
        
            
                
            
        

    














MENACE

Sorcery and Science: Book 2.5


Story Summary

Book 2.5: Menace




Four tales of magic, technology, and adventure plunge deeper into the fantasy world of Sorcery and Science.

In “Phantom of Death”, magic-wary mercenary Everett Black is tasked with stopping a mad and murderous sorcerer.

Friends Isis Fontane and Ariella Steele find their vacation turned upside down when they are forced to fight for their lives against masked assailants and deadly machines in “The Maze of Mechanical Menaces”.

In “Phantom’s Kiss”, assassin Jason Chanz’s latest client might be the key to finding his long-lost childhood friend, a powerful Prophet with a fractured mind.

“Death’s Waltz” follows Emperor Ambrose Selpe on the day one of the empire’s great cities is decimated by an unseen foe.

Menace is Book 2.5 in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.


Book 2.5: Stories




ONE   Phantom of Death

TWO   The Maze of Mechanical Menaces

THREE   Phantom’s Kiss

FOUR   Death's Waltz
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519AX September 17, Cypress







THERE WAS SALTWATER inside Everett’s boots. The saltwater had mixed with a watery sludge—curtesy of the Cowboy Beach sewage system—producing a murky semi-liquid substance that smelled about as appetizing as it looked oozing out the tops of his boots. Everett was pretty sure there was blood mixed in there somewhere too. There was definitely blood on his shirt. After five minutes of vigorous scrubbing in the bar’s bathroom, he had given up on trying to get it out. Thankfully, it was not his own blood. He’d lost his first aid kit somewhere between running through the sewer tunnels and swimming down the Crimson coast.

The man had obviously not expected anyone to follow him through sewage and salt water. But he did not know Everett. The dash through muck had only strengthened his resolve. After suffering that, there was no way he was backing down until he got paid.

“You look awful, Everett,” Ryder said, staring across the table at him with an amused twitch on his lips. “But you smell worse. I’m not sure being forced to sit here with you is worth only two-and-a-half thousand Crowns.”

That was his cut of the reward, an even half. When the two of them had formed the mercenary group the Wayward Bullets just four months ago, they had agreed to an even split of the spoils. But Ryder never seemed to be the one stuck trudging waist-deep through excrement.

Everett flashed him a wide grin. “If my presence bothers you, you are welcome to leave the room while I meet our client for payment.”

“No,” Ryder replied through a clenched nose. He winked. “I wouldn’t want you to get any ideas about cheating me out of my well-earned share. I will suffer through it.”

Ryder’s part in the job had consisted of trailing the thief down the alleys of Cowboy Beach and fighting off his gang of thugs. He was a good fighter, but since he was not drenched through in a melody of odious odors, Everett was disinclined to feel sorry for his ‘suffering’, feigned or not.

A rush of wind smacked against the swinging doors as a trio of women entered the Castrated Pig, the roughest bar in Cypress. They were dressed in cowgirl boots, shiny black leather shorts cut more like underwear than outerwear, and cropped tank tops that exposed their pierced bellybuttons. The bar’s clientele was an even mix of bikers and cowboys, so it was unsurprising that the head of every man in there whirled around to watch the women strut over to the bar. Before they could order a drink, they had a dozen men ordering drinks for them. Ryder brushed down his leather jacket and started to stand, when he caught himself and just as quickly plopped back down on his chair.

“Damn,” he muttered.

So, getting paid had won out over other distractions. Ryder was a true mercenary at heart. Everett snickered.

“Keep laughing, wise guy. You would have gone over too, if you didn’t smell so bad.”

“Perhaps,” Everett allowed. “But not for that sort of girl. They’re too…”

“Hot?”

“Obvious,” said Everett. “There’s nothing subtle about them. It’s just all out there.”

Ryder gawked as the redhead with the curls leaned on the bar, her shorts riding up even higher. “Sometimes, my friend, that’s a good thing.”

“In any case, they are just the distraction,” Everett replied.

“Distraction for what?”

“For me,” a man said as he swung a leg over the free chair at their table and sat down.

Tall and muscular, he would have cut a very fit picture if not for the layer of solid fat wrapped around him, hardened by a decade or two of inactivity. He was the prime example of how active men’s bodies often paid the price of their prosperity.

Everett inclined his head. “Zarek Mandel.”

Zarek returned the nod. “Everett Black.”

“This is my partner Ryder,” Everett said.

Zarek set down his foaming glass of beer on the table. “Is that a first or a last name?”

“An only name,” Ryder told him. “At least, it’s the only one I’ve got.”

Ryder had grown up as an orphan, never knowing his parents, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a family. The Revs had been his family and Everett’s too. Ryder didn’t know how lucky he was. Parents were an inconvenience in life that you were stuck with until one of you died. A decade ago, Everett’s parents had turned their backs on the Revs in favor of setting up their own overpriced wine label, which they sold almost exclusively to ruthless Selpe lords too arrogant to be bothered by common things like money. His parents’ complete lack of morals was as disconcerting as their singleminded pursuit of profit.

And this was coming from Everett Black, professional mercenary.

“Fair enough,” Zarek said with a deep chuckle. “How about we get down to business?”

“All right,” Everett said, folding his hands together. “You’re late.”

“And you smell,” countered Zarek. “Shall we call it even?”

“No, we shan’t. I waded through sewage and swam through freezing water to get your box. All the while rushing here to be on time. If I had known you would be late, I’d have taken some time to get myself a shower.”

Zarek flicked a coin over to Everett, who caught it. He turned it between his fingers, looking it over. Ten Crowns. Hmm.

“We agreed on five thousand,” Everett said.

“Which you’ll get as soon as I get my box.” Smiling, he pointed at the coin. “That’s for your shower. It’s on me.”

Beside Everett, Ryder choked down an outburst of laughter. Everett gave him a hard look, then turned to Zarek.

“Fine. There should even be enough left over to buy myself a sandwich,” he said as he pocketed the coin.

A final, trailing snort escaped Ryder. Everett ignored him.

“Good. Now that this is all settled, I would like to see my box,” said Zarek.

Everett reached into his backpack and pulled out a black box no larger than a loaf of bread. As he handed it over, Zarek’s eyes widened in eager anticipation.

“You didn’t open it.”

“No.” But not for lack of interest. The small box was sealed shut by a web of twenty different locks. Like most in his trade, Everett could pick locks. Just not those locks. They were more complicated than anything he’d ever seen, and he had, after all, only had a few minutes to fiddle with it.

“Our clients’ privacy is of outmost importance to us,” he simply said, glancing sideways at his friend.

Ryder met his eyes, controlling himself long enough to put a lid on the chortles. He had tried—and failed—to open the box as well.

Zarek wet his lips, his gaze so fixated on the box that he had missed their exchange. He set his index finger on a patch of the box that looked just as black and unremarkable as the rest of it. The locks clinked open, and Zarek lifted the lid just high enough to peek inside. From his seat, Everett could not see a thing beyond the back of the box. Open just a crack, he doubted anyone in the room but Zarek could see inside—even had the bar’s clientele not been otherwise occupied swarming around Zarek’s three scantily-clad distractions.

“Does it work?” Everett asked him.

“Does what work?”

Everett nodded toward the bar. “Using them as distractions.”

“Yes. Everywhere. The majority of the male population finds itself unable to resist gawking at a pretty lady. Make that three pretty ladies, and I have the spectrum of preferences covered. I can conduct my business without prying eyes and nosy ears.”

“That trick wouldn’t work on Everett,” said Ryder. “He’s too much of a gentleman to gawk.”

“I know,” Zarek replied. “That’s why I hired him. I need a professional who is focused, not someone to be distracted by every falling leaf. Most of the time, I can just let my girls loose in the room, and the men flock to them. When that doesn’t work on a man, one of the girls personally approaches him.”

“She was a test?” Everett asked, remembering that day a year ago when the sweet-faced young woman had singled him out in the room, trying to coax him with shy compliments toward the bar, where every other man in the place was standing around her two friends. That was also the day Zarek had first approached him for a job.

“When you sent her on her way because you had a client to meet, I knew you were the sort of person I could hire.” Zarek shut the box, setting off a string of continuous clicks as the locks closed again. “Everything appears to be in order. You have my thanks for recovering my stolen property. Where is the thief?”

“He drowned,” Everett said with a frown.

Zarek stared at him for a moment, then slipped the box into his bag with a sigh. He had told Everett he wanted to question the man who had broken through his security. “Regrettable, but better the thief than the box.” He set a box, this one bigger, on the table. “Your payment. Five thousand Crowns, as agreed.”

Everett slid the box over to Ryder. He was a faster counter, anyway. Ryder shuffled through the money faster than anyone Everett had ever seen, then gave a thumbs up.

“A pleasure doing business with you.” Everett extended his hand to Zarek. “You know how to contact me should you require my services.”

As Zarek clamped down on his hand, Everett tried not to wince. The man could probably crack walnuts with his bare hands should he ever take a fancy to such a thing.

“I will be busy for awhile,” he said, closing his bag. “But if you’re interested in something a bit more invigorating, a colleague of mine is looking for someone to apprehend a criminal.”

“Another thief?” asked Everett.

“No.” Zarek smiled thinly. “Someone considerably more dangerous. But the pay reflects that. He’s offering twenty thousand.”

Ryder, who had been balancing on one leg of his chair, nearly toppled over. He caught himself on the edge of the table. “Twenty thousand, you say?”

“You will need to venture into Selpe territory. On the other side,” Zarek added.

Meaning, the Selpe main continent. Out in the Selpe Western Territories, they didn’t care much for Revs, but they didn’t really do much about them. Across the ocean on the eastern continent, the stronghold of the Selpe Empire, they were a bit more fastidious in their hatred—and cleaning up ‘threats to the empire’.

“We’re not afraid of the Selpes,” declared Ryder.

Everett arched a brow at him. Sure, they could handle a few Selpes. But not a horde of soldiers—or, even worse, Diamond Edges.

“If that is the case, then I will tell him you will meet him in Lear,” Zarek said, rising. He looked at Everett. “Noon in two days at the Broken Barstool.”

An appointment that was nearly impossible to make. This was a test, if Everett knew one. He nodded anyway. They were talking about twenty thousand Crowns, after all.

A grin spread across Zarek’s lips, then he quietly slipped out through the swinging doors. Moments after he left the bar, his three distractions decided they had somewhere else to be. They abandoned their admirers, leaving them with sour expressions and a very high bar tab. One drunk fellow got it into his head that they would not be leaving after all. He snatched one of the women around the arm, trying to pull her back to the bar. For his efforts, he got a black eye and what would prove to be a very bad headache in the morning. Everett chuckled to himself. Zarek was not the sort of man who would leave anything to chance. To him, fighting skills would have been as important as looks when hiring his ‘girls’.
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519AX September 19, Lear







THE MOST COMMON way to make the journey from the Selpe Western Territories to the unaffiliated port of Lear was by sea. Motor-powered boats could cruise along quite well until about a few hundred meters from the coast, at which point Lear’s proximity to the Elition Wilderness would more often than not make all the systems go haywire before they simply died. Sometimes, if you were really lucky, you’d make it all the way to the docks on engine power.

Not today, though, Everett thought as the crew of the Blood Jewel rowed them in. It was a group of well-seasoned pirates. Even drunk, they could still row faster than anyone he had ever seen. That was how Everett justified hiring passage aboard their…eclectic ship, rather than some comfy passenger liner. And besides, he was somewhat of a pirate himself—at least according to the Selpes. Maybe someday he’d buy himself a nice pirate ship.

Ryder braced himself against the railing as the Blood Jewel rumbled toward the dock, knocking against a pole on the way in. He shot Everett an irritated glare. Everett merely shrugged. The pirates were fast and strong, but that said nothing of how well they could park.

“I’m starting to think we should have flown in through Aventurine,” Ryder commented as the pirates’ ship scraped against the docks before coming to a stop.

Completely free from the effects of the Wilderness, Aventurine was where airships carrying passengers across the ocean stopped. Located further down the Rocky Shore, it was quite a hike from Lear, making it the slower option. And they had an appointment to make. Everett looked at the dock clock, a monstrously large disc-on-a-stick that loomed over the harbor’s potpourri of masts like a giant’s lollipop.

“Fifteen minutes,” he told Ryder as they set foot on solid land again.

“Is that how long it is until our appointment or how long it will take to get to the Broken Barstool?”

Everett pulled up his hood, but it did little to block out the sun. It was a hot day, and he could feel that scorching noontime heat pouring through the flimsy film of cotton.

“Both. We should be there right on time,” he answered, cutting to the shady side of the street. Since noontime shadows were about as prominent as an ice storm in July, it didn’t help much.

“The question is whether this new mystery client will be.”

The fact that he—or she?—was friends with Zarek did not speak well for his potential punctuality.

“Zarek is…”

“An odd fruit,” Ryder finished for him.

“Yes,” Everett agreed. “But his jobs are relatively easy and pay well. And he knows people who pay well too.”

“Far be it for me to argue. It never ceases to amaze me how easily you manage to find us decent work, especially when you consider what many of the other guys are stuck with.”

Everett grinned. “Tell that to the Selpes.”

“Screw the Selpes.”

“You said it,” Everett said, pausing at the door to the Broken Barstool. “If you want to know the secret to getting the good jobs, it’s all about people skills. You have to talk to the right people. The best jobs are not listed on posters or bulletin boards. Those areas are pasted with anything and everything too dangerous for any sane man to take on. And for the one or two good offerings you find, you’ll have to fight off a dozen other mercenaries after the same target. In our line of work, jobs are dangerous enough already without adding in having to kill the competition just to get your paycheck.”

Ryder’s eyes shifted from reading the lopsided letters on the door to Everett. “You know, that actually makes a lot of sense.”

“Try not to sound so surprised,” Everett said, and he pushed the door open.

The room they stepped into was large enough to comfortably fit two hundred, but it was empty at the moment. Upside down chairs dangled from every table. The windows, opened just a crack, were covered by rickety shutters that rustled quietly in the wind. The bottles of alcohol were locked up behind a glass-front cabinet. Even with the windows open, the distinct scents of stale sweat and urine hung in the room, which certainly did not endear the place to Everett.

“Ryder, how about opening up some of those shutters?” he suggested. “It’s as dark as a tomb in here.”

Ryder stepped over to the nearest window. He had only just outstretched his hand toward the shutters when the window slammed shut. The impact caused the shutters to bang rapidly back and forth, screeching like a hyperventilating violin. From the landing above them came the moan of creaking wooden floors. Everett squinted through the grey light, but he could see no one up there. Ryder directed his attention to the stairs, where shadows danced and swayed to the music of protesting wood and a whistling wind. It was like a scene out of a horror movie. A very bad horror movie.

A silhouetted figure peeled away from the nest of shadows, moving toward Everett and Ryder. Gradually, the dark shape’s lines solidified, identifying it as a person. As it moved closer, Everett was able to make out the wide shoulders of a man in a cloak. The man stepped softly, his movements muted under his cloak. To the resounding bang of every set of shutters slamming against the windows, he threw off his hood, exposing the threat beneath. Amethyst eyes stared out from behind a messy curtain of shimmering copper hair. Everett nearly choked on his tongue. An Elition. The man drew his sword, a two-handed beast of metal that shimmered eerily in the grey light. Correction: an armed Elition.

Everett had little experience with Elitions, but even that ‘little’ was unnecessary. Their reputation preceded them. Stronger and faster than humans, they were living weapons. Every sense in their damage-dealing bodies was heightened, every feature exaggerated. Their skin and hair might have shimmered with angelic beauty, but their eyes burned with demonic fire.

There was only one thing to do. Everett drew his own sword. Beside him, Ryder did the same. Unlike most Selpes, they were no strangers to the feel of a blade in their hands. Living under Selpe rule had made the sword the preferred choice of weapon in the Rev islands, as they had long been forbidden the use of firearms. Over a decade after Rev independence, they had still not given up on a tradition that had been centuries in the making.

The Elition favored them with a wide smile, the corners of his lips curling up in demented delight. As he stepped forward, his sword poised to attack, Everett exchanged glances with Ryder. His friend nodded and scurried away while Everett swung his sword toward the Elition. When their swords clashed, tiny tremors shot up Everett’s arms, but he gritted his teeth and bore it. The Elition was not hitting that hard—at least, not as hard as Everett knew his sort could. Perhaps, he was bored.

Let’s see what we can do to remedy that, Everett thought, dealing a series of strikes that would have overwhelmed most men.

Proving that he was not ‘most men’, the Elition parried the attacks easily, then struck back with a sequence that had Everett backing up clear across the room. Through the bombardment, he did manage to hold onto his sword. Thankfully. There were few things more embarrassing in a sword fight than losing a grip on your weapon. The Elition continued to push forward, his smile widening as the gap between Everett and the end of the room shrank. His hands were slick with sweat, and he had about two more steps before his back was pressed to the wall.

Any time now, Ryder.

As if on cue, Ryder darted forward and kicked the Elition hard in the back of his legs. Their opponent’s legs buckled, and he tumbled to the floor. He caught himself on his hands but lost a grip on his sword. His fingers scrambled forward to reclaim his weapon, but Everett kicked it away, then pressed his blade to the man’s neck.

“It took you long enough,” commented Everett.

Ryder expelled a humorless laugh. “Ha! You try circling around that giant. He’s not a stupid fellow. He kept turning to keep me in front of him. If not for that final death charge he made for you, this never would have worked.”

Luckily, that ‘death charge’ had failed to sever Everett’s head. From the fire in the man’s eyes, that had been his goal. Everett looked down at him. Rather than anger, satisfaction slid over his face. The kook even had the nerve to laugh.

“Care to explain what’s so funny?” Everett asked him.

The Elition’s back rumbled with continued laughter. “You’ll do,” he said as something clicked, and every set of shutters flung open, flooding the room with light.

“For what?” Ryder asked.

Everett hoped he didn’t mean ‘do for dinner’. As far as he knew, Elitions did not eat people. Besides, seeing that the man was trapped beneath his blade, he was hardly in a position to put them on the menu.

“For the job,” a voice said.

Everett looked toward the stairs, where a man, still hooded, was standing. He did not hold any weapons that Everett could see, but his cloak was big enough to hide all kinds of things.

“Who are you?” Everett asked him.

“Your new client.”

“You’re Zarek’s colleague?”

A smile stretched out on his lips, the only part of him not cast in shadow. “Yes. And I would appreciate if you would remove your blade from my companion’s neck.”

“He attacked us,” Ryder said.

“Merely a test. Zarek spoke well of you, but I had to be sure you could handle the job.”

“I don’t like tests,” Everett declared with a stony glare, but he lifted his sword from the Elition’s neck.

The Elition rose and tugged at his hair. The copper pelt fell to the ground, revealing a head of closely cropped brown hair beneath. Human hair. The man pinched at his eyes, and two contact lenses fell from dark blue eyes.

Ryder’s eyes narrowed as he looked the man over. “You’re not Elition.”

“No, I’m not.” He looked up at the hooded man. “Next time, Morton, you put on the costume. That wig itches and the contacts burn.”

Ryder looked from the man to the shutters and said again, “You’re not Elition.”

“But you sure know how to pile on the dramatics,” Everett added. “Why?”

“Most people run screaming at the sight of an Elition. I couldn’t have that,” the man named Morton said.

“Why?” Everett asked, dreading the answer.

Morton pulled the chairs off one of the tables. “Please sit down. We have a lot to discuss.”
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WHILE THE THREE of them took seats around the table, the non-Elition raided the liquor cabinet. He returned with a tray of four shot glasses filled with a golden liquid that smelled about as subtle as a habitual drunk after a night of debauchery. Not that Everett had anything against liquor and debauchery. Just not while the sun was still so high in the sky. He waved the proffered glass away. Curiosity briefly flashed across Ryder’s face before he did the same. The non-Elition grinned and chugged their two shots down himself.

Morton’s hand slipped out from his long sleeve and closed around his glass. He took a quick sip before setting it down again and turning his attention to Everett and Ryder. Though he looked right at them, Everett could not make out much of his shadowed eyes. He could tell the man had eyes, but that was about all he could say about them.

“This job is a very important one and also very dangerous. Success is absolutely essential. As is discretion. That is why I had to be sure you were the right men for the job. From what Zarek has told me, you are discreet. And from what I saw right here, you are capable.”

“And what is the job?” Ryder asked.

Morton folded his hands together. Everett looked over the thick coat of dark hair that spread across them. They were the hairiest hands he had ever seen.

“An Elition man has gone rogue and run off into Greenwood, where he is killing people. I need you to go after him.”

“You want us to chase down an Elition who’s decided he rather likes killing for sport?” Ryder said with obvious disbelief.

“You will need to do a bit more than chase him,” Morton told him. “I need you to capture him.”

Ryder laughed. “You are out of your mind.”

Everett contemplated the request. Morton was not Elition. The copious coat of hair on his hands was evidence enough of that. Not much was known about Elitions, but oddly enough they were known to be an especially unhairy people. A few of the guys in Everett’s old mercenary group had claimed that besides their brows, lashes, and heads, Elitions didn’t have hair anywhere. Everett had no way of confirming that, as he had not seen one up close enough. And he didn’t think they would react kindly to his request to roll up their sleeves so he could check.

Whether the dinnertime gossip was true or not, Elitions certainly did not have as much hair as Morton. Besides, their king would send some of their own to track down an Elition gone berserk, not hire a bunch of human mercenaries to do the job. If not the Elitions, then who? Everett could think of only one other group, and he didn’t much like the idea of working for them.

“Who are you?” Everett asked.

Morton leaned back in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Are you Selpe?”

He was, after all, asking them to run off into Selpe territory. And not just any Selpe territory. Greenwood, the home of Lord Adrian, the Selpe Empire’s most powerful territory ruler. Maybe, Morton was even working for Lord Adrian directly to get rid of the Elition who had decided to set off on a killing spree through his lands. That did lead to the question of why they wanted the Elition alive. There were just too many questions.

“Does it matter?” Morton asked, taking another sip from his glass. “You are mercenaries, and only care about getting paid, right?”

Ryder leaned over to whisper into Everett’s ear, “He has a point, man. And twenty thousand Crowns is a lot of money.”

Everett looked at Morton, keeping his face blank. “We want twenty-five thousand.”

“The offer was for twenty.”

“You want us to take down an Elition killing machine. I doubt you’ve got many offers on the table. We’ll do it for twenty-five thousand Crowns and not a single Crest less.”

Morton looked up over his shoulder at his companion before heaving a heavy sigh. “Very well. Twenty-five thousand Crowns. To be paid upon delivery. But only if you bring him in alive. Otherwise, it’s just twenty.”

Everett reached out to shake Morton’s hand, which was very sweaty. “Tell us more about what this Elition looks like and where to find him. Greenwood is too general. It’s big enough to be its own continent.”

