
        
            
                
            
        

    














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.




* * *

526AX May 20, Chrysalis




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.
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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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