to slice through…well, basically anything. She knew she was not in real danger here—that it was unlikely a band of Diamond Edges would jump out of the shadows and completely impossible that any machines would—but leather and steel made her feel safer as she wandered the grounds of Sundrop Loop. They made her feel like she could take on anything. And right now, she needed that comfort.

It was at King River’s insistence that Ariella had come to Sundrop Loop, the ruling seat of the Elition kingdom of Zephyr. Elitia’s high king had decided she could use a break after three months on assignment to unmask the Selpe aristocrat whose betrayal had led to the assassination of their former emperor and abduction of his twin teenage sons. They’d rescued the princes and exposed the Avan collaborator Lady Cassandra Seadusk, but months of dodging one attempt on her life after another had taken its toll on Ariella. Dealing with the diabolical Selpe aristocracy had been even worse. King River was right. She needed a break. And what better place to rest than at home?

But her foresight had shattered any hope of peaceful sleep. Ariella could think of few worse nightmares than Aaron at the head of the Selpe Empire. He was dangerous enough already as the leader of the Diamond Edges, which dealt out more death and torture than the rest of the Selpe military combined. And Isis as his bride? Ariella shuddered at the thought. What twisted series of events would lead them to this horrific future? How could Aaron rise to the title of emperor? What would possess Isis, who loathed him with a passion, to agree to marry him?

Ariella tossed her head, shaking herself free of these thoughts. It would do her no good to speculate. As any Elition Prophet knew, down that path lay only madness. Instead, she tried to ground herself amongst the trees and paths she knew so well—and to wrap herself in fond memories.

To call Sundrop Loop the capital city of Zephyr was somewhat of an overstatement. At least compared to a Selpe city. Quietly tucked into the fold of a coastal forest of great, red-barked giants, Sundrop Loop was more an oversized village than anything else. But that was typical for Elitia. Even Laelia, the seat of the high king, was not much more than a glorified villa surrounded by an almost accidental accumulation of smaller houses. And rightly so. Elitions preferred tranquility and closely-knit groups to the hustle and bustle of those unsentimental monstrosities of sheer flamboyance the Selpes and Avans called cities.

Rather than a single palace, the rulers of Zephyr had decided long ago in favor of a more spread-out design—beautifully architected buildings blended amongst the trees such that they almost appeared to be part of the grove itself. Ariella passed by the Library, a ring of six rectangular houses with an open atrium at the center. The Treasury came next. Shining gold-brown in the torchlight, it resembled an oversized coin. The path to it zigzagged through a natural splattering of trees.

As Ariella paused to stare up at the temple, built in the shape of a sun, her pounding heart rate slowed and her breathing calmed. This was home. But it had not always been so.

Ten years ago, King Fathom and Queen Crystal had taken Ariella in and named her their daughter and heir. She now called them Mother and Father. Her old life was over; she did not dwell on it any longer. Now, when she sought inner peace, her mind drifted to the red-barked giants, deliciously salty breeze, and creamy ocean foam of Zephyr.

Ariella had reached the edge of the grove and was about to backtrack along the path, when she sensed someone in the shadows. She couldn’t see him. Nor could she hear or smell him. But her mind told her someone was there, someone with the honed predatory movements of a hunter. Ariella felt herself being watched, which left her with only one sensible response. She drew her sword and braced herself to use it. It had been a few days since she’d drawn it, and she had to admit that the weight of it in her hand felt good. Reassuring. Her eyes scanned the trees, trying to pierce the predawn darkness.

A silvery flash of movement streaked forth from the wall of layered trunks. Ariella spun around, snatching a throwing knife mid-flight. And not a moment too soon. She’d narrowly missed it sinking into her back.

“Getting slow, Ariella,” a deep voice rumbled.

A moment later, an Elition man emerged from the shadows. Towering over a head taller than Ariella, he was built to deal damage. A lot of it. He was as muscular as she was willowy, the tree trunk to her flower stem figure. He wore a sleeveless blood-red leather shirt that showcased his massive muscular arms, and a pair of mahogany knee-high boots over black leather pants. Ariella spotted a few dozen knives strapped to his behemoth form, but she knew there were dozens more hidden away. His tangerine-orange hair spiked up like fiery flames, and as his gaze met hers, his pale blue eyes phased white.

Silas Thorn, Elition Phantom and former bodyguard of the late Emperor Ambrose Selpe.

Ariella threw the knife at the tree trunk behind him. It sank into the bark with a satisfying thump. Silas continued moving forward, unbothered by the blade that had nearly grazed his cheek. He hadn’t even blinked.

“Nice.” He drew two long knives with a grin. “Very cute.”

Perhaps, knives was a bit of an understatement. Ariella’s eyes widened at the sight of the two Bloodfires, their blades inky black and their hilts blood red. Each of them was nearly as long as her own sword. A sword that could be reasonably wielded two-handed. Silas really was a giant.

“Cute?” she growled.

“Hold on there, kitten. No need to hiss.”