“You are looking for a man who is tall yet slender, almost feminine if not for the muscle tightly coiled on his bones. He has black hair with a blue undertone and it is streaked with strands of gold. His eyes are a brilliant turquoise speckled with tiny spots of amber, and his skin is the color of creamed coffee. He is fifty-six years old, but like the rest of them, he looks no older than twenty. From what we know, he only passed into Greenwood a few days ago, but he is keeping close to the Elition border. He’s also been sighted in the nearby Selpe territory of Meadows. I suggest you start with Crossroads. It’s an inn in Meadows right at the border to Elitia. A lot of people travel through there from both sides, so they might know something.” He slid a map over. “I’ve marked the inn for you here.”

Everett glanced over the map, then slid it across to Ryder, who took a peek of his own before rolling it up.

“When you have finished the job, you can leave a note with the bartender here, and he’ll get word to me.”

With that said, Morton pushed back his stool and strode out of the bar, the non-Elition keeping close to him.

Ryder turned to Everett and released a nervous chuckle. “A bloodthirsty Elition, huh? What a job.”

“We’re going to need more men,” Everett said, standing. “Call in the whole gang.”
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BESIDES EVERETT AND Ryder, the Wayward Bullets consisted of ten eager young men interested in earning a honest living in the mercenary trade. Everett and Ryder were not only the founding members; at the age of twenty-five, they were also the veterans of the group. The youngest of the other men was seventeen, the oldest not much older at nineteen. Everett and Ryder had recruited them off the streets of Hope and a few other smaller Rev cities, training them until they were a fighting force that—if not formidable—could at least hold their own against most foes. But they were not equipped to handle an Elition. Everett was not fooling himself about that.

As he stepped up to the front door of Crossroads, he tried to justify his doubts away by reminding himself that had he and Ryder not recruited them, half of them would have been dead already and the other half fighting for their lives as members of the city gangs. It’s not like he had recruited from the gainfully employed of the Rev islands. Beside Everett, Ryder was muttering to himself, probably going through the same string of justifications. One look at him told Everett that he didn’t buy the argument either.

“Ok,” Everett said.

“Ok,” replied Ryder, and he opened the door.

Everett didn’t make it even one step into the inn before he had to duck to avoid a plate spinning toward his head. All around him, men and women were engaged in an all-out brawl. Forget bar fight—this was war. Rather than guns and blades, they threw, hit, and smashed dishes at one another. Some had taken up knives, forks, and even spoons, brandishing them as weapons. Others were kicking and punching with their bare fists, attacking anyone and everyone within reach. There did not appear to be sides to this conflict—or any sense to it whatsoever. The people were fighting just to fight, their eyes inflamed with inhuman rage.

Everett looked at Ryder, who sighed before he drew his gun and fired off a shot. The crack dissolved into the cacophony of crashing dishes and screaming voices. No one appeared to even notice.

“You’ll need to do better than that,” Everett told him.

Ryder grabbed a bigger gun, something the band had stolen from a Selpe military supplies depot, and fired a few shots at the mirror behind the bar. The glass shattered and poured down like a diamond waterfall, crashing with enough noise to wake the dead. The brawling zombies did not even pause to sneeze.

“Oh, come on,” Ryder growled, looking out over the fightscape. “How many tranquilizers did we pack?” he asked Everett.

Since Morton’s contract awarded them an extra five thousand to bring the Elition in alive, they had packed a whole lot of tranquilizer ammunition.

Everett considered the crowd of two dozen raging lunatics. “Not enough. And we were saving them for the Elition.”

“Well, unless we do something, we’ll never get any information out of these people that will help us find the Elition.”

He had a point. Everett passed around a box of darts, then loaded up his own tranquilizer gun.

“Start with the aggressive ones,” he told them, which generated a few snorts from his men.

A single shot from each of them dropped half the herd into a half-conscious stupor. At which point, the remaining brawlers stopped and blinked a few times at the carpet of sleepy bodies lining the floor all around them. Rage melted to shock on their faces.

“It looks like we brought them to their senses,” Ryder said.

Everett nodded. Too bad it had cost them an eighth of their tranquilizer darts. Drugs cost a lot more than bullets. But as Ryder had pointed out, they needed information, not a room full of dead bodies.

Everett sauntered up to a woman with fat rosy cheeks and flour dusted on her apron—the very picture of a rustic inn owner. She brushed her hand back across her hair, trying to smooth down her misshapen bun.

“What happened?” she asked, gingerly touching her head. There was a sizable bump there peeking out from her hair.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Everett replied, holding out a chair for her to sit.

She gave him an appreciative nod, then plopped down on the seat.
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AS THANKS FOR breaking up the fight and convincing the former zombies to clean up the mess, the matron gave the Wayward Bullets free dinner and lodging for the night. While they ate, she rattled off everything she could remember about the fight. According to her, everyone in the bar had suddenly and simultaneously started to attack one another. When Ryder pointed out that just did not make sense, people from the nearby tables chimed in to say that’s how it was. No one could say what happened after that. They remembered nothing beyond pure anger and an overwhelming urge to hit anyone within reach. It was the most bizarre thing Everett had ever heard.

“Do you recall the time leading up to the fight?” Everett asked. “Perhaps, there was something out of place?”

“It was like any other Friday,” she said. “Fridays we always serve a fried chicken special ’cause the treasure hunters come on Fridays and they like to eat something filling the night before.”

“Before what?” Ryder asked.

The matron looked confused. “Before the hunt begins, of course.”

A look around the inn told him the Wayward Bullets were the only ones there who had no idea what she was talking about.

“Bands of treasure hunters stop here before heading off into the Elition Wilderness,” a man at a neighboring table explained. “There’s a lot of old Xenen tech that fell out of the sky over the Wilderness then got stuck due to tech not working there. That stuff’s worth a lot of money, you know.”

Everett knew. Just as he knew the Elitions didn’t tolerate trespassers. It was one kind of stupid to chase after an Elition in Selpe territory. It took a whole other sort of nut job to step foot on their land—and a man with a death wish to even contemplate stealing on their lands.

“Friday’s the night folks moonlighting as weekend treasure hunters stop off here before heading into the Wilderness. It’s still early now, so the real crowd’s yet to come. We got lucky this didn’t happen a few hours later,” the matron said, her eyes drifting off toward the door.

“Besides the fried chicken, is there anything else? Something out of the ordinary?” Everett asked.

She pressed her lips together, then said, “Well, there was someone here… But it’s probably nothing.”

Ryder asked the same thing Everett had been thinking. “This ‘nothing’ didn’t happen to be Elition, did he?”

Her eyes widened. “How did you know?”

“Everything about this fight tonight sounds unnatural, kind of like it was caused by some sort of magic.”

Everett made an effort not to snort. He wasn’t sure he believed in magic, but no one could deny that Elitions were something other than human and that strange things happened when they were around.

The matron leaned forward and chopped out in low, gruff tones, “What are you doing, trying to kill my business? The last thing I need is for this to be known as the haunted inn.”

“You are within spitting distance of the Wilderness. Surely, you get an Elition guest every now and again,” Everett pointed out.

“Occasionally. But they keep to themselves and don’t cause trouble.”

“Except tonight. Tell us about your Elition guest. Is he still here?” Ryder asked, his eyes panning across the room.

“No. He hurried off just before the fight began.”

“Did you get a good look at him?” Everett asked.

“Good enough.”

“Let me guess. Tall. Black and gold hair. Green eyes.”

She frowned. “No, actually. He was just a boy, no older than twelve or thirteen. I couldn’t see his hair since he was wearing a hood, but I got a good look at his eyes. Black as death itself and…I know this sounds impossible…they almost looked like they burned with some inner fire. He was a quiet sort, but there was just something frightening about those eyes.”

Everett looked at Ryder.

“I’ve heard some Elitions can change their appearance,” Ryder said with a slow shrug of his shoulders.

Everett didn’t think they were dealing with the same guy. Everything they knew about their mark—which was, admittedly, very little—suggested he was on a killing spree, not a quest to ignite bar fights. The Elition who had sat in the inn tonight sounded like just a scared kid. Maybe he had caused the fight, but if Everett’s gut was right, he hadn’t done it on purpose.

But that did not mean no one in Crossroads could direct them to the other Elition. Everett stood up and clunked his mug on the table a few times to get everyone’s attention.

“We’re looking for information on a recent string of killings in western Greenwood. A fresh round of drinks for anyone who can provide us with anything of use.”

He could have offered money, but it was a Friday night after all, and from the line at the bar, it didn’t appear anyone in the inn had an aversion to drinking. Besides, the matron could not complain about their badgering her guests if she profited from the ordeal.

“I have something,” a man said as he stood. “This afternoon, I went through Smokescreen, where the town’s mayor was killed just hours before. I overheard the police saying it looked like the work of that new serial killer murdering his way through Greenwood. They said he was very methodical about it, hitting every town along the border.”

“What’s the next town south from Smokescreen?” Everett asked the matron.

“A town on the border of Elitia, Greenwood, and Meadows. Named Scimitar,” she answered.

What an aptly named spot for a clash of blades. Everett stood.

“A round of drinks all around, thanks to your helpful friend there,” he declared, then sat down to a chorus of cheers.

“The Greenwood border is a day or two’s hike from here,” Ryder said. “What if the Elition is gone before we get there?”

Everett took a sip, not voicing his answer to that. The Elition’s slaughtering of townsfolk would slow him down. Everett tried not to think about those victims. They were Selpe, after all, and Revs weren’t supposed to care about Selpes.
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IT RAINED FOR two days straight. The Wayward Bullets hiked under misty, drizzling skies; they were bombarded by the merciless hammering of heavy showers; and they trudged through mud as thick as Natalie Black’s famous apple tart batter. In short, they were tired, cranky, and just downright miserable. Though they were making progress toward Scimitar, at least.

Ryder had packed dozens of plastic food containers. They were space hogs in their packs, but they at least ensured the sandwiches stayed dry. There was nothing to eat but tree bark, moss, and a few squirrels too fast to kill in those parts, so Everett’s sandwiches were a lifesaver. And they were nearly as legendary as his mother’s apple tarts.

“What is in this?” their youngest member, named Grant, asked as he sniffed one of the sandwiches.

“I don’t think we want to know,” Ryder told him, then chomped down on his own sandwich.

Their mouths full, the others snickered.

“You know it has to be something unnatural because they keep for weeks,” Ryder continued. “But Everett’s sandwiches haven’t killed me yet.”

Grant looked at the sandwich, uncertain and uneasy.

“If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it,” Ryder said, holding out his hand.

Grant promptly stuffed the sandwich into his mouth.

Everett said nothing. They always liked to poke fun at his sandwiches, but the truth of the matter was, those ‘unnatural’ meals had kept them from starving many times before. And they actually didn’t taste all that bad.

He came out of his own thoughts to find Ryder standing beside the fire, the men hanging on his every word.

“…and they say Lord Vencent fainted when he saw the wine bottles.”

Everett knew the story. He should. It was his. He had been fourteen at the time, old enough to have developed a healthy hardheaded hatred of the Selpe Empire. This adolescent rage, combined with an equally adolescent boredom, had led him to ‘Operation: Selpe Destruct’. It made Everett want to bury his head in a very deep pit of sand, but the club’s name had been his own idea, born from a juvenile mind. He had not taken well to the ‘enlightenment’ of Liam and Natalie Black. He believed Selpes should be punished, not be sold overpriced wine. The other members of Operation: Selpe Destruct had been boys with an overabundance of time and anger, yet far too little sense. They had met in Everett’s parents’ underground wine storage cellars, for goodness sake. They had been a sight to see: teenage boys seated on wooden barrels sipping overpriced wine while plotting the demise of the Selpe Empire. It was a vision so romantic that it could not help but to promptly fizzle out and die.

The central premise of the club was the Score Board, where they competed with one another by trying to pull off the best prank on the Selpes. One day, Everett had thought of the perfect one. Lord Vencent Lapis was one of those overinflated aristocrats his parents were preying upon, selling them insanely priced wine under the Black Currant Ridge label. Lord Vencent loved all things fine and wine so much, in fact, that in place of a basement he had built a spiraling stone staircase which twisted down level upon level underground. Wine bottles lined the walls on the way down, and an exit from the staircase at each of the ten underground levels led to entire caverns of bottles, everything as meticulously organized as a library. Lord Vencent loved order almost as much as he loved wine. And that was the key. Everett had snuck his way into the wine library before Vencent’s grounds locked down for the night, and was ready and waiting to sneak out when they opened again in the early light of dawn. The seven hours in between he had spent reordering large sections of the wine library. Reportedly, Lord Vencent had fainted the next time he descended the stairs to peruse his vast collection. For a long while, Everett had considered the prank his finest hour. Of course, he had been a fool and a child, shortcomings that were swiftly washed away upon introduction to the real world.

“But that’s not the best part. That came when Everett got home. He had escaped Lord Vencent’s estate, but not his mother’s wrath at him staying out all night. He was grounded for a month,” Ryder laughed.

The men joined in. Ryder was a practiced storyteller, not to mention a complete glutton for the spotlight. He could tell tales all night—as long as he was telling other people’s stories.

“Very amusing, Ryder,” Everett said with a sugar-coated smile. “Maybe they’d like to hear now about that time you ended up naked on the roof of the Haze Maze building in Hope.”

Ryder’s face burned a shade of crimson vibrant enough to compete with any Elition’s exotically-shaded locks. “Uh…perhaps another time. I have a better idea. How about a good ghost story?”

The men voiced their assent, and Ryder passed around another round of sandwiches. As he took a seat on the empty log, flames from the fire cracked and swayed, casting a web of eerie shadows upon his face. He cleared his throat and began.
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THIS IS THE tale of Sam Mutton. Sam was a treasure hunter, not much different than the men who frequent Crossroads. But Sam did not hunt for Xenen scrap metal; he hunted for Elition treasures. He had raided five Elition ruins in the wild kingdom of Pegasus and made quite a nice profit for himself. Since he had managed all this without ever running into a single Elition, he believed himself to be the luckiest thief in the whole world. And he decided to test that luck with the riskiest excursion he’d made into Elitia yet.

The first five raids had been nothing more than quick excursions into Pegasus, but he was planning something much, much bigger. The Black Ruins were deep inside the Elition Wilderness, past Pegasus to the kingdom of Sienna. Once a great kingdom, the Siennans had quarreled with the rest of Elitia and abandoned their lands to move across the ocean. Though Elitia and the Siennans both claimed it had been a peaceful split, some told another story—one of spilled blood and mass death. These ‘believers’ also claimed that the spirits of the fallen Siennans had risen again as vengeful spirits that haunted the remains of their most precious site, what we today know as the Black Ruins.

Now, Sam was a practical man with no patience for fanciful ghost stories. Things he could not see, could not hurt him, he attested as he set out on his journey. And he trusted his luck to see him past any threat he could see. So with confidence, he set out for the Elition border, where he was sure he could hire a guide.

But no one would take a job into the Wilderness, let alone to the haunted Black Ruins. Sam brushed their warnings aside.

Nonsense, he thought. There is no such thing as ghosts. They are all cowards and fools.

He set off into Elitia alone. He had never needed a guide before, so he would manage now, he told himself. The trip to the Black Ruins was many times longer than any excursion he had taken into Elitia before, but he knew it would work out. Of course, it would.

He made it two days before he was completely and irrevocably lost.

The Wilderness seemed to have a life of its own. Promising paths ended in abrupt drop offs. Streams fed into caves—or, worse yet, roaring rapids and plunging waterfalls. The weather grew hotter and stickier every day Sam trudged along, and his food stores were diminishing. He had been wandering for over two weeks and had just about given up hope of ever seeing home again, when he came across an old man sitting before a campfire.

The man wore worn—yet not torn—clothes, and he was roasting a pair of rabbits over the fire. As he watched the meat sizzle, Sam’s mouth watered. The last thing he’d eaten was a pack of stale crackers that morning.

“Come out now where I can see you,” the old man said, his eyes still fixed on the fire.

Sam stepped out from behind the tree, coming into the light. He was not afraid. The man was too old to be a threat.

“What do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on people like that?” the old man’s voice croaked. He turned toward Sam. “Answer me, boy.”

Sam was thirty-seven years old and no boy by any account. But he really did want a taste of that rabbit, so he bore the insult.

“I did not mean to sneak, sir. You see, I’m lost, and I haven’t had a decent meal in days,” he added, eyeing the roasting rabbit with copious, covetous drooling.

The old man looked him over, his wrinkled face blank. “Yes, I could hear your stomach rumbling. Well, then, come closer, boy. I would hate for this meat to go to waste.”

Sam didn’t need to be told twice. He sat down on the log beside the old man, who handed him one of the rabbits. Sam tore into it, hardly feeling it when the hot meat burned his fingers and tongue. All the while, the old man watched him, saying not a word. When Sam was finished with one rabbit, the old man handed him the other. Sam finished it almost as quickly, then licked his fingers clean.

“Now that you’ve eaten, perhaps you can tell me what it is you’re doing all the way out here,” the old man said. It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. He fully expected Sam to answer, and Sam didn’t see any reason not to.

“I’m headed for the Black Ruins,” he said.

“Ah, a raider.”

Sam didn’t deny it. Only the Elitions would disapprove of stealing from the Black Ruins, and the old man wasn’t about to tell them. They would kill him for trespassing.

“The Black Ruins are protected,” the old man said.

“Yes, I know about the traps.” Sam tapped his bag. “I brought things to deal with them.”

“I wasn’t talking about the traps. I was talking about the spirits.”

Only the fact that the old man had shared his dinner with him kept Sam from laughing in his face. But something must have shown on his face, for the old man frowned.

“You aren’t a believer.”

“No, I’m not.”

The old man actually sighed. “That will change.”

No, it really won’t, Sam thought, but again he said nothing.

“Foolish boy,” the old man said, shaking his head. “Well, if you insist on going, you should know that the usual trail to the Black Ruins is blocked by fallen trees from last month’s storm.”

“Usual trail?”

“Try the northeast trail instead. You’ll only lose a few hours but still make it to the ruins within two days.”

“Two days? I’m that close?” Sam asked him.

When the old man frowned, the wrinkles on his chin scrunched together. “You don’t have any clue of where you are, do you, son?”

“I might be just a tad turned around,” Sam admitted.

“You should have hired a guide.”

It’s not like Sam hadn’t tried. They’d all been too scared. He wondered if any of them had even ever step foot inside the Wilderness. Probably not. But the old man… He didn’t look like much, but he seemed to know his way around the area. And Sam wouldn’t starve with him around.

“I’ll pay you a thousand Crowns to lead me to the Black Ruins,” Sam offered. He would make at least ten times that off the treasure he’d find there.

The old man stared at him for a minute before he said, “You are very stubborn.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I rather consider it a virtue. Now, will you guide me to the Black Ruins or not?”

“I will get you to the Black Ruins. But I can’t guarantee you will like what you find there.”

Sam just nodded his head, hope bubbling up inside of him. He slept that night dreaming of treasures and trinkets. His pleasant dreams were cut short when the old man woke him before dawn the next morning. As they followed twisting overgrown trails, Sam tried to memorize the path, but everything looked the same. He could not distinguish one generic brown tree from another, and he wasn’t sure how his guide could either. But the old man moved with unwavering confidence, setting a pace no one his age should have been able to keep. It was exhausted and sore that Sam stood atop a ridge late in the afternoon two days later, staring down upon the Black Ruins.

They descended a dusty slope of slippery pebbles, following it until they were standing amidst a graveyard of partially crumbled walls. Sam had read enough about the Black Ruins to know where to look. He walked inside the remains of a tower, then stared down into a hole in the ground.

“The treasury,” he told the old man, testing the staircase. It seemed stable enough. “There are supposed to be many things within, including the Crown of the Prophet, a legendary tiara worn by Sienna’s most famous queen.” He took the steps quickly, careful not to put weight on any of them for too long. “People have searched for it for centuries, but they did not know what I know.” He smiled to himself. “I cross-referenced accounts from dozens of Elition texts, as well as those of the Varenese treasure hunter Yvon Kanjan. Everyone knows Kanjan’s usual stories. They read like adventure tales. But there was a book of lesser known journals only rumored about. Now, I managed to dig up the only extant copy inside some ruins in Pegasus and used those to…”

Sam’s voice trailed off as he saw the old man standing motionless at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes wide.

“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” asked Sam.

“It sounded like music.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Music of the dead.”

Sam only laughed. “It’s just echoes in this tunnel. See? No dead. Not even a single skeleton to be seen.”

He brushed his fingers across a picture of a multi-colored circle painted on the wall, stopping when he felt a subtle sliver in the rock. As soon as he applied a bit of extra pressure, the wall groaned and split open to reveal a small compartment. And in that compartment sat an ornate gold and platinum crown set with enough gemstones to make Sam tired at the thought of carrying it—and gleeful at the thought of selling it.

“Ha! See, I knew it was here!” Sam exclaimed, putting it into his bag.

When he headed back toward the staircase, he found the old man still there, muttering something.

“What’s wrong now?” Sam demanded.

“The music is louder now. And someone’s whispering. You must hear it.”

Sam sighed in exasperation, then stopped. He did hear something, a light jingling on the wind. Straining his ears, he turned in place, trying to figure out where it was coming from. His heart pounded as he followed the eerie tune. He stopped before a closet behind the stairs, then snorted.

“No need to fear, old man. It’s just chimes in the wind,” he called out, tracing a line across the chimes hanging in the open doorway. They jingled with every breath of wind that blew down from above, cutting through the open steps. How long had the chimes been down there?

That took care of the music, and Sam didn’t hear any whispers. The old man was letting his imagination run away with him.

Literally, Sam thought with a frown as he reached the staircase to find the old man not there. The coward must have run off. Sam secured his pack, then ascended the winding staircase. Orange-red light streamed out from the setting sun, bathing the dark walls of the ruins in a sparkling red-black light. Sam turned to look for the old man, then nearly fell backwards into the hole when he saw him pinned to the wall by a set of four arrows—one through his head, one in his chest, and one in each leg. Blood poured out of punctures, dripping into a growing puddle below his feet. Sam looked the arrows over. The old man had triggered some sort of booby trap.

Too bad for him, Sam thought. But at least he wouldn’t have to pay him now.

He carefully walked out of the ruins, keeping his eyes peeled for any traps. Once he was clear, he hurried off back down the trail he had taken, hoping he could remember the way. He hiked until dark, then made a small fire and sat down to rest. He was halfway through his second cracker when a howl called out on the wind. Wolves. They sounded far enough away, but Sam gathered up his things, listening for another howl. It did not come, and after ten minutes, Sam settled back down on the ground.

That was when he heard the chorus of whispers, soft and fast. He shook his head. It was nothing but wind blowing through the leaves. He continued to tell himself that, even as the whispers grew louder. Chimes like in the tunnels sang out, loud as bells. Something whistled through the air, and in the flickering orange light of the fire, Sam saw an arrow fly and land with a thump in the nearest tree. A second arrow landed in the fire, and it went out. It was a new moon that night, and without the light from the fire, Sam could see nothing but the blackness of the thick forest. He froze, wondering if he should try to relight the fire or make a run for it in the dark.

The whispers grew louder, chanting ‘thief’ and ‘defiler’. Sam hugged his bag, wiping his hands on it as sweat dripped down his arms. Twigs crunched just steps from him. He shuffled around, seeing nothing. He collided with something, throwing him back as the fire blazed up with flames twice as high as before. That was when Sam saw him. The old man.

“You took something that doesn’t belong to you,” the dead man growled in a deep, demonic voice.

Blood still dripped from the arrows lodged into him, splattering Sam with crimson drops. He clawed his way backward like a cornered crab. The man who should have been dead followed with heavy steps. Two arrows shot out of the shadows, pinning Sam’s hands to the ground. He howled out in pain, watching in wide-eyed horror as the bag holding the crown rose into the air and floated away. Then, the old man turned the full power of his fiery red gaze downward, and Sam screamed.
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“AND THAT WAS the end of Sam Mutton,” Ryder finished.

Silence hung over the campsite, reigning until Everett took a loud chomp out of his sandwich.

“Very scary, Ryder,” he said, pushing back a smile to keep his face neutral.

Ryder must have known he was unmoved by the tale, for he kept his eyes on the younger members of the Wayward Bullets. They had stopped eating and were looking around nervously. Ryder, of course, ate their fear right up.

“Some say the tormented spirit of the murdered old man still wanders the Wilderness, dragging others down to the grave with him. There have even been sightings around the Elition border, where dark magic still has a hold in our world.”

They were so caught up in his words that they didn’t notice him set his hand behind the log and begin to tap his fingernails upon the wood.

“They say his soul is slave to the Elition Wilderness, doomed to forever do its biding.”

The taps sped up, growing steadily louder.

“He comes haunting after dark to kill humans who dare to stray too close to Elitia. And he drags their souls away.”

As Ryder thumped his fist against the log, the men jumped. Two even fell over backwards. Everett burst into laughter, and Ryder joined in.

“That wasn’t funny,” a few of the men grumbled.

“It sure was,” Ryder said, chuckling. “You should have seen your faces. It was absolutely—”

Ryder hopped back as a throwing knife flew at him. Had he not moved, the blade would have gone into his head. Instead, it sailed right past him.

“On your feet!” Everett shouted, drawing his gun. “Get those tranquilizers ready.”

Two more knives flew through the campsite, killing two men before they could stand. Everett looked around, searching for the attacker, but their fire’s light did not penetrate the surrounding trees. Another pair of knives shot out, taking down two more of the men. None of the knives had been thrown from the same spot, which meant their attacker was not standing still. There weren’t many people who could land multiple bullseyes on targets with tiny throwing knives while running through the near darkness of a thickly-wooded forest. Chances were good that they had finally found their Elition target. Or more like their target had found them. And was killing them off faster than they could stand up. Two more of the men went down. Everett had already lost half of his men, and they hadn’t even caught a glimpse of the Elition.

But he had thrown enough knives for Everett to guess his path. He slid his gun into its holster and took up his bow, shooting an arrow into the trees. The Elition’s soundless sprint staggered into stumbling steps long enough for Everett to land a second arrow in him. He rushed into the trees and circled around the Elition, then rammed him hard enough to push him into the light of the campsite, where he could be seen.

The Elition regained his footing and backhanded Everett so hard, he flew across the campsite. Everett rolled as he landed, then jumped up as fast as a broken wrist could allow. Thankfully, it wasn’t his left hand. He was a miserable shot with his right. Everett threw down the bow—he wouldn’t be drawing that anytime soon—and pulled out his tranquilizer gun.

Sometime during Everett’s flight across the campsite, the Elition had taken out another of the men and pulled the two arrows out of his chest. He was fighting off Ryder’s knife, while three of the men unloaded all of their tranquilizers into him from a distance. He roared with rage, but the drugs slowed him down enough for Ryder to land a few strikes. The Elition turned his eyes, smoldering over like burning green acid, on the three men. The guns flew from their hands and landed in the fire. Then, the men flew up and shot toward the trees. Two collided hard against the trunks, then slid down amongst a storm of splintering wood. One fell short and moaned out as he tried—and failed—to stand up again. Before Everett could shout at him to get up, the Elition landed a throwing knife in his hand. He scratched with his other hand against the ground, trying to get away. He didn’t seem to realize his hand was pinned. His confusion did not last long. The Elition threw another knife at him, this one hitting him right between the eyes.

Ryder landed more hits on the Elition with his knife, but the cuts healed together, leaving not even a scar. Even the arrow holes were nothing more than tears in his shirt. He was speeding up again, which meant the drugs were already wearing off. They needed a plan and fast. There were only two of them left standing, and the Elition looked mighty pissed off. Everett moved in closer, trying to trap the Elition between him and Ryder, but he reared around, striking Everett back with a knife that looked like it had been forged in the very depths of hell. It shimmered either green and red, depending on which way the light hit it. Everett had never seen anything like it before.

“Ideas?” he asked Ryder. There was no point in whispering. Everyone knew how well Elitions could hear.

“I’m out of tranquilizers. You?”

Everett drew his tranquilizer gun and shot the Elition twice in the stomach. “Now, I’m out.”

The Elition didn’t even lose a beat. He swiped his knife toward them. They lifted their blades, blocking a blow that nearly threw them off their feet. The Elition’s gold and black hair swung back and forth, and he moved his lips as he hit again and again with tireless, merciless force.

“Hey, fellow, what are you doing out here?” Everett asked him.

Ryder threw him a shocked look that was cut short when he had to dodge a strike designed to take his head off. “What the hell are you doing, Everett?”

“Talking to our friend here.”

“But why?”

The Elition could hit hard and take damage with the calm, calculating mind of a professional killer. He did not delay and did not stop. You would have thought that someone so disciplined would not be prone to the distracting habit of talking to himself. Not unless he was out of his mind. So somewhere in there amidst fighting for his life, Everett had realized that their target was crazy. He had only caught pieces of what the Elition was saying, but it was sufficient to convince him that he was right. Sane people simply did not argue with themselves.

“Can’t kill them… Why not? They’re here to do the same. Or bring us back… We must go back… No, not ever… You know what they will do to us… There is nothing to fear… Kill them…”

Ryder gaped. “He’s off his rocker, this one.”

“Do we have any more tranquilizers?” Everett asked.

“A dozen or two in the bag near the fire. But they don’t do much.”

“Hit him enough times where it hurts, and he’ll go down,” Everett told him, slashing out with his knife.

The Elition did not trip over himself in an attempt to dodge, but he did concentrate his efforts on Everett long enough that Ryder was able to run toward the bag beside the fire. Everett hoped his friend had picked up on the hint to unload their entire stash of tranquilizers all at once into the Elition’s heart. That would surely put him down long enough to…

To do what, Everett? he asked himself. Even if you manage to knock him out and tie him up, the man can catapult people with his mind.

“One problem at a time,” he told his skeptical self, only then remembering that talking to yourself is one of the signs of being crazy. Just like Mr. Multiple Personalities over there.

Everett kept striking at the Elition to keep him busy, taking far more damage than he dealt. His shirt was in shreds, and he was bleeding through what was left of it. He shook himself when his movements slowed, just trying to stay conscious long enough for Ryder to get his chance. He could worry about his bleeding wounds and blurry vision once the Elition was on the ground.

A gun fired, and the Elition whipped around, dragging Everett with him and dumping him on the ground. Crazy, yes, but he wasn’t stupid enough to expose his back to the enemy. Ryder shot him again and again, avoiding a killing shot. Well, a killing shot for an Elition. Most humans would have already been dead. The Elition glared at Ryder’s gun and it jumped forward into his own hand, cutting off the percussion beat of continuous gunfire. He pointed the stolen gun at Ryder. By Everett’s count, there was one bullet left. Not that the telekinesis-wielding demon needed anything so banal to kill them.

Ryder drew two tranquilizer guns, and without so much as a hiccup quickly unloaded their contents into the Elition’s chest. The Elition staggered sideways, but caught himself. Wide-eyed with disbelief, Ryder drew another two tranquilizer guns. His face dissolving away into absolute horror, the Elition stared at Ryder, then the gun in his hand.

“I will not go back,” he growled, as if arguing. “Better to die here than return to that.”

And then the Elition lifted the barrel of the gun to his forehead and shot himself in the head. The fact that he went down instantly proved that Elitions were not immortal after all. Ryder helped Everett to his feet, and then they both just stared down at the dead Elition.

“What now?” Ryder asked.

“I guess we just lost our capture alive bonus.” Everett grabbed his knife and sighed. “Come on. They’ll want proof that he’s dead.”
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“WHAT IS THIS?” Morton growled as Everett dumped the Elition’s head down on the table.

A full body was too big to carry and would have generated far too much attention, so they had opted for the time-honored tradition of just cutting the head off and stuffing it into a bag until they reached the Broken Barstool in Lear. It was nine in the morning, so the bar was empty again. Morton’s burly companion looked completely hung over, and when the head rolled out, he even managed to turn a bit green in the face.

“Your Elition,” Everett told Morton.

“You were supposed to bring him in alive,” he complained, hiding what was surely a sour face under his hood.

“The job might have specified that ‘alive’ was preferred, but ‘dead’ turned out to be necessary.”

“The man was completely unstable,” added Ryder.

“How so?” Morton asked, leaning forward eagerly.

“He kept muttering to himself, arguing with…well, himself. Completely creepy.” Ryder shivered. “Besides the mad part, the man’s a phantom of death. He killed the rest of our team, and nearly killed us too.”

And they would have the scars to remind them of it. They were still wrapped up in enough bandages to teepee even Lord Adrian’s massive estate. Everett’s wrist was broken, and Ryder had a few fractured ribs. Still, when it came down to it, they had been lucky compared to the other ten members of the expedition.

“Now, if you could just pay us, we can finally get out of here,” Everett said.

Morton fidgeted, probably debating if he could figure a way out of paying them. He couldn’t. He had clearly wanted to get the Elition back alive, but that was just too bad. The man had killed himself. And if Morton and his hungover bodyguard thought they could fight their way through him and Ryder, they had another thing coming. They had battled the demon spawn of the Elition Wilderness and lived to tell about it. They could handle a hooded clown and his flunky, even half-dead as they were right now. Morton had come to the same conclusion. He sighed and pushed a bag across the table. Once Ryder had counted the money, Everett put his knife away, and Morton and his bodyguard left the bar.

“So, what are you going to do with your share?” Ryder asked Everett.

The shares of their fallen comrades would go to the friend or family member listed in their signing contracts—or if they had none, into the operating costs for the Wayward Bullets. About half of the men had no benefactor listed, which meant the base would soon be getting some much-needed upgrades. Later. Everett didn’t even want to think about that now.

“I am going to find a secluded vacation spot and spend the next month there while my injuries heal,” Everett replied.

The physical ones anyway. The nightmares would certainly take much longer. As they left the bar, Everett vowed to himself never to get himself mixed up with Elitions again, no matter the reward. There was absolutely nothing human about them.
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IT WAS LATE afternoon, and warm light bathed the grounds of Rosewater, Elitia’s premier school. Isis Fontane walked past tables set with decorative platters of fruit and appetizers, interspersed with carafes of juice and wine. Most days, she wore strictly utilitarian clothes—the sort designed to withstand a fight—but today was not just any other day. It was the day she graduated from Rosewater, and there was no better excuse than that to don something considerably prettier. Today, she wore sky blue trimmed with purple, rather than blacks, browns, and greys. Her crisscrossing sleeveless top exposed her bellybutton and her wide-legged chiffon pants flowed together like a skirt. They were made to sit low on her hips, but she had tied on a fabric strap to cover the unseemly scar above her hipbone. Elitions weren’t supposed to have scars, and she felt quite embarrassed over it.

Isis spotted her friend Ariella standing beside a cheese platter, speaking to Davin. It was unusual for the crown prince of Elitia to attend Rosewater’s yearly graduation ceremony. That was the job of his father, the high king. But Davin was not at Rosewater in an official capacity. He was there because he was close to Isis and Ariella. Two years older and a whole lot more important, Davin was nonetheless their friend.

Isis headed for them, grass tickling her feet through her open sandals. The sweet aroma of blooming roses swirled in the summer air, and the sun shone on her shoulders, warming her skin. She smiled. It was summer. She loved summer.

“Isis,” Ariella said, opening her arms in greeting.

Isis took her friend’s hands and kissed her on the cheek. “You look pretty,” she said.

Ariella’s outfit closely resembled Isis’s but for the color. It was lavender rather than blue, and the trim was a deep royal blue. A smooth pear-shaped opal dangled from the engraved gold band set across her forehead, identifying her as the princess of the Elition kingdom Zephyr. Her silver-blonde hair was braided back from her ears, revealing the matching opal earrings that hung there.

“So do you,” Ariella told her.

Isis flipped her simple gold chain necklace around between her fingers. She had no earrings or gemstones of any kind. And she really adored pretty things.

“You do,” agreed Davin.

He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. When he lingered there, breathing in deeply to inhale her scent, Isis stepped back to snatch a fruit basket from the table. She shoved it between herself and him.

“Strawberry?” she asked.

Davin plucked one from the basket and tossed it into his mouth, stem and all. Isis hoped he didn’t choke on it.

“What is he doing here?” Davin muttered under his breath.

Isis turned to follow his gaze. Beside the next table stood a human man. Isis was not adept at gauging age when it came to humans, but her best guess would have placed him at around fifty. He had straight silver-grey hair, trimmed with careful precision to sit on his shoulders. The perfectly fitted slate grey suit he wore told her he was uncommonly wealthy. The masterfully woven blue and green silk slash draped across his chest, ornamented with a collection of two dozen gem-studded pins and crests, told her he was an uncommonly wealthy Selpe lord. And the pouch around his mid-section told her he was an uncommonly wealthy Selpe lord with a great appreciation for the buffet table. His shoulders were wide and bulky, a vestige of more active days.

“Who is he?” Ariella asked.

“Lord Adrian, ruler of Greenwood,” replied Davin.

“Oh, I’ve heard of him,” she said. “He has the largest territory in the entire Selpe Empire and is supposed to be the Selpes’ richest and most influential lord.”

“Wealth and influence he uses to undermine my father and Elitia,” Davin told them. “Father cannot abide the man. They are always at odds.”

Lord Adrian was speaking to the Elition man beside him. From the way the Elition stood, silently receiving the lord’s chatter as his eyes scanned the surrounding area, he must have been his bodyguard. King River stood behind the next table over, scrutinizing his rival’s every movement. As Isis caught the name ‘Terra Cross’ from Lord Adrian’s wine-stained lips, King River’s entire face twisted as if he had just bitten down on a particularly sour lemon.

Davin was equally unhinged, but he unclenched his fists and set a hand on Isis’s back, leading her forward. “Father has been wanting to meet you, Isis.”

Isis was in no place to stand in the way of the high king’s wishes. That did nothing to alleviate her discomfort at having to walk past Lord Adrian, his calculating eyes tracking their every step. As she turned to face King River, she could have sworn she caught the beginnings of a wink from the Selpe lord.

“Father, allow me to introduce my friend Isis,” Davin said. “The Prophet known as Oracle.”

King River looked her over, his gaze friendlier—but no less intense—than Lord Adrian’s. “So this is the young woman who bested a Triad in single combat,” he said to Isis, a smile spreading across his face.

Abruptly, Lord Adrian stopped talking. From the corner of her eye, Isis watched his eyes return to her. If she had thought his stare intense before, it was positively scorching now. She shifted her weight and tried to ignore him.

“You honor me, Your Majesty.” She offered a bow. “Though surely Davin exaggerated when he told the story. It was merely a school exercise.”

“That makes it no less of an accomplishment,” he told her.

Isis wasn’t sure how to argue with that, so she replied, “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Davin grabbed Isis’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go to the pond.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Isis apologized as she was pulled away.

She ran behind Davin, who was holding tightly to her hand. They passed row after row of flowering roses. White, yellow, pink, red, orange—each one more vibrant and fragrant than the last. Finally, he stopped beside the water lily pond. He had led her away from everyone else at the reception, far enough that they could not be overheard. But they could still be seen. Ariella’s curious eyes stared out across tables and roses.

“Davin, what is it?” Isis asked him.

He kept his eyes forward, turning toward the soft blend of pink and white blossoms atop a watery sheet. Isis sat down on a nearby boulder and tried not to stare too hard at the pond. Like a watercolor painting, its borderless mesh of colors was almost hypnotic. And she had no intention of falling into madness on the day of her own graduation.

“Emperor Selpe is here,” Davin finally said, sitting down beside her.

“Here at Rosewater?”

“Yes. Word of your skill has reached his ears as well.”

“If this is about that Triad incident again—”

“Not just that.” He set his hand on hers. “There were others.”

Isis slipped her hand out from under his and set it on her lap. “I was lucky.”

“It’s not luck. You just want people to think it is.”

That was true too. “Perhaps,” she allowed. “But there’s nothing wrong with that. I have no need to prove myself, nor do I crave recognition and accolades.”

“It’s a bit too late for that now. The Selpes have their eyes on you,” Davin told her.

Fabulous. Just fabulous. “What do they want?”

“All sorts of things, but we had best not mention any of that. Not on a day meant for celebration,” he said. “I headed the problem off, though, by praising you to Ambrose Selpe.”

Isis frowned at him. “This is your idea of helping?”

His face turned serious. “Yes. Ambrose Selpe is preferable to Lord Adrian.”

“You should have let me be the judge of that.”

“Trust me, Isis. I have been around the Selpes long enough to pick out the good from the bad.”

Davin had been hanging around the Selpes a lot—too much, in her opinion—but she could not deny that he understood them. “So what does the emperor of the Selpes want of me?” she asked.

“His son Hayden needs a new bodyguard.”

“I am no bodyguard,” stated Isis. Not like Silas Thorn, the emperor’s bodyguard. The Elition giant looked positively lethal. Isis, on the other hand, looked soft. Her appearance would not deter anyone from attacking. Even she could admit that.

“You have the training and then some. Didn’t the instructors of Rosewater want to turn you into an assassin?”

Isis repressed a shiver. “A preposterous notion that I cleared them of. I don’t know what they were thinking, trying to mold a Prophet into a killer. It’s like the whole reality of Prophetic Whiplash completely slipped their minds.”

“Perhaps they believed you to be immune to Prophetic Whiplash,” suggested Davin.

“I go crazy from the wrong blend of tea, Davin. Killing someone would rip all semblance of sanity from my mind.”

“You’re stronger than you think.”

“And now the Selpes think so too.” With her exposed big toe, she nudged a rock into the pond. “I don’t want to go, Davin.”

“My father wants you to go.”

Her chest tightened. “Why?”

“Ambrose Selpe’s sons are half-Elition.”

Isis nearly fell into the lake herself. “What?” she gasped.

“Their mother was an Elition princess.”

“Which one?”

“Does it matter? Father wants the boys protected. From the rest of the Selpes as much as from others.”

“Do the Selpes know?”

“That the boys’ mother was Elition? No,” he said. “And it needs to stay that way.”

Isis pushed off the boulder to stand, then began to pace at the pebbly edge of the pond. Cool water spilled through the gaps in her sandals, washing out the other side. Isis didn’t mind. It was hot today.

“Hayden lives most of the year in Cerulean. That’s not far from Laelia. You could cover the distance in a few hours by foot,” Davin said.

Isis offered a soft snort in response. She doubted the job as bodyguard of the heir to the Selpe throne would allow her much free time.

“You could still say no,” he told her.

“We both know that’s not really true.”

“Elitia will be close,” he said again with a squeeze of her shoulder.

Isis sighed.

“I will be close. I will come see you,” Davin added. He brushed his cheek past hers and lowered his lips to her ear, whispering, “You will not start until August. We can spend some time together now.” He traced his hand down her arm.

Isis jolted back, but his fingers closed around her wrist, holding her in place. Infatuation burned in his eyes as he leaned in to kiss her. She broke his hold and sidestepped, pushing him into the pond. Lily pads swayed as Davin staggered out, dripping streams of water from his drenched limbs. Isis did not wait. She turned and headed back to the reception.

“I am the prince of Elitia,” he growled, catching up to her. His sandals squelched with every step.

“Well, now you’re the wet prince of Elitia,” she told him.

“Isis—”

“No. Just stop,” she said, circling around the other side of the fruit table.

“But—” Davin began, trying to follow.

King River extended his arm to block him. “Davin, leave her be.”

“Father, I don’t see how this is any of your—”

“Enough!” he warned. “You are making a fool of yourself. As you just said, you are the prince of Elitia. Now start acting like him. We have business to attend to.”

The sight of Emperor Selpe, with one of his sons on each side, along with Silas Thorn looming over them all, seemed to sober Davin up. He followed his father toward them, his expression now controlled.

Isis passed a Diamond Edge soldier, who was hitting on one of her female classmates, and stopped at the next table. Ariella was hiding behind a cake tower, eating a breadstick. The breadstick basket was four tables down the row.

“What are you doing hiding back here?” Isis asked her.

Ariella grabbed her hand and tugged her behind the cake. “Avoiding that Diamond Edge.”

“Was he flirting with you?” Isis teased. She pressed her lips together, holding in the laughter.

“He is flirting with every Elition girl at the party!” she said. “Who even invited him?”

“The Diamond Edges are here with Lord Adrian, I believe.”

“And who invited him?”

Isis shrugged. “Maybe he invited himself.”

“I noticed he has an Elition bodyguard.”

“Yeah.”

“I hear all the important Selpe lords have Elition bodyguards nowadays. It’s the new trend,” Ariella said.

“Apparently,” Isis sulked.

Ariella wrapped an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m to be Hayden Selpe’s new trend.”

“His bodyguard?”

“Yes.”

Ariella’s eyes widened. “Bodyguard to the Selpe heir. Wow. That’s prestigious. How did you manage that?”

“I didn’t manage anything,” replied Isis. “It was Davin.”

“You don’t sound very happy with him.”

“No.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” Isis said. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me what your job is to be.”

Ariella stood taller. “I am King River’s new aide.”

Isis knew that was the job Ariella had been hoping for. But then so had nearly every other person in their class. The line was so long that the interviews had lasted days.

“Want to trade?” Isis asked her.

Ariella shook her head.

“Then, congratulations. You must have really impressed him.”

The smile wilted from Ariella’s lips.

“What’s wrong?”

“It was my parents.”

“They got you the job?” Isis asked.

“They deny it, but I saw them walking into the palace at Laelia just after my interview.”

“A coincidence?” suggested Isis.

Ariella’s frown deepened. “I had the last interview spot that day. It was past sunset when I finished. Tell me what business my parents had in Laelia after dark.”

“I don’t know.”

“They were going in to see King River,” said Ariella. “I don’t know how they bribed him, but they did. I didn’t get this job because of me. I got it because of their meddling.”

“Whether or not that’s true, you still deserve it.”

Ariella offered a half-smile. “Thanks.”

“So when do you need to start?”

“In two weeks,” said Ariella.

“I have the next three months off.”