Ariella swung her sword forward but he blocked easily with just one of his knives, sending burning streams of pain down her arm. Ariella bared her teeth. Damn Phantoms. She was not especially strong for an Elition, but she was faster than most. Except Phantoms. They were too strong and too fast to best in a fair fight.

She turned slowly, and Silas mirrored her movements, keeping her in front of him. Step by step, Ariella backed up. He followed, stalking forward with the determination of a starving tiger, his eyes burning white-hot. Fallen pinecones cracked and slipped beneath her boots as she passed under a spiky canopy of dew-dropped needles.

Silas pressed forward, backing her into the forest. They passed the tree that had been on the receiving end of her splendid knife throw. Silas recovered the blade with uncommon ease, like sliding a hot knife through butter. He hardly had to tug. Everything was just too easy for Phantoms. It was so unfair.

As though he’d read her thoughts, Silas arched a brow and a sliver of amusement danced across his lips. Hell, he probably had read her thoughts. He was an Extractor, after all—a type of Phantom who could lift images from people’s heads. And that was just downright unsettling.

Well, I have no intention of letting him in there.

She swallowed hard and blanked her mind. Luckily, she was well-practiced at the task. It was a skill drilled into Prophets from an early age. Sometimes an empty mind was a Prophet’s only defense against the onslaught of foresights that would otherwise drive her mad.

“Enough running,” he said as Ariella’s back pressed up against a trunk.

She saw the amused twinkle in his eye a moment before he struck, and even then, she only nearly raised her sword in time. He hit harder this time. How was that even possible? Her sword arm felt like it was on fire. She bit back tears of pain and held onto her weapon for dear life. When Silas struck again, Ariella opted to forego further punishment. She dodged and slipped through a narrow gap between two tree trunks. Silas’s muscle-ripped torso was too thick to fit through, so he had to go all the way around it. Ha.

He slashed forward with one blade, and when she evaded, he slapped her on the rump with the other.

“You have a sword, Ariella. Use it.”

She was not about to tell him her arm was still throbbing from his last attack. She hopped back.

With a martyred sigh, Silas cut around another tree. Ariella continued to back up. That’s right. Just a bit closer.

She swung her sword at him two-handed. He defended with nothing but one of his knives and a relaxed grin.

Who even does that? Ariella wondered as tremors split down both her arms. She managed not to snarl at him. It was a monumental effort.

Oh, to hell with it.

Ariella struck a final time. Silas lifted a knife to defend, but his smirk melted into bewilderment as her sword’s blade bit into the red bark of the tree.

“Temper. Temper,” he chuckled.

Ariella jumped back as the overhead net tipped over, dumping a few hundred apple-sized pinecones onto Silas’s head. Her parents were going to kill her for disturbing one of the collection nets, but it was absolutely worth it to see Silas Thorn, the tough and unflappable Phantom bodyguard, hop and scramble amongst the falling pinecones like a drowning man.

Once the shower was over, Ariella extended her hand down to him, reaching through the blanket of pinecones. As she pulled him to his feet, green needles and brown spiky balls rolled off of him.

“Are you quite through fooling around now?” she asked, inhaling the fresh earthy scent. “May I remind you that I am not a Phantom? You don’t need to play these ridiculous dominance games with me.”

Whenever two Phantoms met, they both felt the sudden urge to drop everything and establish who was higher in the pecking order. Usually, that meant cold piercing stares. Often, blows were even exchanged. If all involved were lucky, no one died. Phantoms were silly like that.

Silas dusted off his hands, then glowered at her. “That hurt.”

“So does clashing blades with you. Remind me never to do that again,” Ariella countered, shaking out her arms. She trod over a carpet of pinecones to get to the tree that held her sword, then wrapped both hands around the hilt and gave it a solid heave. Wood splinters rained down as the blade burst free from the trunk.

Slowly, a smile replaced Silas’s grimace. “It’s good to see you again, Ariella.”

“Likewise.” She gave him a wicked grin in return. “I’m still trying to decide whether I preferred the sight of you flapping your arms uselessly under a barrage of pinecones, or that of you with your rear end planted in a pile of them.”

“Careful,” he warned. “You wouldn’t want to bruise my ego.”

“You can handle it.” She punched him in the shoulder, which truth be told hurt her more than it did him. “After being magnetically stuck to a tree by your entourage of knives, I don’t think you—”

“Emperor Hayden Selpe and his brother Ian are missing,” he cut in. “They’re presumed dead.”




* * *

Want to read the rest?




You can get Skybuilders now. Here’s the story summary:

Ariella thought she was done with conspiracies. And she definitely thought she was done with mechanical menaces. She was wrong.

An accident hits the floating city of Oasis, and Ariella’s friend Marin goes missing, along with the newly crowned Selpe emperor. The Selpes aren’t lifting a finger to help, so it’s up to her and Silas to save their friends from an elite order of assassins—or her nightmare foresight just might come true.

To avoid a bloody and fractured future, they will go through anyone, even a dozen assassins. They will go anywhere, even floating cities swarming with magical beasts and deadly machines. And they will take any ally they can get, even the person who once betrayed them.

Skybuilders is Book 4 in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.
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