“So, what are you going to do with all that free time?”

Isis grinned. “We are going to spend the next two weeks having fun.”

“Should I be worried about the devious look on your face?” Ariella asked.

“Yes.”

“Where do you want to go then?”

“I was thinking of a trek across the Tundra. We could track down the castle that’s supposed to be buried out there.”

“Buried under ice maybe. The Tundra is cold.”

“It’s summer,” Isis pointed out.

“It’s never summer on the Tundra. It’s just one big perpetual ice block.”

“We will wear warm clothes. Come on, Ariella. It will be fun.”

“Hiking across the Tundra may be your idea of fun, but it’s not mine. How about someplace warmer? Like Wellspring,” Ariella suggested.

“Isn’t that a Selpe town?”

“Yes, in the territory of Emeraldmere. I heard that Diamond Edge talking about it. It’s a resort right between the three lakes. They have warm pools and cool pools, hot pools and cold pools. They have saunas and spas and springs and beaches and exotic food.”

“I’ve had Selpe food. I wouldn’t call it exotic,” said Isis.

“Apparently, it’s different at Wellspring. In fact, the entire territory of Emeraldmere is one big party spot.”

“And you want to go?” Isis asked.

“After years of studying, I could use a party. I want my break to be a break. No hiking across frozen wastelands. No scavenging for food or making camp in the mud. And no fighting off bandits. Weapons are not allowed inside Wellspring. People go there to relax. You could use a bit of relaxation yourself.” Ariella smiled at her. “You know I’m right.”

“You are right,” admitted Isis. She could always head off to the Tundra afterwards. “Ok. We’ll try out Wellspring.”

“And who knows? Maybe we’ll find you a nice Selpe man while we’re there,” Ariella teased.

Or at least Isis thought her friend was teasing. She glowered at her anyway for good measure.
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WELLSPRING WAS FAR more tranquil than Isis had expected from a Selpe resort. Apparently, even the high-strung professional politicians and killers of the world needed a quiet sanctuary where they could unwind.

The resort had no streets or roaring vehicles. White-gold stone paths filled the narrow gaps between the pools, the grassy fields and flowerbeds, the huts that held the array of spa services, and the houses where the resort’s guests slept. Wellspring was not Elition—the ubiquitous use of technology made that clear—but it was not entirely Selpe either. It was a sort of crossroads between the two, so it did not surprise Isis that its guests were a mix of both as well.

She had only been outside of Elitia a handful of times in her life, but she knew an Elition was an uncommon sight in most of the human world. Most humans went a lifetime without ever laying eyes on one, yet Isis had counted twenty-six Elitions since arriving at Wellspring. She had counted even more Diamond Edges.

“Where are you two from?” one of them asked Isis and Ariella as he stepped into their tub.

“Elitia,” said Isis, looking around for a new seat.

But the tub was small and this Diamond Edge—and his five friends that had followed him in—took up a lot of space. Especially with their arms spread wide to show off the muscles in their bare chests, each tattooed with a symbol of a sparkling dagger. The only available spot besides her own was on one of the soldiers’ laps, and that was no better.

“Where in Elitia?” he pressed on, his green eyes panning down her bikini top.

“Death Marsh,” she told him.

“Sounds lovely,” replied Green Eyes with a grin.

“That’s not even a real place,” one of the others laughed at him. “She’s pulling your leg.”

He was right. It was not a real place. But the Diamond Edges didn’t get the hint.

“You’re a real tease, aren’t you?” Green Eyes said to Isis, reaching toward her.

She caught him by the arm and held him back. “Have I given you any indication that I want you to touch me?”

He shrugged, unconcerned by her hold. “You’re here.”

The answer was so absurd that she wasn’t even sure how to begin to argue with it.

“My friend can dislocate both of your shoulders in under a second,” she warned the two men on either side of Ariella.

They looked at Ariella, who smiled and nodded. Proving they were smarter than they looked, they opted to scoot away from her. Still pushing against Isis’s hold, Green Eyes was exhibiting no such wisdom.

“Whereas I prefer to break bones,” she said, glaring at him.

“I’d believe it. Your friend is as willowy as a model. You, however,” he said, looking her over. “You are built with strength.” He licked his lips. “I enjoy strong women.”

Isis was torn between breaking his arm and throwing up on him. She really didn’t want to do either on what was supposed to be a relaxing break.

“Hey, hotshot, why don’t you get out of that tub before she breaks something you’ll need,” declared a deep voice.

Isis turned around to find a man standing beside the tub. Like the Diamond Edges, he wore a pair of swimming trunks and a silver necklace that held his room key, but he was no more a soldier than she was. Whereas the Diamond Edges wore short hair, this man had long, luscious black hair that fell over his shoulders. His eyes were hazel speckled with gold. There was a hint of Elition in him, Isis realized. That alone made her relax.

“I saw her first. Go get your own girl,” said Green Eyes.

“She is already mine.”

“Funny, I don’t see your name on her.”

The Diamond Edges snickered as Ariella muttered, “Idiot.” Relaxing resort trip or not, Isis had just resolved to break the soldier’s arm when the part-Elition man spoke again.

“You Diamond Edges enjoy the power that comes with your position. You have become accustomed to living with this power. You think you’re always in control of every situation.”

“Because we are,” laughed Green Eyes. “So what is the point of your chatter?”

“The point is,” he said. “That you only think you’re always in control. You lost this one before it even began.”

“And why is that?” Green Eyes asked, smirking.

“Firstly, because you obviously can’t read when a woman is interested, as this one clearly isn’t. You might want to work on that. Elitions can do a lot more than break bones.”

The Diamond Edges continued to snicker.

“And secondly, because I know your boss.”

The snickers died out.

“You? You can’t possibly,” Green Eyes said, but he scooted away from Isis.

“I do,” asserted the part-Elition. “Aaron and I have been friends since long before he led the Diamond Edges.”

The soldiers exchanged worried looks with one another, then scurried out of the tub and down the path like their tails were on fire. The part-Elition set his towel on a nearby lounge chair and stepped into the tub beside Isis.

“Thank you for chasing them off,” she told him.

“They should be thanking me, not you. Had I not chased them off, the encounter would have gone considerably worse for them,” he replied, arching back to dip his hair into the water.

Ariella looked over the ridgeline of his torso at Isis and raised a suggestive brow. The man was well-built—as though his body had been born like that, not sculpted by countless repetitions of those lifting exercises men seemed to be so fond of—but that was beside the point.

“How do you know?” she asked him.

He straightened back up, his hair dripping water. “If you can handle a Triad, I have no doubt you can handle six drunk Diamond Edges.”

Isis moved back. “You know about that? Who are you? Really?”

“Ethan Frostwater.” He offered her a bow, and his nose brushed against the water. “Former member of the Selpe Intelligence Network, now working as the head of Hayden Selpe’s security at his estate in Cerulean.”

“Cerulean?” she repeated stupidly.

Ethan smiled. “And you are Isis Fontane. Soon to be the prince’s new bodyguard.” He took up her hand and kissed it.

Isis blushed. “How did you know?”

“I recognized you from the picture in the file I received last week. It says you will be starting in August?”

“Yes.” Across the tub, Ariella caught Isis’s eye and nodded toward Ethan, so she added, “So, you will be my boss then?”

Ariella dropped her head to her palms.

“No, you will report directly to Hayden. Your job is to make sure he is safe. Mine is to make sure Cerulean is safe.” He smiled. His teeth were so white they were almost blinding. “But we will be seeing a lot of each other.”

“I’d like that,” she said. “I mean, it will be good to know someone there.”

“Yes,” he agreed, his warm eyes holding her gaze. “It will. Especially, an Elition someone.”

“You are not entirely human yourself,” she said.

He grinned, flashing those sparkling teeth again. “You noticed, did you?”

“It’s usually the eyes that give people away.”

“I see. So you have had a lot of experience dealing with half-Elition men.”

“Not really,” she admitted, looking at her hands.

“Then I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he said, motioning her forward. “We’re basically the same as any other man,” he whispered into her ear.

This information was as helpful as a winter coat in summer. The truth of it was Isis had not had much experience with men of any sort. Except when it came to foiling their advances.

“Well, ladies, I think I’ll leave you to your bath,” Ethan declared, giving them each a bow. Then he braced his arms against the edge and pushed himself out of the tub, waterfalls streaming down his back as he rose.

“One more thing,” he said, turning his eyes on Isis. “It seems no one told you of Wellspring’s true purpose. It’s where Selpes—in particular, the Diamond Edges—go for steamy rendezvous with Elitions. And vice versa. If you want to avoid fighting off even more oversexed Diamond Edges, you might want to invest in some robes. Those bathing suits are distracting.”

Isis looked down at her bikini. There was hardly enough material to cover…anything. But the saleswoman in the shop they had visited on Shopping Lane insisted that all the women at the resort were wearing them. Since she had turned out to be right, Isis hadn’t thought of it again. She hadn’t known that the resort was one big excuse for cross-cultural sexual escapades. And she almost wished she had never found out.

“I notice that you are not following your own advice,” Ariella commented, waving toward his bathing suit.

“My lady, I am the product of a Selpe lord’s steamy rendezvous with an Elition woman,” he replied to Ariella, but he was looking right at Isis. “I have nothing to fear.”

Then he turned and walked down the path into the nearest hut.
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“WHAT DO YOU think of this one?”

Isis looked through the shop window at a display of mannequins wearing a variety of headwear, each decorated with an assortment of garish feathers, sequins, and fabric strips. The one Ariella was pointing at was the worst of them all—a chocolate-brown, straw-woven, wide-brimmed hat tied with a cream and magenta striped satin sash that held a bouquet of fake lemons, strawberries, and oranges in place.

“That it would go nicely with the tasseled robe you liked in the last window,” Isis replied.

They were walking along Shopping Lane, peering into every store window they passed to ogle and giggle. They had searched for robes to no avail. The only ones they had found looked more like an invitation than a deterrent. Isis had no intention of walking around like a present for some Diamond Edge to unwrap. So they had very quickly abandoned their search in favor of mocking the articles on display.

“Or those shoes from the one before,” Ariella added. “Those heels must have been longer than my sword.”

“It’s so the woman wearing them can’t get away from her lover,” Isis guessed. “Or to clunk him on the head if he gets too cheeky.”

Ariella exploded into snorting giggles as Isis tilted her head sideways in an attempt to decipher the purpose of a strip of red fabric trimmed with black lace.

“I think it’s a nightie,” Ariella said.

Isis continued to tilt her head. “Is this what human women like to wear?”

“Apparently, it’s what human men like to see them in.”

“Hmm,” Isis said, biting her lip.

“Do you think your friend Ethan Frostwater would like it?” Ariella asked.

Isis righted herself to look into her friend’s dancing eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you notice the way he was flirting with you?”

“No.”

“ ‘Oh, Isis your bathing suit is so distracting!’ ” Ariella teased.

“He said that about both of us.”

“Well, he didn’t ask both of us if we’ve ‘had a lot of experience dealing with half-Elition men’. That one was aimed solely at you,” said Ariella. “And he sure sounded happy that he’ll soon have ‘an Elition someone’ in Cerulean with him.”

Isis crossed her arms. “What’s your point?”

“He likes you.”

“Ethan was just being nice.”

Ariella grinned. “Oh, on a first name basis with him already, are you?”

“I don’t think half-Elitions have power names. Even if he does, I don’t know it. He introduced himself as Ethan. And I have to call him something,” Isis insisted.

“Yes, of course. You are right.”

Isis gave her a hard look. “You don’t really believe that.”

“No, not really.” Putting on a deep voice, Ariella intoned, “ ‘I am the product of a Selpe lord’s steamy rendezvous with an Elition woman’.”

There was no point in arguing any further. Isis decided the best course of action was to feign interest in a display window filled with…technological doodads? She hoped her surely perplexed expression would pass for interest, as she had absolutely no idea what most of the items were, let alone were used for.

“I think that one’s called a hairdryer,” Ariella said, pointing at a metallic piece that vaguely resembled the shape of a horse’s head.

Isis decided to drop all pretenses. The gadgets had sufficiently diverted Ariella’s attention anyway. “How do you know?”

“Davin told me about them.”

“How does it work?”

“Davin said hot air shoots out of it.”

“Like a gun?” Isis asked.

“Maybe more like a flamethrower?” said Ariella. “It’s continuous. And you direct it at your hair to dry it.”

“Humans willingly shoot hot air at themselves? What if they were to burn themselves?” Isis brushed a finger through her hair. “Or burn their hair right off?”

“Davin did.”

Isis gaped at her.

“Not his hair. But can you imagine what would have happened if he had? He loves his hair.” Ariella chuckled. “No, he got it into his head to try this hairdryer contraption out, and it burnt his ear. He was quite upset over the matter.”

“Davin is Elition. He would have healed immediately.”

“Tell that to his pride,” replied Ariella.

“And his penchant for melodramatics,” Isis added.

Ariella nodded. “That too. Well, he did learn something from the ordeal.”

“To stay clear of human technology?” Davin was spending far too much time with the Selpes. And it wasn’t just their technology that he was dabbling in.

“No, just how to use yet another piece of it.” Ariella snickered. “Apparently, you’re supposed to move this hairdryer around continuously while drying your hair, so as not to burn yourself.”

Isis shook her head in disbelief. “Well, trust it to Davin to learn things the hard way.”

Ariella stopped walking, pausing to stare into a store window. The display held belts, shoes, leather lingerie?…and a whole lot of things Isis could not even begin to fathom the use for.

“Isis, do you…do you think this is the sort of place Davin would enjoy visiting?” Ariella said, staring at the display.

“Why, are you going to invite him to join you the next time you have off?” Isis asked, trying to contain the tickling twitch from dancing across her lips.

“No, I don’t think I will come back here. After what Ethan said about what kind of place this is, it makes sense why that Diamond Edge was trying to talk Elition women into coming here. I should have realized it sooner,” Ariella said, frowning. “I only meant, Davin spends so much time with the Selpes. Do you think he would come here to find…another sort of company?”

Isis had known about Ariella’s feelings for Davin for years—since long before he had graduated from Rosewater—but in the last two years he had changed. The three of them had been close friends. Really close friends. But Isis wasn’t sure he was even the same person anymore.

King River might have been on Emperor Selpe’s Advisory Council, but it was no secret that he loathed spending time in the Selpe Empire. He would go to Orion to meet with the emperor or handle a crisis. For everything else, the day-to-day tedium of dealing with the Selpe nobility, he now had Davin. Isis could hardly blame King River for sending his son in his stead. After so many years of dealing with the Selpes himself, he surely needed a break from the ceaseless scheming. She only wished Davin had not been the one to go. So much time with the Selpes had changed him. Irrevocably? She hoped not.

“I don’t think this is his sort of place,” Isis told Ariella.

Because Davin was in love with Ariella. The two of them just hadn’t gotten around to figuring that out yet.

“I think—” Ariella began, then stopped. “Look.”

Isis turned around, her gaze following Ariella’s extended finger. There were no boat rides offered on the lake at this hour, which meant the docks were abandoned. Or should have been abandoned, at least. Isis caught a flash of movement behind a nearly solid row of boats. She could just make out a woman dashing down the dock, six hooded figures in black close on her bright blue ponytail.

“We should help her,” Ariella said.

“Does she need help? Perhaps this is just Wellspring’s idea of a good time.”

Even as Isis said it, she didn’t believe it. The Elition woman was barefoot and dressed in a bikini top and fitted shorts—an outfit typical of the resort. The six men, on the other hand, were dressed like a unit of soldiers—or assassins. Gunfire split the tranquil background hum of crickets and lapping waves, making up Isis’s mind for her. Weapons weren’t even supposed to be allowed in Wellspring.

“You swing around behind them as they run off the docks,” she told Ariella. “I’ll head them off as they pass into Shopping Lane.”

Isis dashed around the corner of the store and ran toward the docks along the narrow back alley parallel to Shopping Lane. Dull thumps replaced resounding hollow echoes, signaling that the men had reached the solid ground at the end of the docks. Isis could not hear Ariella’s strides over all that noise, but she knew her friend could not be far behind the stampede. She pushed herself faster, reaching the crossing as the blue-haired Elition zipped past. Isis channeled her momentum upward to somersault over the men’s heads. As she landed, she kicked the third man hard in the back of his knee. He stumbled forward, taking the two men in front of him down with him.

Ariella had closed in and was busy grappling with the other three. She hit a gun out of one man’s hand, but the other two were still armed. As a bullet tore into her stomach, a shrill shriek erupted from her lips. She pressed her lips together quickly and swallowed the scream. Then she turned her violet eyes, swirling with menace, on the man who had shot her.

Isis felt her thigh erupt in flames and she spun around to stare down the barrel of the offending gun. Perhaps, picking a fight with six gunmen had not been such a bright idea after all. Most especially because she and Ariella were armed with nothing more than seething stares—which only a Phantom could possibly wield as an actual weapon.

The man pointing his gun at Isis—the one who had shot her—was the clear leader of the group. She could tell from the way the other men were turned toward him, awaiting his instructions. It was as though he had an aura around him, just like an Enchanter.

“Are you Elition?” Isis asked him. She narrowed her eyes, trying to make out his face from beneath the heavy shadow cast by his hood, but it was no use. She couldn’t even see his eyes; they were shaded by a pair of sunglasses.

Chuckles rippled out beneath the hoods of the other five men, but no one answered. The leader’s only response was a nod to two of his men, who pulled out metallic bindings and stepped toward Isis and Ariella. Isis was looking at the leader’s gun, debating whether she could disarm him before getting shot again, when the man gasped in surprise and dropped his weapon. Isis dove for the ground to reclaim the gun, which was warm to the touch and smelled of burning metal. Had she done that?

Isis held it in her hand for a moment, her eyes following the sleek and deadly curves. She’d shot a gun before. She’d just never shot another person.

Then again, she’d also never been under siege by a band of so many armed men; she could sense another six nearby. And shooting them didn’t have to mean killing them. So she shot the man in front of her in the gut, grabbed ahold of Ariella’s arm, and pushed past the fallen men to take off running down the narrow alley.

As her legs pushed forward, Isis could hear the men who were still standing run after them. “Are you all right?” she asked Ariella as they ran.

Ariella gave her a demented smile. “Fine. You?”

Isis swallowed hard, burying thoughts of the flames dancing across her thigh. “Fine.”

Ariella grunted. They both knew they had about five minutes to lose the men chasing them and dig out those poison bullets before they both collapsed. Isis didn’t know what kind of poison was in them, but she had no doubt that it was one of the few poisons that worked on Elitions. A normal bullet wouldn’t have hurt so much and neither would one coated with a common poison. She knew this because the instructors at Rosewater had shot them all repeatedly to get them used to it. By the end of that course, Isis had fantasized about shooting them a few times herself—and then suffered for her vengeful mind too, with spells of foresight madness.

The steadily intensifying burn that shot all the way down Isis’s leg reminded her that running full out was only helping the poison to spread. But it was not as though they had any choice. If the hooded men caught up to them, they would shoot even more bullets into them. Isis grabbed ahold of Ariella’s wrist, steadying her as she stumbled. From the look in her friend’s eyes, they didn’t have five minutes. They probably didn’t even have two. Isis’s mind was so busy trying to get them out of this mess that she didn’t notice the periwinkle blue wall until it was right in front of them. They stopped and stared up at the building that marked the end of the street. It was four floors high and so were the two houses flanking it. They were trapped.

The footsteps behind them slowed, and four hooded men strolled casually forward. They moved into a line that blocked the street, guns raised. Isis looked around. The street was too narrow to dodge bullets, and there was nothing to hide behind. The only way out was through those men or up…

Her pulse still pounding hard in her ears, Isis grabbed Ariella’s hand and jumped toward the building. Her foot touched down on the tip of a window frame on the second floor, and she pushed off to land on the roof.

“Isis, how did you—” Ariella began.

“I…” She sighed. “It sometimes happens when I panic. Now, let’s get these things out of us.”

Isis took up a shard of broken glass and cut into Ariella’s stomach, digging out the bullet. Her fingers burned from the contact, and she tossed it down. The ball clinked against the glass roof and rolled until it hit one of the silver strips which formed the grid of metal between the large glass panels. She wiped off the glass shard and handed it to Ariella, who performed the same operation on her thigh.

“Do you still feel the poison?” Isis asked her.

“No. It is fading.” Ariella looked at her. “You know what this means.”

Isis nodded. The poison was meant to incapacitate, not kill. What were those hooded hunters up to?

When Isis voiced the question, Ariella shrugged. “Since they are not aiming to kill, they can’t be assassins. Maybe they are bounty hunters. They were after that blue-haired Elition before we ran in. She might be worth something to someone.”

Isis was about to answer when the boom of continuous gunfire shot up from below, and the glass roof shattered beneath their feet, raining glass—and them—down into the dark building.
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THEY FELL FOUR floors down. As Isis’s feet touched down onto a mountain of broken glass, jagged shards poking through the openings in her sandals, she was just glad that she had not landed on her rear end. Beside her, Ariella plucked glass from her own sandals, then stepped away from the debris to look around. Stacked levels loomed over them on each side, but the inner chamber where they stood extended all the way up to the glass ceiling. It was just their luck that they had stood right above the spot with the biggest drop.

The cavernous hall they had fallen into was dark, lit only by a dim yellow-grey light dangling from each of the four walls. And it echoed hollowly. As they moved, the shifting glass beneath their feet crunched and crinkled, like the sound of a partially frozen waterfall crashing down upon a fully frozen pond.

“They’re here. Somewhere,” Ariella whispered. “They could only have shot at the glass roof from in here.”

Isis walked over to a weapons stand and plucked a sword from it. It was a Serenity sword, an Elition blade. It was waiting here, as though just for them. Shaking off the icy shivers cutting down her spine, she tossed it to Ariella.

“You should take it,” Isis said. The Serenity was Ariella’s preferred blade.

“Are you sure?”

The stand now stood empty, which left Isis with the gun she’d stolen from the hooded hunters. “Yes. Of the two of us, you’re better with the Serenity.” Isis’s weapon of choice was the Versatile sword—two of them, in fact.

“Ok.” Ariella dug into her pocket and pulled out a velvet pouch. She tipped it over, emptying purple powder across the length of the blade.

“Is that Amethyst Dust?”

“It is. I swiped it from one of the tubs.” Tendrils of purple light slithered across the Serenity’s blade. “I thought it might be useful.”

Amethyst Dust, made from the Pegasus Amethyst Flower, had an unusual reaction when it touched steel: it made the metal appear to glow. It wasn’t quite the same as a magical sword—but it was pretty damn close. Without the special magical benefits, of course. Not bad for a pouch of powder designed solely to create a sensory-rich bathing experience.

Ariella lifted the glowing sword before them like a torch, the flames that licked the blade illuminating the room. She passed in front of Isis.

“What are you doing?” Isis asked, catching her arm.

“Taking the lead.”

“I will not let you be the shield that takes their gunfire.”

Ariella sighed and stared at her with that special look in her eyes. Isis knew the look well, and she was tired of being on the receiving end of everyone’s pity. She was not that crazy—not since she had started taking the Inhibiting Serum to subdue her foresights.

“Four armed men—six, if their comrades have caught up—with poison bullets against the two of us and our stolen weapons.” Ariella looked down at her sword. “Isis, I love you dearly, but we both know you cannot kill. And that is precisely what this situation may require. I must lead.”

It was hard to argue with stupid reality. Prophets did not make good killers. The punishment of insanity was a pretty good deterrent to that. Ariella was unusual among Prophets. She had killed someone and kept her mind. Isis had seen her that night, just a few minutes after one of their classmates had broken into her room and tried to have his way with her. He had gotten a knife in the chest instead. Ariella had sat on her bed, hugging her knees as she rocked, obviously shaken but far from insane.

“I’m tough,” Isis insisted.

Ariella arched a skeptical brow. “I know you are. You defeated a Triad. I was there. You performed some very unusual feats.”

Only a dozen people had witnessed the fight, but word seemed to have spread all the way across Elitia. She was a Prophet—no doubt about that with her tendency toward madness—but in that fight, she had proved she was something else too. What that something else was no one could say. Not even Isis. All she knew was that she could do things no Prophet could. Things like Phantom mind blasts, catapulting her opponent across the room without ever lifting a finger. Not that she had much control over these outbursts of power. These abilities seemed to just shoot out of her when she was agitated, which is why she had thought she could probably leap to the roof of the building. There were not many things more agitating than running away from a gang of gunmen while poison’s pumping through your body with every step.

“I don’t know how I did any of it or how it’s even possible,” Isis told Ariella. She lifted her gun, gesturing with it toward the only door in sight. “But I can hold my own, and I won’t hesitate to knock every last one of those men over the head. We go together, at the same time.”

“All right,” agreed Ariella, setting one hand on the doorknob. “I hear some shuffling past this door.”

“The hooded hunters?”

“We’re about to find out,” Ariella said and opened the door.

But instead of finding a room, there was only a staircase leading down.

Ariella frowned. “This can’t be the only door.”

“It was the only one I saw.”

“It leads down. How does one get to the upper levels? Or out of the building for that matter?”

“I don’t know,” replied Isis.

“I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” Isis agreed. She moved onto the first step. “But it’s the best choice we’ve got.”

They did not speak as they descended stair after stair. As they went deeper underground, it got darker—and the shuffling noise Ariella had mentioned grew louder. By the time they finally stepped off the staircase, they had to be at least six levels underground. Down there, the shuffling was more of a buzzing sweep. They stepped around the corner and froze. Right in front of them were four shapes masked in shadow. They were too tall to be the hooded men and far too wide. A dozen clicks punctuated the soft buzz, and overheard spotlights flashed on in quick succession, flooding the room with blinding light. As soon as Isis could see again, she took a step back. The four shapes were indeed not the men. They were not even alive. Four machines rolled forward, their bodies shiny silver and their eyes blood red.














~ 5 ~

525AX May 3, Wellspring







SINISTER AS THEY appeared, the machines did not attack. Instead, they rolled to either side of the arched open doorway and froze. The red lights in their eyes went out, and it was as though they had never been anything more than metal statues. It was then that Isis noticed each machine was holding a broom, not a gun. Ariella had picked up on this as well. She moved toward them, an amused expression on her face.

“Wait,” Isis said, grabbing a hold of her arm.

“It’s ok.” Ariella tapped the nearest machine with her fist. A hollow thump resonated from the metal chest and echoed off the concrete walls. “See? They’re harmless. I think we just ran into the housecleaning staff.”

“What use would an abandoned old building have for housecleaning staff?” Isis posed.

“Who knows?” Ariella shrugged. “Maybe they’re just being stored here between jobs. You know how the Selpes love their technology.”

Isis leaned in for a closer look. “I’ve never seen such machines before.”

“Neither have I, but we’re hardly experts in this sort of thing. This is only my second time outside Elitia,” replied Ariella. “Besides, we want to get out of here, and that there is the only door I see around here.”

Ariella was right, but that didn’t make Isis feel any better about the prospect of turning her back on those machines.

“Ok, we’ll take the door.” Isis pressed her back to Ariella. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

As Ariella moved toward the door, Isis kept with her, her eyes trained on the machines. They didn’t so much as twitch. Maybe she was just being paranoid. Still backing up to keep pace with Ariella, Isis nearly tripped over her friend, who had stopped in her tracks. Isis tore her eyes off the inanimate machines and turned to look at the new room.

It had the smooth, marked floors of a gym. Ropes and ladders hung against the walls, which extended high up into a metal framework ceiling of enormous spotlights. The spotlights blared down hot and bright upon the glossy floor, making it shine with circles of reflected light. A smooth swish sounded from behind Isis, and she turned as the door slid shut. When she tried to pry it back open, a second layer of sliding doors—these made of thick metal—slammed together, nearly gobbling her fingers.

“Isis, look,” Ariella said.

Isis returned her attention to the oversized gym. Thick metal tubes were sliding slowly out of rows of holes in every wall. They looked like gun barrels. Dozens and dozens of gun barrels. And they were all aimed right at her and Ariella.

Swoosh. A ball shot out of a tube, whistling past their faces. It bounced off the wall and rolled back across the floor to stop at Isis’s feet. As she squatted down to swipe her finger across its fuzzy, violently bright yellow surface, a second ball shot over her head. Rising, Isis took a step forward, and a racket fell down from the ceiling to land at her feet. Ariella did the same, and a second racket dropped.

“What do you think?” Isis asked.

“I think,” Ariella said, glaring down at the rackets. “That someone is messing with us. And that I am not playing along.”

Then she marched off toward the other side of the gym, kicking the two balls out of her way. She made it only three steps before the guns that had been tracking her released the first volley of balls. And then the second. And the third. Faster and faster they shot at her, the force of their coordinated attack knocking her to the ground.

“Ariella!” Isis shouted, stepping forward.

“Stop!” Her friend looked up from the floor, spitting out blood. Somehow, despite the unrelenting barrage, she managed to get to her feet and stumble back toward the door. With every step that she took, the attack lessened. When she was side-by-side with Isis once more, it stopped entirely.

“What did they feel like?” Isis asked her.

Ariella gave her a horrified look.

“When they hit you, I mean. Did they feel like normal balls?”

“It hurt,” Ariella said, rubbing her arm. “If you want a more detailed analysis, step out there and experience it for yourself.”

Isis tried not to take the snipe personally. Being bombarded by a few hundred balls was enough to make anyone testy. Instead she said, “I think you’re right. This is a game. And the rules state that we cannot cross the room so easily.”

“Whose rules?”

“I don’t know,” Isis said, taking up the racket as she tucked her gun into her pants. “But if we want to get out of here, we will need to beat the game.” She took a step forward, racket in hand.

“Isis, stop! I didn’t really mean for you to try it out for yourself.”

Isis smiled back at her. “It will be all right,” she said, taking another step.

The balls remained still. As soon as she took a third step, however, a single ball burst out of a wall cannon and shot toward her. Isis deflected the ball with her racket. It bounced off the wall, and she eased forward. This time, two balls zoomed toward her. Isis hit them away, and three more came at her.

“This is going to get unmanageable really quickly,” she commented when the number of balls reached four.

“I’m on it,” Ariella told her, jumping in to deflect one.

Even between the two of them, they would not be able to handle anywhere close to the number of balls in the gym. “We need to make our way toward the next door. But keep hitting the balls. I have a feeling that the moment we stop playing along, they will revolt again.”

Ariella grunted in acknowledgement. They were up to a dozen balls now, and they weren’t even a third of the way across the gym. As they passed the halfway point, Isis noticed the strip of green lights above the exit door. The first ten lights from the left were solid, while the ten on the right were blinking rapidly. By the time they were three-quarters of the way there, fifteen lights had gone solid. The progress would have been encouraging—if not for the fact that the remaining blinking lights were now racing as fast as the bombardment of belligerent balls.

Beside Isis, Ariella let out a grunt as a ball hit her hard in the arm. Isis lunged to repel another ball flying toward her friend. That deflected, she turned around just in time to take a ball straight in the face. Isis spit out blood, but forced herself to keep her eyes trained on the balls. Ariella was right. Getting hit by those balls felt like running full speed into a stone wall.

She reached the exit, hitting the big round green button on the wall. The door slid open, but the dance of the balls behind her did not stop. They continued to bounce to the song of a hundred out of sync hammers. Isis grabbed Ariella and dove through the door. On the way through, she pounded a big red button on the wall, and the door closed again, cutting off the stream of balls shooting their way. A series of rapid thumps sounded against the door, and then all was silent from the gym.

As Isis and Ariella rose to their feet, lights flashed on, illuminating the room. With its curved walls, floor, and ceiling of dark grey stone, it could almost have been a cave—if not for the row of wheeled machines positioned down the middle of the wide room.

“What are those?” Ariella asked.

“They’re called motorcycles,” said Isis.

“Davin told me about them.” Ariella’s eyes narrowed as they scanned over the machines, which for the moment remained still. But for how long? “He says they’re what humans ride when they want to live dangerously.”

Isis patted the seat of a motorcycle leaning against the wall beside the door, separated from the rest. “I think we’re expected to live dangerously now.”

“I am not getting on that thing,” Ariella declared.

As if in response, the lights on the motorcycles flashed on, and the brightly colored vehicles began to zigzag back and forth across the room, blocking off all passage to the next exit behind a maze of high-speed barriers.
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THE STENCH OF burning fuel and dirty exhaust was sickening. Like the balls, the motorcycles seemed to move on their own initiative—though it was, of course, Selpe technology at work again. Isis would have preferred if it had just been the work of an Elition Phantom.

After observing the pattern of their movements for a few minutes, she thought she had discovered the way through. There were just two problems. First, the path of escape between the vehicles was so tight that timing would be crucial. Second, Isis wasn’t entirely sure she was right. She was a Prophet, not a Cipher, and her power of foresight was buried beneath a whole lot of Inhibiting Serum at the moment. But it’s not like they had any other options.

“You have got to be kidding,” Ariella said when Isis outlined her plan. She shot the motorcycle beside them a dirty look. “Do you even know how to use that thing?”

“Sure, Davin showed me. I’ll drive.” Isis tossed her and Ariella’s rackets away. They might have been made to withstand impact with those uncommonly hard balls, but they would be no match for large masses of rapidly moving metal. “If anything gets too close to us, I need you to give it a good, hard slice with your sword. Or a kick.”

Ariella looked out at the field of speeding motorcycles. “Explain to me why we can’t just run past those things.”

“Because if we take the gym as any indication, there are consequences to not playing by their rules. In this case, if we ran through rather than drove, I’d imagine all those motorcycles would converge on us. We’re fast. The motorcycles are faster. And there are more of them than there are of us.” Isis pushed their motorcycle far away from the wall to straddle it, then looked back at Ariella, arm extended. “You know I’m right.”

Ariella sighed and locked her hand around Isis’s forearm to pull herself onto the seat behind her. “I’m going to regret this,” she muttered.

Isis drove toward the mass of speeding machines and took a tight right turn to slip into a gap in the line. A few seconds later, a yellow motorcycle cut across the gap now occupied by them. Isis spun to fall in beside it, narrowly missing a collision. She fell back as the yellow motorcycle cut through another moving line, then turned to screech in between a blue and a red motorcycle. She continued to cut from one line of vehicles to another, her pulse a pounding drum in her ears, her hands slick with sweat against the handlebars.

They were just a few turns from the end when Isis called back, “I need you now, Ariella. See those two black motorcycles ahead of us.”

“Yes.”

“In twenty seconds, they are going to cross paths, hitting us from both sides. Unless you knock the one on the right out. Knock it toward the wall, away from us. Ready?”

Ariella’s grip on Isis’s waist tightened in preparation. “Yes.”

“Then, now!” Isis shouted.

Ariella kicked out, sending one motorcycle flying toward the wall, just as Isis swerved around the other.

“Isis!” Ariella called out in alarm at the newly approaching solid line that stretched six motorcycles across.

“I see them,” Isis said. “On three.”

She increased speed as she steered for the middle of the line.

“One.”

The motorcycles were nearly upon them, an impenetrable wall of metal.

“Two.”

Isis grabbed ahold of Ariella’s arm and prepared to jump.

“Three!”

Together, they kicked off and shot through the air over the wall of motorcycles. They landed in front of the door, and as they passed through it, Isis glanced back just long enough to see the lines of motorcycles collide with one another, screeching and crashing into a heap of metal and heat.
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THE DOOR LED to a staircase, which thankfully led them out of the building. As they stood in the alleyway outside the building, finally free of the nightmare, Isis turned around.

Ariella had dropped the sword. It lay on the ground, the last remnants of amethyst light fading from the metal. Her hands were shaking. No, her whole body was shaking. Isis looked at her—at her friend who had never hesitated in a fight, who had never been afraid. But it was fear, pure and undiluted, that consumed her now, pulsing in her eyes and pumping tremors throughout her body. It was a sight Isis had never thought she would see. She squeezed Ariella’s hand and waited.

“We are never doing that again,” Ariella finally said, her lips twisted up in a weak half-smile. Her eyes, shifting in rapid discomfort, darted to the closed door. The echoes of the crash far below had long since faded, but Isis wouldn’t have been surprised if Ariella still heard them in her head. “Where did you learn to…”

“Drive?” Isis supplied.

“Yes.”

“Davin took me on a ride a few months ago. He had borrowed a motorcycle from a Selpe friend.”

“And then you decided you couldn’t get enough of it?” Ariella asked, looking ill as she leaned against the periwinkle blue wall.

Isis laughed. “Hardly. After he took me out on that contraption, I told him it was a death trap and that I didn’t care to repeat the experience.”

“So how did you learn to drive so…”

“Madly?”

Ariella nodded.

“I watched Davin drive. And he does not do it calmly.”

Ariella’s mouth dropped. “This is the first time you’ve even driven one of those things? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you already looked as though you’d rather swallow poison than get on that motorcycle, and telling you would not have helped matters. I knew I could do it. After all, I seem to have a touch of the Phantom in me.”

Ariella began to pace, clenching and unclenching her fists with every step.

“Ariella, you’re upset,” Isis said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to deceive you, but we had to get through that somehow and—”

“I’m not mad at you,” Ariella cut in. “I’m mad at myself.”

“Whatever for?”

“For suggesting that we come to Wellspring in the first place. I was curious to see what was beyond Elitia. Our last trip out of Elitia was hardly recreational.” Her expression hardened, though her eyes were still unsettled. “Well, this trip has cleared me of any further curiosity. If I never have to step foot outside of Elitia ever again, I will be happy. And if I never have to see another mechanical menace in my life, perhaps I will even begin to forget this nightmare.” Her violet eyes focused and met Isis’s. “But you. You are completely unshaken.”

Isis brushed a finger across her arm, where a patchwork of scratches was mending. “I wouldn’t say unshaken.”

“I finally see it,” said Ariella as she took her hands.

“See what?”

“Why the instructors at Rosewater tried to push you along the assassin track,” she replied. “You have an unbreakable mind.”

Isis lifted a hand to her forehead. “Far from it, actually.”

“You may be a Prophet, Isis, but you are not insane. And you are stronger than you think,” Ariella said, echoing Davin’s words. She brushed a strand of Isis’s hair, its pink undertone mostly muted by her serum, between her fingers. “Despite taking enough Inhibiting Serum to put most Elitions into a coma—”

“Hey!” protested Isis.

“You know it’s true,” Ariella said, her tone severe. “And yet, even taking that serum, you were able to defeat a demented maze of machines. Imagine what you could do if you stopped taking it.”

Isis shook her head. “No, I really don’t want to imagine that.”

“You don’t need the serum.”

“I do,” Isis insisted. “Dulling my foresight is the only thing keeping me sane. The madness is there, lying in wait to swallow me whole. You say I am strong? It was a maze of machines. Just see how strong I would be if they had been people. If I’d had to kill people.”

A shudder rippled through her body, then tightened into a wary stance at the sound of footsteps—hard dress heels against cobbled stone—coming around the corner. The man wore a slate grey suit that only partially minimized his round belly. His silver-grey hair was straight and meticulously groomed, quite a feat in the steamy summer air of Wellspring. Like at the Rosewater reception, he wore an elaborately woven slash adorned with crests and ornaments. Adrian Greenwood, the most powerful lord in the Selpe Empire.

Lord Adrian’s cold grey eyes looked at Ariella, who was still leaning against the building. But when they shifted to Isis, standing protectively in front of her friend and ready for a fight, his lip twitched in amusement. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

Isis didn’t like his tone, nor did she like the way he was studying her, as though she were some sort of exotic animal he wanted for his zoo. “What are you doing here?” she turned around on him. “Are you aware that there is a maze of death-wielding machines in there?”

Lord Adrian snorted. “Of course. It’s one of the training facilities for the Diamond Edges.”

Isis had heard that the Diamond Edges reported to Lord Adrian. The rooms had felt more like challenges to be conquered than traps, so perhaps the Diamond Edges really did use the building for training.  But that didn’t explain why they would feel the need to train in a resort town, of all places. The Diamond Edges they had met at Wellspring had seemed more interested in luring women into their beds than dodging deadly machines.

“The question is, my dear, what you and your friend are doing snooping around a top secret Selpe military facility,” Lord Adrian asked with a hard smile.

Isis didn’t like the patronizing tone in his ‘my dear’. And she certainly did not like being accused of spying on a building that had tried to kill her and Ariella.

“We came to Wellspring to relax,” Isis snapped. “Imagine our surprise in discovering what the Selpes like to do for fun.” She tapped the building pointedly.

Lord Adrian indicated the sign stuck to the door. It stated that the building was off limits. The symbol of the Diamond Edges was even stamped beneath the text.

“These signs are posted at every entrance into the building, and all doors and windows are kept locked at all times,” he said. “You cannot simply happen upon the training rooms by mistake.”

Isis ground her teeth, wondering whether she should mention that she and Ariella had been chased by hooded assailants and fallen through the roof. It’s not like it had been their fault. It was the hooded men who had shot holes in the glass roof. If Lord Adrian was really so worried about his facility, he should have been out looking for those men, not grilling her and Ariella. Especially since those men could only have shot open the roof from the inside.

“And so I ask you again,” continued Lord Adrian. “What were you two doing snooping around a top secret Selpe military facility?” Diamond Edges filed into the alley, moving to protect Lord Adrian and block the way out. “Choose your words carefully, for they will decide your fate.”

“Threatening the Elition tourists again, Lord Adrian?” a voice said from behind the wall of Diamond Edges.

As Lord Adrian turned, Isis caught a glimpse of Ethan Frostwater, the lethal glare in his eyes clashing with the ruffled beach shorts and relaxed sandals he was wearing.

“Run off, Mr. Frostwater,” Lord Adrian said with a dismissive flick of his hand. “You seem to forget that you are a long way from Cerulean. You may be in charge of what happens on those grounds, but you have no authority here.”

Ethan’s lips curled up, but there was nothing friendly in that smile. “And you forget, Lord Adrian, that I have a second important position, as bestowed upon me by both Emperor Selpe and King River.” The lethal smile widened. “Arbitrator of Selpe-Elition disputes, no matter where they take place.” He stepped forward, extending his hand toward Isis and Ariella. “We seem to have a dispute right here.”

“There is no dispute, only irrefutable evidence of criminal activity,” Lord Adrian said coldly. “These two Elitions were caught poking around a Selpe military facility. And you are not getting them out of this.”

Ethan looked at Isis. “Were you spying on Lord Adrian’s facility?”

“No, some hooded men shot at us with poison bullets, then when we ran to the roof of this building to escape them, they shattered the glass roof beneath our feet. We fell into the building and then had to find our way out,” she said. 

“During which time, all sorts of demonic machines tried to kill us,” added Ariella, her voice shaking.

Ethan turned back to Lord Adrian. “It sounds like they have a few grievances of their own. Do you really want to throw up a fuss over this, or will you just step aside and allow these ladies to pass?”

Lord Adrian stared at Ethan for a good minute, his eyes never blinking. Isis could see the cold calculation in his eyes. Lord Adrian was clearly not a stupid man. He was trying to decide whether his extensive influence was enough to allow him to get away with throwing Isis and Ariella into a Selpe prison, all the while laughing in Ethan’s face. There were six Diamond Edges in the alley and probably more on the way. Ethan had spoken up for them, but if it came to an actual fight and blood started flowing, would he stand with them?

In a fair fight, Isis thought she and Ariella could maybe handle six Diamond Edges between them, but this was hardly fair. Two Elitions, armed with a single gun and a sword Ariella was in no condition to wield at the moment, versus six elite Selpe soldiers toting an armory of steel? Isis didn’t comment that weapons were forbidden in Wellspring. The Diamond Edges were notorious for putting themselves above the law.

She sighed. They would have to find another way out of this mess, especially before those six became twelve. Isis looked up. They could run along the rooftops, possibly dodging the guaranteed onslaught of bullets. They’d just have to be careful not to fall into any more buildings—or any more deadly games. And then there was the problem of getting out of Wellspring. Things were not looking good for her and Ariella.

Lord Adrian had come to the same conclusion. “Run along, Mr. Frostwater.” He smirked with superiority. “This is none of your concern.”

“Lord Adrian,” called out Davin’s voice.

Isis could hardly believe her ears, but when she turned, there he stood in the alley.

Davin walked forward, his eyes locked on Lord Adrian. “It appears you have forgotten the terms of our alliance.” Davin smiled with all the warmth of a glacier. “Shall I recount them for you?”

The smile Lord Adrian returned was no friendlier. “No need.”

“Good. Then there is no need to remind you that Elitia retains the authority to deal with any crimes committed by its people. If you wish to file a complaint against these two Elitions, I will gladly see to it that King River, the high king of Elitia, gets it.” The words slipped off his tongue with practiced smoothness.

Lord Adrian stared at Davin, the air ripe with tension. It steamed up thickly from the Selpe lord’s body and from those of his Diamond Edges.

“All right. We’re leaving now,” Davin said, turning his back on Lord Adrian.

The Diamond Edges closed in toward Davin. Still gaping at him in disbelief, Isis reached back for her sword—only to remember that she was carrying an unfamiliar gun. A gun she had no intention of using to kill. She lowered her hand behind her back, shaking the stiffness from her fingers. Lord Adrian didn’t look like much of a fighter. She’d aim first for the Diamond Edges. A hard enough blow to the ribs should do it. If they couldn’t breathe, they couldn’t fight—no matter how ‘elite’ they were. She stole a look at Ariella and could tell that her friend was thinking the same thing. Maybe if they were lucky, they’d take down enough of the soldiers before they started shooting.

“No need to trouble your father with this trivial matter,” Lord Adrian said quickly, waving at his Diamond Edges.

The soldiers stopped advancing, and Isis remembered to breathe again.

“I will let this go. But I don’t want to catch either of them in any of my facilities ever again.”

“That makes two of us,” Ariella said quickly. “I have no desire to see any of your facilities from the inside. Or even from the outside.”

Lord Adrian nodded at Ariella, then flashed a smug smirk at Isis before opening the door and disappearing into the facility. The Diamond Edges filed in after him. Once the alley was again clear of soldiers and pompous Selpe lords, Ariella turned to Davin.

“Thank you,” she said, then looked at Ethan. “Thank you both.”

Ethan inclined his head. “Just doing my job.” He smiled. “Now, I suggest you leave Wellspring. Lord Adrian might say he’s letting you go, but I wouldn’t put it past him to try and corner you when he has a few more Diamond Edges by his side.”

Isis looked at Ariella. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

“More than ready. I can’t wait to set my feet back on Elition soil, preferably somewhere inside the Wilderness, where machines do not work.”

“Well, I did suggest a hike across the Tundra. Nice and quiet with not a machine to be seen,” Isis teased her.

Ariella’s face was serious as she replied, “Remind me never to argue with you again.”

“Oh, I will.” She laughed, then extended her hand out to Ethan. “Thank you.”

Rather than shaking her hand, he dipped his head and kissed it lightly. “It was my pleasure, Isis. And I’ll see you again soon,” he said before turning and walking out of the alley.

“Watch out for that one,” Ariella said with a snicker when Ethan was gone. “He’s smitten with you.”

“It’s nice to see you’re feeling well enough again to tease me,” Isis said drily.

“He’s cute.” Ariella’s eyebrows lifted in a suggestive arch. “Especially with his shirt off.”

“We are not talking about this,” Isis growled through blushing cheeks.

Davin frowned at her. “How do you know Ethan Frostwater?”

“We just met him this morning. He chased off a group of Diamond Edges who were annoying us.”

“Trying to capture you?” Davin asked.

“Trying to hit on us,” Ariella told him.

Davin let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s what you get for coming to a place like Wellspring.”

“You know about what goes on here,” said Ariella, and now it was her turn to blush.

“Of course I know.” He chuckled. “I would have warned you had you mentioned to me that you were coming here. When Muse told me, I knew precisely how either of you would respond to the Selpes’ advances. I pictured broken bones and dozens of men keeled over in agony. I hurried here to prevent an incident.”

“We do not create incidents,” Isis said.

Davin arched a dark eyebrow.

“That thing with Lord Adrian and the Diamond Edges was not our fault,” she insisted.

“Much as Lord Adrian absolutely deserves it, I’m still glad I don’t have to explain to Father why you beat up the Selpe Empire’s most powerful lord and his contingent of Diamond Edges.”

“They had us outnumbered. And they had guns,” Isis pointed out.

“I’m even gladder you two were not hurt,” he said, wrapping an arm around each of them.

“That makes two of us,” Isis replied. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

“Yes,” agreed Ariella. “How about we stop by Sundrop Loop for a few days?” She looked at Davin. “You could join us…if you want.”

“Sadly, I have to get back to work.”

Ariella’s chin dropped. “Of course.”

“But I can see you as far as Laelia.”

Isis could tell that Ariella was disappointed, and that just wouldn’t do.

“Sundrop Loop will be great,” she told her friend. “Or maybe a quick trip to Resonance Canyon? We can sit with our feet dangling over the edge of Majestic Falls and watch the sun set. And then we can jump into the ocean.”

A grin spread across Ariella’s lips. “Sounds like fun. And then, in less than two week weeks, I will return to Laelia to be King River’s aide,” she said with a mix of excitement and anxiety.

“You will do great,” Davin told her.

“You will,” agreed Isis.

Ariella beamed at them. “Thanks.”

“And how will you spend the rest of the summer?” Davin asked Isis.

“Actually,” Isis began, looking at Ariella. “I think I will take a hike across the Tundra and try to track down that buried castle. After today, I could use a bit of peace and quiet.”
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SAW WAS A town in the heavily forested Selpe territory of Ironwood, its name a joke that had long since ceased to be funny. Jason Chanz could not see how the name had ever been funny, but he was an assassin, and assassins were not really known for their ostentatious sense of humor. Besides, if people were laughing at Jason, he wasn’t doing his job right. Assassins were supposed to be frightening—the shadows of nightmares. Like other assassins, he dressed entirely in black. Even the assortment of throwing knives strapped to his arms and wrists had blades of dark metal, a deep smokey grey that blended into his clothing.

But darkest of all were Jason’s eyes. All Elitions possessed eyes just off the spectrum of human shades—eyes that sparkled like sapphires, twinkled like emeralds, or glistened like gold. That was just part of the magic of Elitions. Jason’s eyes neither sparkled nor twinkled nor glistened; they smoldered obsidian and oozed Phantom power. And because he was an Elition Phantom, he could phase his eyes darker and more frightening than their usual shade, which scared most people nearly to death. Fear was a useful weapon in the assassin’s arsenal, and Jason used it as much as he did his knives.

Even more than the eyes, what really frightened humans were mind blasts, a Phantom ability. The humans called it telekinesis, and most of them thought it did not exist. Though most of them had never come face to face with a Phantom. It was, after all, one of the rarest of the Elition gifts, and most humans lived their entire lives without ever meeting a single Elition.

Just like the client Jason had come to meet today. She had known to contact him via the female bartender at the Owl’s Roost, a bar at the outskirts of Saw. It was not a complete secret. An assassin that was impossible for clients to find would soon find himself without any jobs. Any legitimate client would be able to get a message to Jason with the right questions, and the bartender Lia at the Owl’s Roost was shrewd enough to spot impostors and send them off in the wrong direction. That’s what Jason was paying her for, after all. The Selpe Empire had put a substantial price on his head, and he had no intention of wasting his days killing every idiot bounty hunter who came after him, not when he could be spending that same time killing for profit.

Jason waited at a back table in the Owl’s Roost, looking out over the room from beneath his hood. He was not out of place. Half the people in the room were cloaked or otherwise concealed. The town of Saw was in south-central Ironwood, close enough to Elitia that should things take a turn for the worse, Jason could easily slip off into the Wilderness, where few Selpes dared to follow.

The Wilderness was the ultimate blackout zone for human technology. Their elaborate gadgets did not function, their computers died, and planes that flew over it fell right out of the sky. The other cloaked people in the room—nearly all humans—had chosen this town for that same escape route. They may have been of questionable character, but they had courage. Elitions did not take kindly to trespassers, particularly the sort who would have no qualms about stealing from them.

A woman walked through the front door. Jason had never seen her before, but he knew in an instant that she was his latest client. Zigzagging nervously from one table to the next, she was as out of place in the Owl’s Roost as a Prophet in a room full of Phantoms. She wore a beige cap-sleeved silk blouse with a pink and blue floral scarf tied decoratively around her neck, a snug black pencil skirt that hugged the curve of her hips, and navy blue pumps with triangular pointed heels that were as responsible for her uneven steps as her anxious demeanor.

She looks as out of place in that outfit as she does in this bar, Jason decided.

She was of about average height and thin, but there was muscle in her legs. She was built like an endurance runner, which meant that if only she kicked off those ridiculous shoes, she could outrun most of the people in the bar. But she could not fight. A woman with combat training would have displayed a more confident air and more poised movements—even in high heels. Jason could picture her more at home in a running suit and shoes rather than the dolled-up ensemble of a Selpe socialite attending an afternoon tea party.

She was not a threat.

A man at the bar turned his scratchy face, long overdue for a shave, and let out an appreciative whistle at her. Jason’s client stumbled back, nearly falling over the table of Rev mercenaries right behind her. Righting herself, she dug a shaking hand into her pale gold clutch and pulled out a slip of paper. Her pale green eyes tracked across the paper, then looked up, scanning the room until she honed in on Jason’s table. She stared at him for a moment, while most everyone else in the room stared at her. She was drawing far too much attention to herself—and by extension, to Jason. After a few seconds, she seemed to figure that out too. She brushed down her skirt with her hands and strode over to Jason’s table, the steady clunk of her heels against the wooden floorboards conveying an air of false confidence.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said with a shaky voice as she sat down opposite him.

When Jason did not respond, she tilted her head, trying to look past the shadows to the face beneath the hood. “You are the assassin Jason Chanz, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“I’m Alara. Pleased to meet you.” She extended a hand.

Jason kept his hands folded before him and his gaze fixed on her.

Alara cleared her throat. “I require your services.”

She did not look like the sort of person who would require the services of an assassin. Then again, in Jason’s experience, fear would drive someone to almost anything. And this woman looked very, very afraid.

“Who do you want me to kill?” he asked.

“My ex-boyfriend has hooked up with a new woman. Her name’s Viviana.”

Jason had been hired to kill for worse reasons. But that didn’t explain why Alara was afraid.

“I’m a professional marathon runner,” she continued. “And Viviana is my biggest competitor. For the last half year, I’ve been coming out on top. She thought stealing Laurence from me would throw me into a state of depression, allowing her to win, but I only channeled my anger into training harder. And beating her. She was furious.”

“And so she tried a different approach,” Jason guessed.

“I had no idea she was such a psychopath,” said Alara. “She has hired an assassin to kill me. I only just escaped Cascade with my life. He’s coming for me.”

“I am an assassin, not a bodyguard.”

“I don’t just need you to protect me from the assassin,” she said. “I need you to kill him. And Viviana. Otherwise, she will just keep hiring assassins to come after me. She might even try to hire you next time. You’re supposed to be the best.”

“I am the best,” he confirmed. “But I don’t do this sort of thing. Acting as bodyguard and assassin simultaneously would split my focus too much. I am the best because I act smart and don’t make a habit of taking on assignments that have a high probability of getting me killed.”

“But—”

“Try the Crescent Order,” he suggested, standing. “They almost exclusively take on assignments that are sure to get one or more of them killed.”

Alara caught his hand as he walked around the table. Apparently, no one had told her that it was unwise to lay hands on an assassin. Especially on this assassin. Jason glared down at her, and she cringed. She did not, however, let go of his hand. It was unfathomable.

“Please,” she said, desperation steaming up from her words like hot sweat on a frosty morning.

Jason considered drawing a knife, but she was painting too pathetic a picture to kill. Even he was not that cruel. Though if she persisted in clinging to him, he might just have to break her grip.

“Viviana is the daughter of Lord Roden,” she said as Jason’s finger traced over his armband of throwing knives.

He gave her a hard look. “Lord Roden Wilds?”

“Yes, and rumor has it that you’re after him. That you were the one who killed Lord Jon and Lord Fredrick but still need to kill Lord Roden to finish off a big contract involving all three lords.”

“You certainly know a lot for a ‘professional marathon runner’,” Jason said.

Alara snapped open her clutch. She pulled out a photograph of a keycard embellished with two symbols: a large one of the Selpe Empire and below it a smaller one of the Wilds territory.

“That is the key to Lord Roden’s castle,” she said, tapping the picture.

“No, that is a photograph of the key to Lord Roden’s castle.”

She brushed a strand of blonde hair from her forehead. From the way she tucked it behind her ear, Jason supposed she was not accustomed to wearing her hair down.

“I am not stupid enough to carry the actual keycard on me,” she said with a smile. “But if you take care of my problem, I will give you the card.”

After Jason had killed Lord Roden’s co-conspirators, the ruler of Wilds increased his castle’s security so much that even Jason hadn’t yet figured out how to break in. His next step would have been to abduct a relevant employee of the security company Roden had hired, but tracking down and ensnaring the right person would have taken months. If he could just walk through the front door unhindered…

“This is your proposed method of payment for my services?” he asked her.

She blushed. “Well, yes. I’d wager your prices are well above my means, but I have a feeling getting into Lord Roden’s castle is worth more to you than money.”

Jason threw the photograph a dismissive glance, then met her eyes. “Very well. We have a deal.”
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ALARA WAS ADAMANT that Jason remain at her side until he had killed Viviana and her hired assassin. He sensed she was still afraid of him, but from the way she clung to him like mussels to an oceanside rock, most casual onlookers would not have guessed it. In fact, even he had trouble reading much off of her beyond occasional whiffs of anxiety and fear. His client had a formidable mental wall. He could have broken through, but he didn’t see much point in that at the moment. Overpowering her mind would leave her unconscious at best, panicked and confused at worst. And if the assassin did strike, it would be nearly impossible to protect someone deranged by a Phantom attack. She would probably run right through the tip of her assassin’s blade.

Jason hated playing bodyguard.

“Oh, that’s a horrible photo. Lime green is just not my color,” Alara said from over Jason’s shoulder.

They were standing in front of one of the computers inside the Saw Public Library, scanning through Selpe news reports of sporting events. Jason might have believed Alara was being hunted by an assassin, but it wasn’t good practice to not check up on one’s own clients before taking a job. The lack of proper due diligence had burned more than one assassin. From the one hundred and thirty-six snippets he had found so far, Alara was by all accounts a stellar athlete with no personal drama worthy of the Selpe tabloids.

“In fact, lime green is not anyone’s color,” she continued. “But Verdant Valley Horticulture paid so well for that sponsorship. Much better than Ruby Works, though red would have been a far more flattering color on me.”

“Do you always babble like this?” Jason asked, keeping his eyes on the screen.

“When I’m nervous, yes,” she said sheepishly.

“There is no need to be nervous,” he told her.

“My competitor wants me dead. She’s hired an assassin to make that happen. He could be hiding behind those stacks as we speak, angling to make his move.” Her voice was panicked. “And with your attention focused on that computer, you wouldn’t be able to stop him before he managed to throw a knife into my back.”

Jason snapped around in the chair, and launched a knife at a nearby bookcase, skewering the annoying fly that had been buzzing around the room for the past half hour. A expression of utter shock on her face, Alara looked from the dead insect to Jason, who had not even left his chair.

“I would be able to stop him before he managed to throw a knife into your back,” he said.

Her mouth still agape, she gasped, “I believe you.”

Jason stood up and walked over to the bookcase to retrieve his knife, Alara’s light footsteps trailing him. He had convinced her to change out of her initial outfit—apparently her misguided notion of what one wore to meet with an assassin—in favor of something more practical. She had selected a tank top, stretchy capris, and a pair of running shoes, which allowed her to walk without sounding like she would bring the building down. Not to mention, she appeared more confident wrapped in familiar clothes.

As they passed the front desk, the man stationed there was furiously scribbling away on a piece of paper. Sucking in a gulp of indignant air, he propped up the revised sign on the counter.

It now read, ‘Visitors to the Saw Public Library are kindly asked not to… Shout. Consume food or beverages. Smoke. Run. Engage in debauchery. Steal library property. Or throw knives!’
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AN ASSASSIN WAS waiting for them outside of the library. Jason could not see her. He didn’t need to. Her smell gave her away: the harsh burn of metal masked by the scent of floral shampoo. She was hiding behind the twin trees a hundred meters from the library’s entrance. The staccato rhythm of her resonance told him she was nervous, but the steady beating of her heart meant that she had developed a decent check on her fear. Which meant she was more dangerous than most people who fancied themselves an assassin.

“What’s wrong?” Alara asked as Jason turned to circle around the back of the library. The forest began on just the other side, and if they were quick, they would be able to disappear into the trees before the assassin caught up with them.

“Jason?”

He caught a streak of black emerge from behind the twin trees as he pulled Alara around the building. “I need you to run now. Follow beside me. Do not stop until I say so.”

Swallowing hard, she looked at him with trembling eyes and nodded. Jason took off running. Beside him, Alara ran with the efficient strides of a trained athlete. They wove around tree trunks, their feet skimming across a layer of forest debris. Jason’s steps were muted, but the noise Alara was kicking up would lead the assassin straight to them. Unless they could outrun her. Jason ran faster. Alara grunted but matched his pace.

The assassin was falling behind, her soft footsteps growing fainter. A few hundred meters ahead, a twig snapped. Jason looked past the web of branches and leaves. He saw a black form hiding in the shadow of a great tree. A second assassin. Jason reached out with his senses, drinking in the resonances of the forest. This second assassin was loaded down with as many blades as Emperor Selpe’s bodyguard, the scent of metal drowning out all else around him. There was a third assassin closing in fast. The three assassins were moving to surround them.

Jason snatched ahold of Alara’s arm and rolled her onto his back. He burst forward toward the tallest tree in sight, an ancient giant with red bark singed by a thousand forgotten fires. He ran up the trunk and hopped onto the lowest branch. Thicker than the trunk of most any tree, the branch had sprouted straight out of a hole hollowed out by fire. It would have to do. He’d leave Alara there while he went to deal with the assassins. If only her fingers weren’t digging into his chest. When he tried to pry them off, she only clung harder to him.

“I need to take care of your assassins.” He tore her off of him and planted her on the branch. Looking at her, he said, “You will be safe here.”

Alara peered down, then stumbled back. Her head hit the top of an overhead branch, jiggling a nest of large pinecones. “You have got to be kidding. We must be at least ten meters up.”

“Closer to twenty actually,” he told her. “And that is precisely why you will be safe.”

“Not if I fall off the branch,” she muttered.

“So be sure to hold on tightly,” he said, then hopped over the edge.

He dropped to the ground, landing just in time to see the second assassin break through the underbrush. Many Blades stopped in his tracks. His eyes narrowed as he saw Jason. And that Alara was not beside him.

“Where is she?” he demanded, drawing two daggers.

From the way he held them, Jason could tell he knew how to use them. Many Blades did not wait for Jason to answer. He struck forward, aiming to slash him across the chest. Jason sidestepped, then stuck his foot out. Many Blades tripped, narrowly missing skewering himself on his own daggers.

The song of flying knives whistled over the wind. Jason whipped around, plucking two silver slivers out of the air. The third assassin emerged from the bushes. Unlike Many Blades, this assassin had a preference for throwing knives. They were strapped to his arms, his chest, and his wrists. He had already drawn a second pair. He crept forward like a hunter stalking his prey, waiting for the right moment to throw his knives.

Idiot. He should have long since thrown them. And he had severe misconceptions about who was hunter and who was prey. As Jason glared at Throwing Knives, the man seemed to come to the same conclusion. He quickly launched the knives. Behind Jason, at the base of the giant tree, Many Blades was stumbling to his feet, his daggers once again in his hands. Jason threw the silver knives at him, pinning him to the tree’s trunk, then spun around to catch the second barrage from Throwing Knives just long enough to send them back at him. Throwing Knives let out a surprised yelp and threw himself to the ground to avoid being killed by his own weapons.

Leaves rustled behind Jason, ushering in the arrival of the first assassin. She carried a sword with a long crimson blade in her hands. Colored steel usually meant an enchanted blade—and a cause for worry—but the assassin’s sword appeared to be nothing more than a knockoff of an Elition Versatile, the favored sword of the northern kingdoms.

The female assassin’s eyes took in the scene—Many Blades pinned to the tree, Throwing Knives with his belly to the ground—and her lips twitched. She swallowed down hard, containing the emerging chuckle, and advanced cautiously toward Jason with her sword held before her. Throwing Knives rose to his feet and closed in on Jason from the other side.

Jason turned to keep both assassins in sight. Crimson Sword slashed her sword down, aiming for Jason’s torso. He drew his dagger and caught her swing on the edge of his blade. As Throwing Knives hurled his third set, Jason pushed upward, throwing the sword off of him. Tipped off balance, Crimson Sword stumbled back. Jason darted out of the line of the knives. One flew into the bushes, but the other buried itself in Crimson Sword’s thigh. She growled and spat curses at Throwing Knives.

From the way they were moving—each as one attacker, rather than as a collective fighting force—the three assassins weren’t used to working together as a team. They were united only temporarily by their job to kill Alara. And the money Viviana would pay them should they succeed.

Fabric ripped as Many Blades freed himself from the tree. He dropped like a stone, then scrambled to his feet and charged toward Jason. His legs pumping, he drew two swords and let off an obnoxious war cry. Jason nearly sighed. Another idiot. Someone must have forgotten to tell him that assassins were supposed to be stealthy. As soon as Many Blades was close enough, Jason moved inside the gap between his blades and circled around to his back to give him a forceful push. Many Blades flew in an uncontrolled stumble toward Crimson Sword, and the two of them collided into a mass of twisted blades and blood. Their resonances winked out.

Jason turned around to face his final opponent, but Throwing Knives had his attention otherwise occupied. He stood at the base of the giant tree, a knife at his feet and his eyes glued to the branch where Alara stood, bombarding him with a storm of pinecones. The orange-sized pinecones hit his head and shoulders, then bounced to the ground. Many Blades was already standing in a huge pile of them, and Alara just kept throwing them at him. Gritting his teeth, he tried to aim a knife at her, but her assault was making that impossible.

Until she ran out of pinecones. Alara extended up to her tiptoes to pluck more from the tree, which gave Many Blades just the respite he needed to throw a knife at her. Jason sprinted forward and jumped, using Many Blades as a springboard to launch himself toward the trunk. Jason pushed off the red bark and landed on the branch just in time to catch the knife. He threw it back down. It landed right between the assassin’s eyes, and his back hit the ground like a stiff plank. Jason lifted Alara into his arms and jumped down.

“Wow,” she gasped, looking up at Jason. “Just wow.”

Jason set her on her feet and stepped back. The three assassins were dead. They could move on.

“The way you caught that knife… That was amazing,” she said, touching his shoulder.

“It was unwise of you to give your position away,” he told her, removing her hand from his arm.

“He was getting ready to throw a knife in your back. You were busy with the other two. I had to do something,” she said, her eyes trembling. She actually sounded like she had been worried about him.

“My reputation is not undeserved,” said Jason.

Alara let out a dejected sigh. “Of course not.”

She took a step, and her leg immediately collapsed under the weight of her body. Jason caught her hand before she hit the ground.

“You did not mention you were hit,” he said, pointing at the tear in her capris. The black fabric had camouflaged the blood, but it was now dripping down the back of her calf and into her shoe.

Alara twisted to look at her leg. “The knife just graced my leg. I didn’t think it was serious.”

“You are bleeding quite severely,” he told her. “You are human. If this is not treated, it could get infected. And if you lose too much blood, you will pass out.”

She leaned over to tear a strip of cloth from the fallen assassin’s shirt, then tied it around her leg. “There.”

“I don’t think that shirt is hygienic,” he observed.

She grinned. “Yes, it’s undoubtably full of forest spores and assassin sweat.”

“Undoubtably.” When she persisted in smiling he added, “If you pass out from fever, I will have to carry you.”

“I can think of worse fates,” she replied with a coy wink.

“It is difficult to protect you if you are unconscious.”

She traced her finger down his arm. “Then I guess you’ll just have to take me somewhere safe until I’m healed.”

Jason feared she was right. But where? Saw was out of the question now. Who knew how many of Viviana’s assassins still lurked about. He would have to take Alara somewhere that even assassins would not go. No, could not go. While the Elition Wilderness kept out most humans, it did not deter assassins, bandits, and convicts. Jason would need to bring Alara through a portal to one of Elitia’s hidden pockets. Eclipse, where Jason lived, was one of these pockets, but he would not risk the town by bringing her there.

“Where are we going?” she asked as Jason lifted her onto his back and set off deeper into the woods.

“To the Night Rose Order.”

One of the portals into their camp was just past the border in the Elition kingdom of Giantswood. And when Jason told Braeden that Alara was the key to taking out Lord Roden, he would help them.

“The renegade band of Elitions? But I’ve heard they kill people for their bones.” Alara shuddered. “Or heal them. I can’t remember which.”

“Yes,” he said.
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HOW THE NIGHT Rose Order treated you depended largely on two things: how much you could pay them and whether you managed to get on their good side. Unsurprisingly, there was a strong correlation between how much you could pay them and whether you ended up on their good side. Jason, though, was not linked to them by money. He was linked by blood. Braeden Falls, the leader of the Night Rose Order, was his cousin.

But that didn’t mean they saw eye-to-eye on things. Ten years ago, both he and Braeden had been displaced from Pegasus, along with the rest of the kingdom’s inhabitants. Many of those Elition refugees had settled in Eclipse. Others had scattered to camps throughout Elitia. Braeden had gone to the Night Rose Order, a group founded by his mother in the ashes of Pegasus’s fall. When she was killed in a fight with Laelia guards two years ago, he had taken her place as leader. Like Jason, Braeden did not have any love for the current leadership of Elitia, nor for their Selpe allies. That did not stop him, however, from profiting off of all Selpes desperate, gullible, and wealthy. Jason preferred to just kill them.

“We are close,” Jason told Alara.

She had started to nod off on his back, but this news snapped her back into consciousness. She shook herself and asked, “The Night Rose Order?”

“They are here,” he replied, turning toward a fire-scarred hollow trunk.

Three Elitions stepped through the tree tunnel, their vibrant outfits popping out against the black bark backdrop. The members of the Night Rose Order could be easily identified by two things: the rich jewel tones of their clothing and the enormous tattoos on their faces. The most subdued of the tattoos covered one entire half of its owner’s face. The more elaborate ones were painted on both sides. And the most ostentatious of them all spread down the neck and onto the chest and shoulders.

There were few Elitions walking the world with tattoos for the same reason there weren’t many scarred Elitions: rapid healing. It took a poison blade to etch a scar on an Elition’s body and a poison needle to ink a tattoo. The list of poisons that worked on an Elition was short—but every item on there was made from nasty, odious substances that made for nasty, odious consequences. Jason did not have any tattoos, but he’d once had a run-in with a poison blade. It had barely graced his skin, yet from that tiny sliver, a flood of volcanic agony erupted across his entire body. He could not fathom why anyone would volunteer for that sort of torture. Not even Phantoms were that crazy. But, then again, the Night Rose Order seemed to attract all sorts of lunatics.

A man with shoulder-length snow-white hair and eyes nearly as dark as Jason’s stepped forward, a Serenity sword in his hand. Sleek and slender with an eighty centimeter blade that was sharp enough to slice through nearly anything, the Serenity was the sword of the south. And this one was as real as the Elition who held it. The man’s fitted shirt and pants were deep purple splashed with accents of sunshine-gold. Around his forehead, he had tied a matching strand of cloth. A thorned vine tattoo followed the line of his left jaw, and black eyeliner was drawn around his eyes—or, as Jason suspected, tattooed around his eyes.

“Jason Chanz,” he said, raising his sword. He smelled like Chameleon.

“I need to see Braeden,” Jason replied, eyeing the man’s sword. If he had to kill any of the Night Rose Order, he would do it, but that would annoy Braeden. And annoying Braeden was not a good way to preface asking him for a favor.

Tattooed Eyeliner arched two slimly sculpted brows and warmed up his sword arm.

“Tell him it’s about Terra,” said Jason.

Tattooed Eyeliner nearly dropped his sword. “Terra Cross?”

“Yes.”

The three Night Rose Order Elitions exchanged loaded glances, then Tattooed Eyeliner nodded toward Alara.

“Who’s that?”

“Part of finding Terra.”

Tattooed Eyeliner gave a heavy sigh, then walked toward the tree tunnel. As soon as he took a step out the other side, he disappeared. The other two Night Rose Order sentries did not follow. They would not leave the portal to their camp unguarded. Jason resettled Alara on his back and passed into the tunnel. He felt the familiar jolt of a portal jump, and then he was suddenly standing before a field of bathing pools. There were several dozen of them, each hole just large enough to fit one person comfortably—two if they really squeezed together. Narrow streams of water connected groups of pools together. Jason knew that some of the pools were warm and some cool, depending on whether they were fed from the nearby hot spring or the cold water that came down from the mountains.

Tattooed Eyeliner disappeared into a nearby house and emerged a minute later. As he returned back through the portal, Braeden came out of the house. Jason’s cousin was nearly as tall as he was and built like a wildcat. He had eggplant-black hair that fell nearly to his shoulders, catlike honey-yellow eyes, and on his sun-bronzed skin he wore a tattoo in the form of a tiger’s paw. When his eyes met Jason’s, they twinkled, and a wide smile broke out upon his lips.

“Hello, hello, Jason,” he called out, holding his arms out wide.

Jason contained the dark glare beginning to slide over his eyes. He and Braeden had never really gotten along, but right now he needed him. Jason set Alara down on the ground. As her feet touched down, her injured leg locked up and she stumbled. Jason caught her, and she leaned against him for support.

“What do we have here?” Amusement danced across Braeden’s eyes as he looked at Alara’s hand locked against Jason’s shoulder. “Have you finally found yourself a girlfriend, Jason?”

“She is a client,” Jason told him. “And she is injured. I need one of your healers to take a look at her leg.”

“A client. Of course. How very…professional of you,” Braeden said. He sounded disappointed. Or perhaps bored. “My own dear Delilah is away at the moment. If only I had known that you were coming. She is interested in meeting you.”

No one was ‘interested’ in meeting Jason. Not with his reputation. This Delilah sounded like a lunatic.

“Why are you here anyway? Zan mentioned something about Terra?”

“Make sure you send for a healer with experience healing humans,” Jason said. “Those who have only healed Elitions don’t know much about handling infections.”

Braeden laughed. “Jason, we mainly sell our services to the Selpes. All of our healers have experience with humans.”

“I want her actually healed, Braeden. Don’t try that voodoo circus act you pull over on most of your clients.”

“I am offended,” Braeden replied with mock shock. “Our high-paying clients get only the real stuff. And since she is a friend of yours…” He winked at Alara. “…she will get the real stuff too.”

An Elition man with a red flower tattoo came out of the house and went straight over to Alara. She gave Jason a nervous look. He nodded and nudged her toward the healer.

“Let’s walk,” Jason said to Braeden once Alara and the healer were inside the house.

For a few minutes they walked in silence, the amusement on Braeden’s face magnifying with every step. Finally, when they were alone in the woods bordering the camp, Jason turned to his cousin.

“Alara is not a friend.”

Braeden grinned. “Did you remember to tell her that?”

“She is a client. A means to an end.”

“Don’t assassins generally busy themselves with killing people, not patching them up?”

“There are assassins after her. She hired me to take care of them,” said Jason.

“And take care of her?”

Jason inclined his head.

“I thought you hated bodyguard work. Or does that depend on the body?”

“Don’t be absurd.” Jason tapped his fingers against the knives strapped to his arms. “I do hate bodyguard work. That has not changed. But I took the job because Alara will lead me to Terra.”

“How?”

“Do you remember Lord Jon and Lord Fredrick?”

“I remember that you killed them. It was about five minutes after I told you they and Lord Roden had gotten their hands on the Elition Book of Memory.”

“Then you should also remember that I went to Lord Jon’s and Lord Fredrick’s castles, hoping to find the book.”

“Of course. And then you went to Lord Roden’s castle, but after his coconspirators died, he invested in a bit of extra security. You could not figure out how to get through it. But what does this have to do with your new client?”

“Lord Roden’s daughter is the one trying to kill her. And I know she’s staying at her father’s castle at the moment. If Alara goes to the front gate asking to see Viviana Wilds, the guards will call her. Presented with this chance to trap her competitor, she will tell them to let Alara in. And in that moment the gate is open, I will sneak through.”

Braeden chewed on his lip for a moment, his gaze lifted in thought. Finally, he looked at Jason. “Does your client know you plan to use her as bait?”

“She managed to get her hands on a keycard to Lord Roden’s castle. She is offering it as payment for my services.”

“Those cards are updated every day. Didn’t you go down that road already? You couldn’t steal a card and get to the castle before it expired.”

“Yes.”

“I suppose Alara doesn’t know that her card is worthless.”

“She went to all the trouble of taking a photo of the card so someone could not just kill her to steal it off her corpse,” Jason told him.

“So that’s a no.”

“Yes.”

“Well, I guess that answers my question of whether she knows you plan to use her as bait,” Braeden said. “Do you honestly think this is going to work?”

“It’s better than the other ideas I considered.”

“Even though you’re putting a woman’s life in danger?” Braeden posed.

“A woman’s life is already in danger.”

“Terra.”

“Yes. And the Book of Memory is my first lead on the Recovery Scrolls. Once I have all the pieces, I will be able to find her.”

“She’s been in hiding for so many years. What makes you think she’s all of a sudden in danger?”

“I just know.”

Braeden favored him with a skeptical look.

“The Selpes want her. The Avans want her. The whole world wants her. They will torture and use her until she goes mad.” Jason could feel his eyes going obsidian, burning and biting like frozen fire. “I will not allow it.”
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AFTER HIS DISCUSSION with Braeden, Jason returned to the bathing pools, this time to clean. A good assassin should move around unnoticed, and for that to work he could not stink. Jason had killed three people that day and taken a run through the forest. He was covered in mud and blood and sweat. So he had handed his dirty clothes to the bathing area attendant, then selected a warm pool with a good overview of the camp. He set his throwing knives down within arm’s reach and set about scrubbing over his skin. If someone hoped to catch him unaware while he was bathing, that someone would end up with a knife in his head.

But no one tried to attack Jason. Fifteen minutes after his arrival, Alara left the house and cut across the bathing area. She stopped before Jason. Her eyes locked on his, she dropped the robe she was wearing. As she oozed into the pool beside his, he noticed that her leg was fully healed. There was no sign that it had ever been cut. Braeden had kept his word. He had seen to it that she received the real treatment.

“Thank you,” she said, after she had finished washing her hair.

Jason said nothing.

“You have brought me somewhere safe. Somewhere that Viviana’s assassins cannot get to me.”

“We cannot stay. The Night Rose Order does not open its gates to humans. This was an exception. Tomorrow, we will need to move again.”

“Even so…” She reached over to set a hand on Jason’s arm. “…it’s nice to feel safe, if only for a few hours. I’ve been running from those assassins for so long. Viviana had them kill many of my friends and family in an attempt to smoke me out. But I just ran.” A tear slid down her cheek. She brushed it away, then turned her head toward Jason. “Does that make me a bad person?”

Her hand was still on his arm, but Jason did not shrug it off. “The drive to survive is a powerful force.”

“When the first assassin came after me at home, I hit him over the head with a barbell. Then I just ran. I thought I had killed him. I’ve never killed anyone before. But then he was there today in the woods, the one with all the knives.” She let out a sigh. “I was glad I hadn’t killed him. He just went right after me again, and still I was glad I hadn’t killed him.” She turned her whole body toward him, leaning her elbows against the edge of the pool for support. “Does that even make any sense?”

“Most people do not have what it takes to kill another person,” he told her.

She brushed a lock of wet hair from her face. “How many people have you killed, Jason?”

You don’t want to know, he thought.

“A lot,” he said.

“I’ve heard that you became an assassin when you were only fifteen years old.”

“That is true.”

She seemed to consider his answer. “Why did you become an assassin?”

He almost didn’t answer, but for some reason, he did. “When I was younger, my parents died, and I lost my home. I was very angry for a very long time. Elitions are not all alike. I’m a Phantom. Phantoms can do a whole lot of impressive magic. That’s quite useful. But we Phantoms also have short fuses that often lead to massive amounts of bloodshed. And it doesn’t help matters that we tend to delight in massive amounts of bloodshed.”

Alara paled.

“Don’t worry. I have it under control. I learned to channel this anger and these urges into my work.”

“So that’s why you’re so…so…”

“Cold,” he supplied for her.

She smiled. “Unreadable. Your face is blank. Usually, I’m pretty good at reading people. But not you. It’s like you’re wearing a mask.” She drew a line down his arm. “It doesn’t seem like you ever have any fun.”

“Deep down, every Phantom’s idea of fun is a bloodbath. I don’t think anyone wants to see that,” he said.

“Surely, there are other ways to channel your urges.” She took up his hand and flipped it over. She lowered her lips to his wrist and kissed it. “Ones that involve considerably less blood.”

Still holding to his hand, Alara rose from the pool. As she stood there before him, water droplets sliding down her skin, she released him, then demurely wrapped a towel around her body. She took a few steps toward the cabin Braeden had given them for the night, then stopped to look over her shoulder.

“Jason?”

“Yes?”

“Could you come with me? Just to make sure it’s safe?”

It was a flimsy excuse, but Jason pushed off his hands and rose from the pool. While he dried himself off with a blush-pink towel Braeden had probably told the attendant to set there as a joke, Alara just gawked at him. Jason continued to pat down his skin with the towel and ignored her as much as an assassin trained to remain aware of his surroundings could do. When he was done, he tied the towel around his waist, gathered up his knives, and joined her. She gaped at the towel as much as she had at him before he’d put it on.

Jason moved around her to open the door. He took a quick check of the inside of the house, then poked his head out of the doorway.

“It’s safe. There are no assassins hiding under the bed,” he declared.

“Any assassins hiding in the bed?” she asked, smiling.

“No,” he said and walked inside.

Alara closed the door. She looked around, which didn’t take very long. The house was small, consisting of nothing but a corner for the stove, a dining table large enough for two, and a bed. One bed. Alara picked up on that as well. As she slid her hand over the blanket, she chuckled. But she did not sit on the bed. She took the three steps back over to Jason and looked him in the eye.

“Who is Terra?” she asked.

Jason gave her a hard look.

“When you mentioned her name, that Elition let us in,” she said. “Is Terra…is she a girlfriend?”

“I don’t have girlfriends. Terra is a childhood friend.”

“Good.”

Alara smiled. She leaned over to kiss him lightly on his lips. When she was done, he just looked at her. And then he took a step back.

Alara sighed. “I suppose it’s against the assassin’s code for them to get close to their clients.”

“Most of my clients have been scruffy old men.”

Alara laughed aloud, a sound joyous and innocent.

“What’s so funny?” Jason asked. “I was being completely serious.”

Her green eyes laughed as merrily as her lips had. “And when a client is a young woman?” She dropped her towel. “Don’t assassins have needs too?”

“Naturally, just as any man.”

She sucked in air as he traced his finger up her ribcage.

“But an assassin’s clients want him for his skill with a blade,” he said, withdrawing his hand.

“Perhaps I’m interested in you for more than your knives.”

“I’m beginning to realize that.”

Alara brushed her finger along the top of his towel, then released the tuck. The towel fell to his feet, and she kicked it away. She sat down on the edge of the bed, her back arched toward him.

“Come to me, Jason Chanz,” she purred.

He stepped forward, and she pulled him onto the bed.
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JASON LEFT ALARA asleep in the bed, her smiling lips buzzing with a subtle snore. His clothes, now clean, were waiting for him just outside the house. He put them on, strapped his knives on top, then walked past the bathing pools to the house where the healer had patched up Alara. Braeden was waiting outside. As soon as he saw Jason, his lips lifted in a smile.

“Leaving the lady so soon?” he asked.

Jason crossed his arms and gave his cousin a cold glare.

“Very convincing, assassin. I almost believe that ‘I’m a rock with no emotions’ look. But, alas, not after that little demonstration.”

Jason phased his eyes darker, but Braeden didn’t seem to get the hint. He just kept prattling on.

“Whatever you were doing to that sweet girl, it certainly wasn’t cold or emotionless. The whole camp can attest to that.”

“I suggest that you instruct your followers in the finer points of minding their own business,” said Jason. “And you can begin with yourself.”

Braeden shrugged. “Really, what can you do when you have sensitive hearing?”

There was no point in arguing the point further. It was not his job to teach Braeden and his Night Rose Order self-restraint. They were like children. Lock them in a room with a pile of stimulants and nothing else to do, and they would drug themselves into oblivion.

“Why did you sleep with her? Not that I disapprove, Jason. You could use a bit of fun in your life,” Braeden added.

“Thank you for your approval,” Jason said drily.

Braeden patted him hard on the back. “I’ve never thought of you as a ladykiller. But clearly this was not your first time.”

“No.”

“I do so enjoy these monosyllabic conversations that we have.”

“Irrefutably.”

“Nice, Jason. Real nice.”

Braeden sat down on the chair in front of the house, extending his hand toward the one opposite it. Jason took one look at the chair, then picked it up and set it beside Braeden’s so that there was only a wall behind him. Braeden chuckled, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he did something far more foolish. He persisted in his misguided pursuit of gossip.

“Really. Why did you sleep with her?” he asked.

“It was necessary.”

Braeden snorted. “I’m sure it was.”

“I had to sleep with her because she has been lying to me,” Jason clarified.

Braeden had been balancing on one leg of his chair, and he nearly fell over when Jason said that. He steadied himself and returned all four legs to the ground.

“That doesn’t make any sense, Jason,” he said. “Or is this Phantom logic?”

“In a way, yes. Alara has put up a mental wall.”

“Meaning you can’t read her?”

“No.”

“How is that even possible?” Braeden asked. “You are the Elite Phantom. That makes you the strongest Phantom currently alive. And you’re telling me you can’t read some human’s mind?”

“She’s part Elition,” Jason told him.

“How do you know?”

“She’s fast. She has a good sense of other people’s feelings. She has better senses than normal humans. She heals better than humans. It’s not much. Maybe a great-grandparent, or even a grandparent, was Elition. But I am certain that she is not completely human.”

“Ok. Fine. Whatever.” Braeden waved his arms around. “But still. You can read most Elitions. You should be able to handle a mostly human woman.”

“Some humans can be conditioned to be resistant to a Phantom’s probe. It takes enormous mental discipline, but it can be done. Alara’s Elition blood makes putting up a good wall easier for her.”

“So, you think she’s hiding something? And so you sleep with her?” Braeden scratched his head. “That is Phantom logic, if ever I heard it.”

“Alara has a good wall, but it’s not indestructible. I have enough raw power to break it down.”

“And you’re not doing this because…”

“Someone who has the mental strength to put up such a wall would experience a great deal of pain the moment it was shattered.”

“And you don’t want to hurt her.”

“I don’t want her to notice. If it hurts, she will notice. I still need her in order to get into Lord Roden’s castle. And for that, I need her to trust me,” Jason explained.

“Even though you don’t trust her?”

“The only people who put up walls like that are—”

“Assassins?”

“Yes. And people who have something to hide.”

“So, what’s your girl hiding in her closet? Mismatched socks? Dead bodies?” Satisfaction rolled off his lips. “A harem of assassin lovers?”

“Lord Adrian,” Jason told him.

And just like that, perplexed disgust washed the satisfaction away. Braeden shook himself. “I wouldn’t have pictured him as her type.”

“As far as I could tell, it’s a strictly professional arrangement. Lord Adrian wants her to help him capture me, and in exchange he will help her with her Viviana problem. It appears most of her story is true. Her competitor did hire assassins to kill her. Alara just failed to mention that after she escaped the first attack, she went to Lord Adrian for help.”

“And she confessed this to you after you slept with her?”

“Of course not. She is not stupid,” replied Jason. “I did that to make her drop her wall, so I could sense what she is up to.”

“You’re a cold bastard, Jason.”

“She is plotting with the Selpe Empire’s most powerful lord to capture me, and I’m the bad one? She came onto me, Braeden. I merely took advantage of the opportunity. It’s not as though she suffered.”

Braeden threw up his hands. “Fine. I should have known better than to argue morality with an assassin.”

“Yes.”

Braeden snorted. “So, how does Lord Adrian hope to capture you?”

“He is sending soldiers to Lord Roden’s castle.”

“Are you still going?”

“Yes. I need the Book of Memory if I’m to find Terra.”

“So this doesn’t change your plans at all?”

Jason considered the question, then said, “There will be more bodies at the end.”

The tiger’s paw on his face stretched as Braeden sucked in his cheeks. “Jason, you may be family, but sometimes you really disturb me.”

“I know.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, Jason woke Alara before dawn. They ate a quick breakfast, then returned to Giantswood through the portal. By the time they crossed over into Wilds, Lord Roden’s territory, the sun was up. The early summer air was heavy with hot moisture. The sunlight broke through the canopy in narrow streams, setting a million water beads alight. They sparkled like rivers of diamonds, the sheer brightness dulling Jason’s eyesight. An enemy could use this blinding effect to hide from him. He would need to be extra cautious.

Beside him, Alara drank in the sight, enthralled by its beauty, blind to the danger it brought with it. Much as she was when it came to Jason. Last night, she had agreed without protest to her role as bait to get him into Lord Roden’s castle. Since her deal with Lord Adrian necessitated that she stick with Jason, this was not a monumental surprise. But Jason could tell from the way she looked at him that she was enamored. It was so strong that tastes of it were even seeping out of cracks in her mental wall. And she had not let go of his hand since they’d left the Night Rose Order’s camp.

The sky was darkening to the blue-grey of early evening when Jason and Alara reached Lord Roden’s castle. The lanterns lining the front gate were already on, shining a harsh white light over the entrance where two guards stood. Jason had counted another six patrolling the fenced perimeter of the estate and a dozen more walking the grounds past the gate. The fence itself was over twenty meters high and sizzling with enough electricity to barbecue an elephant, so the guards were overkill. Jason looked up at the metal-woven wall before him, too high for even a Phantom to jump. He repressed the urge to kick it. Those walls—and other features of a ridiculously overblown security system—were all that stood between him and the Book of Memory, his first step toward being reunited with Terra.

He released Alara’s hand and retreated into the shadows as she took a deep breath and walked toward the guards at the gate. They tensed at the sound of approaching footsteps, but relaxed when they found only a woman in running clothes there. Any real threat would have been able to sneak up on them unannounced. The fact that the guards didn’t seem to realize this indicated that they weren’t very competent, which meant Jason’s plan to get past them might just work.

“Hi,” Alara said to the guards, waving her hand.

Her eyes were trained to their rifles. She swallowed hard and lifted her gaze to their faces, just as Jason had told her. Her heart was thumping out a gallop, but the guards couldn’t hear that.

“State your name and your business here,” the guard with short and spiky black hair said.

“I’m Alara Reeves, and I’m here to see Viviana.”

“Viviana Wilds, his lordship’s youngest daughter?” asked the second guard, who sported a ponytail.

“Yes.”

Ponytail tapped the wire that looped from his ear to his mouth. “I’m going to have to clear that.”

While he chatted with the lethargic man at the other end of the line, Spiky did his best to hit on Alara. She smiled nervously but seemed to be making an effort to encourage him.

“You’re clear to go on through,” Ponytail finally said. He swiped his card, then hit a sequence of six keys to open the gate. “There are guards patrolling the grounds. They’ve been instructed to let you pass. Stay on the lit path. It will bring you to the front door, where Mr. Silverhawk will be waiting to show you inside. If you have any weapons, please leave them here.”

Alara lifted her leg to the curb in front of the gate and pulled a pocketknife out of her sock. She set it into Ponytail’s open palm. The guards gawked at her as she patted down a tiny wrinkle in her tank top.

Jason glared at the garbage can set on the sidewalk further down the fence. It toppled over, nearly burying a cat walking by. The tabby dashed away in a fit of hisses, screams, and the resonating thud of metal hitting concrete. The moment the guards’ eyes turned toward the noise, Jason slipped behind them and through the gate, disappearing into the shadows as silently as he had emerged.

“Stupid cat,” chuckled Spiky.

“Yeah,” agreed Ponytail.

“Can I go now?” Alara asked.

“Oh, sure,” Spiky said, stepping out of her way.

Alara gave them each a warm smile, then entered the grounds of Lord Roden’s estate. She jumped when the gate clanged shut behind her. She paused for a few seconds, then marched off down the path. Keeping to the shadows, Jason tracked her. He waited until she was out of sight of the guards at the front gate, then dashed over to her and swept her up. He covered an emerging squeal of surprise from her mouth and carried her over to a dark corner.

“You nearly scared me to death,” she told him as he set her on her feet.

“The cameras sweep across the grounds. I had to grab you quickly while they were turned away. The gap in coverage lasts only half a second.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing you’re so fast,” she said with a smile.

“Yes.”

Alara leaned in to kiss him, but Jason held her back.

“We don’t have time for this,” he said.

“Are there any cameras covering this dark patch of grass?”

“No, but there is an assassin waiting for you at the front door.”

She looked like she had just swallowed her own tongue. “Another one?”

“Yes. The Mr. Silverhawk the guard referred to is the assassin Silverhawk.”

“Silverhawk? The name sounds Elition.”

“He is human. Underneath.”

“Underneath?” she asked.

“There are certain humans who fancy themselves Elition. They give themselves names they believe sound mysterious. They dye their hair unusual shades and wear special contact lenses to change the color of their eyes,” he explained. “But underneath it all, they are still human.”

“I see.” Fear clung to Alara like a second skin. “So what do we do now?”

“You will return to the path in a moment,” he began.

“Return to the path?” She looked horrified. “With an assassin waiting for me on the other end?”

“Yes. Remember, the cameras are tracking you. If they lose sight of you for too long, the guards will grow suspicious. The whole castle will be put on alert, which we really don’t want.”

“But the assassin,” she protested.

“I will run ahead and take care of him. You just stay on that path.”

Jason nudged her forward, then darted from shadow to shadow until he closed in on the stone walls of the castle. Silverhawk was waiting just out of sight of the path, behind a statue of a rearing stallion. He wore shiny black leather, which reflected too much light to allow him to truly blend into his surroundings. There was a tattoo of a silver hawk, wings extended wide, on the back of his neck—peering out from beneath a long silver braid. The man’s hair was naturally pale blond, and he had dyed it with a glittery silver coat that made it sparkle like snowflakes in the moonlight. His eyes glowed bright turquoise, but Jason could just make out the pale blue beneath the vibrant mask. To top off the look, he had brushed a faintly shimmering powder all over his skin.

Silverhawk looked absolutely ridiculous.

His eyes were trained on Alara, his fingers tapping out the seconds upon the hilt of his knife. As soon as she came within throwing distance, he would not waste time in launching a barrage of blades at her. He had not yet noticed Jason—nor would he. Jason took up two of his black knives and hurled them at the clueless assassin. They hit him in the head and chest, and he went down.

Alara approached the front door with slow, cautious steps. Her eyes darted from spot to spot with nervous energy. She nearly jumped out of her shoes when Jason emerged from the bushes. He stood back, a finger pressed to his lips, then pointed at the camera angled toward the door. Pushing her shoulders down, she stepped forward and turned the knob. The door opened. Silverhawk must have left it unlocked on his way out.

Jason dashed inside, and Alara closed the door behind them. The foyer was dark but for the tiny red lights that littered the long, wide hallway before them. Jason set a hand on Alara’s shoulder and held her still.

“The cameras detect movement,” he told her.

Alara shot the lights a wary look. “How sensitive are they?”

“Very, according to my source.”

“Then why haven’t all sorts of alarms gone off yet?” she asked.

“The camera right here in the foyer is off.” He pointed to the camera mounted on the arch leading into the hall. No red light shone out from it. “As is the one above the staircase leading into the basement. It seems likely that your competitor had those shut off to cover her assassin’s trail. She would not want any evidence of your assassination to lead back to her.”

“So, he is down there?”

“He is currently behind the stallion statue outside,” said Jason.

Alara shot the door an anxious look.

“Dead,” he clarified. “But he must have come up from down there.”

“Ok.” She took a deep breath. “What do we do now?”

“You will go wait in that corner by the stairs. And remain quiet,” he instructed her.

“And you?”

“I will go down into the basement.”

“But aren’t Lord Roden’s chambers on the top floor of the castle?”

“If someone comes down that way, warn me,” he continued.

Alara looked at him for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not here for Lord Roden, are you? You’re here for something else.”

“Stay here. Don’t follow me,” he said, then headed down the stairs with soft steps.

According to the information Braeden had acquired, Lord Roden kept his collection of rare and exotic artifacts somewhere in his basement. The Book of Memory was a one-of-a-kind Elition text, so it certainly qualified as both rare and exotic as far as a Selpe lord like Roden was concerned. Jason took a silent run across the entire underground level. In one corner—past an inadequate lock—he found a chamber that contained four collections of jewels behind glass cases, a wall of paintings, and ten encased pedestals, each one holding an elaborately bound book open to a page with intricate illustrations and hand-scripted text. Not one of the books was Elition, however. The Book of Memory was not there.

Jason was just about to go off in search of Lord Roden after all, when he heard the rapid rumble of descending footsteps. Alara stumbled off the staircase, toppling into Jason. He caught her, then pushed her back, hitting her with a hard stare.

“I told you to remain upstairs,” he said.

“You told me to warn you if anyone came this way. Well, a dozen Diamond Edges are heading this way,” she said.

A bullet shot over her shoulder toward him. Jason ducked sideways, and it went into the wall behind him. A storm of bullets followed, but fired from the narrow openings in the spiral staircase, their range was limited. Jason moved out of range, and Alara scurried after him. He concentrated on the support beam holding up the staircase. It ripped out of the ground and rolled clear across the room, bringing the Diamond Edges along for the ride. By the time it stopped moving, the soldiers weren’t either. Jason turned from the dented piece of metal to glare at Alara.

“I’m so grateful that you are here, Jason,” she said, sighing with relief.

She threw herself into him, wrapping her arms tightly around his back. She released him just enough to kiss him. As her lips moved against his, she lifted her arms up to link her hands around the back of his neck—then stopped suddenly and staggered back.

“What?” she croaked out in shock, her hands clutching to her stomach.

Jason wiped her blood off his knife, then returned it to his wrist band. He moved past her toward the opening in the ceiling where the staircase had once extended down.

“Why?” she demanded, tears filling her eyes.

He looked over his shoulder at her.

“You know,” she said, shoulders drooping.

“I know,” he confirmed.

“How long?”

“I had my suspicions about you from the beginning, but it was not until last night that I learned you are working with Lord Adrian.”

“Last night?” She fell to her knees, dejection breaking through her mental barrier, mixing with her pain to shatter it. “You mean…you mean, it was all an act? You didn’t feel anything?”

“Lord Adrian sent you to seduce me and lead me into a trap. What trap?”

“He didn’t say,” she said. “He only told me to get close to you. To learn your secrets and find your weaknesses. But you are just interested in finding some woman named Terra Cross. You don’t have any secrets or weaknesses. I told him that.”

Jason dove forward, catching Alara as she fell toward the floor. “When?” He pushed her chin up and held her gaze.

“Just now upstairs.” Her voice shook. “He’s here.”

Jason gritted his teeth. “What exactly did you tell him about Terra?”

Her cheeks were wet with tears. “I didn’t want to tell him. But I was afraid.”

“What did you say?” he repeated, his words popping with Phantom energy.

“Just the name. And that you were looking for her. I told him I didn’t know anything about your weaknesses, but he didn’t care about that. He kept asking about Terra. When he realized I didn’t know anything else, he told the Diamond Edges to keep an eye on me, and then he left. That’s when I ran down the stairs.”

Jason swallowed down the rage. If he lost it now, he would never find out what Alara had passed along to Lord Adrian.

“I should never have gone to Lord Adrian for help. But I was so scared when Viviana’s assassin came after me. And Lord Adrian is the lord of my territory. I’ve won so many competitions for Greenwood. I even met him once after a big race. He congratulated me and said I was an honor to my territory. I thought he’d protect me,” Alara babbled on. “He promised that if I did as he asked and went to you, Viviana would never trouble me again.”

“He knew I would find out and kill you,” Jason told her.

A flicker of understanding—and despair—shone in her eyes. “Of course. That’s what he meant.” Sniffling, she looked at him. “Just tell me this, Jason. Did our time together mean nothing to you?”

“I eliminate all threats to me.”

“You did not answer the question.”

“It is nothing personal.”

“It is absolutely personal!” she exclaimed. “I have come to care for you.” She stroked her hand through his hair. “I want to come with you, Jason.”

Her wall broken, he knew she was telling the truth. “It is too late. And I eliminate all threats to me,” he repeated.

“I want to help you,” she insisted.

“Then tell me where the Book of Memory is.”

Pure puzzlement washed across her mind. “The book of what?”

She really didn’t know anything. Lord Adrian had merely used her fear and desperation to drag her into all of this. Jason lowered her gently to the ground, then rose. As she sat there propped up on one arm, her eyes red and trembling, he jumped through the hole and ran out of the castle. He swiped a keycard off of Silverhawk’s body, using it to escape the grounds.

The Selpes were after Terra Cross, the Elition Elite Prophet. That was nothing new. But now they knew Jason was looking for her too. After so many years of searching and scheming, Lord Adrian had finally found his weakness. And it wouldn’t be long before they put the pieces together and realized that Jason was after the Book of Memory because it was just one of four items that together made up the Recovery Scrolls, which would lead its holder to any Elition alive. To Terra.

No. Jason would find her first. Whatever it took. That he swore.
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ALL DAY THE newscasts played the video over and over again, the same thirty-second clip. The grainy cloud erupted and spread its raindust over the city. It stirred ever closer. So close that the attentive viewers, powerless to look away, wiped their eyes and cleared their throats of sand from a continent away. Just as they believed themselves safe, broken from the vicious trance, the camera looped back to the tiny, ominous spark that started it all. And they were forced to relive it all over again. The screams that pierced the air in hopeless torment. A smoke too transparent and cruel to hide the obscenities that lay beyond. The desperate bodies that rained down from sky-high balconies. The warm human mulch that padded the asphalt ground.

Every time they diverted their eyes, they found their attention returned to the screen. They could not look away from the saga of pain so neatly encapsulated into one half-minute montage. A woman learned one cannot fly on faith alone; her broken body tumbled and bumbled downward in a sickening, leaden dance. A man discovered the limits of his own bravery as his flesh was slowly consumed by flames.

And as Emperor Ambrose Selpe, slumped behind his desk in the capital city of Orion, numbly shuffled through the casualty reports from this horrible day, he realized the pride of his great people did not make them immune to the venom of another.

Fifty thousand. One hundred thousand. Two hundred and fifty thousand. The numbers wadded up before him. Innocent lives. Every few minutes they swelled, drained, then swelled once more.

And then he received the final estimate. Almost half a million Selpe citizens died the day Decia, once the pride of the Selpe Western Territories, was attacked. Mounds of debris, piled in mocking similarity to the grass-topped rolling hills of the neighboring countryside, were all that remained of the once prosperous coastal city.

As if this slaughter were not enough, Ambrose soon had another problem on his hands. Throughout the now shaken empire, people took to the streets. For most Selpes, the attack had been a distant continent away, far across the ocean to the west, but their rage was very close to their hearts. They marched. They rioted. They took their revenge.

Ambrose set down the report of a seven-year-old girl who had been stoned to death by her classmates for daring to be born to a foreign mother. He wiped rogue tears from his lined face with the back of his trembling hand. He had not even realized he’d been crying. It was behavior unbefitting of an emperor.

“This has to stop.”

His eyes still pooled over in concealed tears, he looked up through blurred vision at Davin Storm. The prince of Elitia stood beside his chair, his intense eyes staring down at Ambrose.

“What does your father suggest?”

Davin pulled his fingers through his hair, displacing the cocoa-bronze locks into a messy array against the platinum band set on his forehead. Biting the inside of his lip, he replied, “Father is upset, of course. Our people are sure to be targeted next if this situation is not resolved swiftly and decisively. But he did not send me. I have come with an idea of my own. With your permission, of course, Majesty.”

Ambrose looked Davin over. He did not remember how old the young Elition prince was, but he could not be even twenty. And yet here he was, at the wise old age of sixty-five, leader of the greatest empire in the world, so desperate to end the chaos that he was ready to grab at any insight this youngster could offer.

“Proceed.”

Davin bowed his head, then began to speak, “If the Selpe people were to have an outlet for their anger, someone undeniably evil, that would do much for morale. Not to mention take care of another…inconvenience currently on your plate.”

“Are you suggesting a scapegoat?”

“Why of course not, Your Majesty. That would be immoral. I simply believe that if you were to take a look at your list of irritations, you would surely find that another such nuisance provides a happy solution to this most desperate situation.”

“The Revs,” Ambrose said immediately, for there was no doubt as to where this was going. “Could they be responsible for such an atrocity?” he pondered, more to himself than to Davin.

“The Selpe people will without a doubt believe it to be so.”

The Revs, they who in an act of flamboyant treason had designated themselves ‘The Revolutionaries’ and seceded from the Selpe Empire, were nothing more than a renegade colony of disgruntled children. Their show of open rebellion was more damaging than their actual acts, which over the past twenty years had amounted to nothing more menacing than the occasional supply transport thievery or spray-painting ‘Long Live the Revolutionaries’ in bright red graffiti on the sides of Selpe city buildings. Such an act of outright murder was beyond them. And yet…

“Yes. They must pay for their crimes,” Ambrose agreed. If only he’d really believed it.

But where the Revs had succeeded most in the last two decades was in decaying the Selpe emperor’s once esteemed position. This attack could be the last nail in the coffin of his crumbling regime, and the Selpe Empire itself would be sure to follow. He could not allow that to happen. Not at a time like this.
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THAT DAY THE newscasts showed the destruction of Decia. They showed the riots. But all of that was just an appetizer to the much-anticipated announcement by Emperor Selpe, where he finally, with unblinking confidence, declared the Revs to be responsible for the attack on the beloved Selpe city. Instantly, as if by magic, the riots subsided. And Ambrose Selpe, whose reputation just hours before had been very much shattered, became the most popular Selpe ruler in the last century. Even his critics, outspoken citizens who had believed him to have grown soft in his old age, stood with him that day—the day he united all Selpes under the flag of vengeance.

Ambrose wished he could say that made him happy, but this thing had grown far beyond him. It didn’t matter how he felt.

All day and all night, the news stations replayed Emperor Selpe’s declaration. It played in the background as the Selpe Advisory Council convened to discuss the retaliation on Hope, the Rev capital city. Ambrose was silent as the twelve council members bickered and laughed, shouted and schemed. He didn’t feel much like celebrating.

He was apparently not the only one.

Beside him, from his place at the u-shaped table, King River’s face was as unreadable as a stone. Elitia’s high king watched his son Davin, who stood at the back of the room with Aaron Pall of the Selpe Diamond Edges, whispering like excited bees.

Aaron beamed, and the emperor knew he was relishing the eager anticipation in the air. Aaron’s views were no secret to him, and Ambrose really could not blame him, for he had not lived through all that Ambrose himself had during those long decades as emperor: the treachery, the pain, the death, and finally the mass destruction of an entire city in just the blink of an eye.

But all the young man saw was that seemingly the council had been forced to sit idly by for over a decade, even as a war call sang out to their aspirations. That the empire had grown static—hard-faced, even cruel perhaps, but static still. That the council had allowed their dreams to lapse into mediocrity. That even the ambitious Lord Adrian had grown fat in his stupid complacency.

But everything had changed. The council members spoke with renewed glows upon their faces, buzzing with dreams of reclaiming their destiny. Aaron nodded to Davin, and the implication was clear: such old men and women needed only young blood to remember those days. Once, long ago, they had bathed in power.

Overnight, the council had transformed into a group of young, zealous patriots. It was the council of thirty years prior. A monitor in the background played Emperor Selpe’s address to the press ad nauseam.

“My fellow Selpes, the cowardly assault on our magnificent city of Decia shall not go unavenged. The Revs, those bearers of devastation, will regret the day they attacked the great Selpe Empire.”

That was all he said, but to a people who had for so long retracted into darkness, it was enough to renew their faith—and their fire.
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EMPEROR SELPE’S DECLARATION of vengeance continued to play late into the night. It danced in tireless loops upon every monitor in the palace ballroom at Orion, where the Selpe inner circle celebrated the countdown to Hope’s destruction with grotesque fervor. The party was to last until the televised bombing of the Rev city began at dawn.

From his perch on the draped balcony, the emperor stood in silence and in shadow, isolated and alone. As he watched the scene below unfold through a narrow gap between the thick velvet curtains, he rubbed a corner of the downy, royal blue fabric between his fingers.

No expense had been spared in decorating the ballroom for what should have been an ominous occasion—but had turned out rather more festive than Ambrose would have liked. Every corner was saturated in deep steel blue, the Selpe imperial color, and accented with a sprinkling of silver. There were towering ceramic blue vases with oversized white roses, their petal tips frosted with blue and silver glitter, of course. Ten thousand flowers in all. The rows of long dark cherry wood tables were packed with edible wonders set on blue silk runners. There were blueberries and blue ice cream, blue chips and blue bread. Even the signature drink of the evening was blue. At the center of the room, it gushed and splashed out of an ice-encased fountain with a ceramic pool the size of a bathtub.

Ambrose watched a contingent of three men adorned with steamed satin sashes and ridiculous, colossal family crests formed from gemstones. They had gathered beside the monitor closest to the six-tiered cake. One big-bellied, jolly, and red with the mask of alcohol. One proudly pumping out his chest to show off his sparkling emerald crest. One with a long, pointed nose and an expression that displayed all the originality of a cartoon character. They chatted away, completely unaware that the emperor could hear their every word from his balcony just above them.

“All I have to say is, it’s about time Ambrose Selpe crawled out of the hole he was hiding in and showed us what it means to be Selpe,” said the bearded man, bouncing his rounded belly in emphasis.

Ambrose could not remember the fat man’s name—any of their names, actually. It was not so long ago that he had known the name of every Selpe nobleman from Orion to the Selpe Western Territories.

“The Revs are a start, but far from the end,” the next man replied and adjusted his emerald crest smugly.

Ambrose thought this pompous one could have been the lord of Meadows, a territory that lay in the southwest of the continent, close to the Learan Peninsula. But he could not be sure. Anyway, ‘Emerald Crest’ suited the man just fine, superficial and vain as he was.

The third man swirled his pointed nose over his wine glass and smacked his stained lips in delight. “Ah, yes. And now we will be treated for the six-hundred-and-fifteenth time to your obsessive drivel on Lord Varen.”

Yes, Lord Varen. That nonsense again. Ambrose sighed. He had long since grown tired of the puzzle that so fascinated the younger generations: that mysterious island of independence between the Selpe and Avan Empires, a chunk of insignificant rock that somehow remained immune to invasion from either.

“Someone has to talk about it!” exclaimed Emerald Crest.

“Lord Varen is yesterday’s news. No one even remembers him anymore,” said Pointed Nose.

“Only because we’re all too scared to send anyone else after him!” Emerald Crest insisted. Lowering his voice, he added, “Rumor has it no one has made it back from his domain alive.”

“Why are you whispering? Are you afraid he will jump out from behind the cake?” Bearded Belly bellowed with a jiggle.

With a nervous twitch in his eye, Emerald Crest looked up at the blue and white buttercream-glazed cake, crowned with the blue Selpe flag. It was so tall it cast a shadow down upon them. Pointed Nose snorted and Bearded Belly laughed so hard that his face flushed hot pink. Emerald Crest snatched a champagne glass from a passing waiter and pretended to ignore them as he chugged it down in one go.

Bored with the three men’s downright silliness, Ambrose allowed his gaze to drift elsewhere. His eyes settled on Aaron, who along with five of his Diamond Edges surrounded a nearby wine barrel, drinking and laughing without the slightest hint of the doom that had sunk like a boulder to the pit of Ambrose’s stomach.

He watched Aaron look over his wine glass to the far end of the room, where Lord Adrian, the most senior member of the Selpe Advisory Council, was tucked away beneath the arched staircase talking to Lady Cassandra. The lord of Greenwood’s arms were steady and calm, but not his fingers. They flicked and gestured. From the looks of it, he was not discussing something as trivial as the uncommonly hot summer they were having.

Ambrose swallowed a groan. He wanted nothing more than an exit off this carousel of death. But Adrian was hopping on willingly, trying to figure out how to best use the desperate situation to his own advantage. Yes, there was no doubt about it. The ambitious lord was plotting again. Ambrose knew Adrian too well to even bother wishing otherwise.

King River, Davin’s father and the ruler of Elitia, appeared to be thinking the very same thing. King River and Lord Adrian were perpetual rivals. They had been ever since the Elition king’s induction onto the council eleven years ago.

From his spot just beside the central ice-encased fountain, King River’s penetrating eyes tracked Lord Adrian’s subtle sways of movement and his keen Elition ears seemingly drank in every word the Selpe noble uttered. Ambrose watched King River whisper to his son. The two of them looked like twins with their identical builds, strangely saturated teal-green eyes, and wild cocoa-bronze hair. On King River’s other side, his aide was poised elegantly, like a dancer, her vivid dark violet eyes alert. As she turned her head, her silken silver-blonde hair cascaded over her shoulder, shimmering like a waterfall.

King River continued to whisper to his son, but only his aide was really listening. Though Davin nodded along, his eyes stared off blankly toward the cupcake tower beside the great cake. His attention was clearly elsewhere, somewhere not in this room. Perhaps off chasing half-dressed women with Aaron, who had apparently become his best friend.

Ambrose followed Davin’s gaze over to the cupcakes. The three chatty nobles had just abandoned the spot in search of the breaded pork bowl. In their place, several girls in ivory white party dresses with short puffed sleeves and colored waist sashes stood before the layers of cupcakes, looking up in awe. The youngest was an eight-year-old named Isabella with dark braids capped off in steel blue ribbons. Ambrose had encountered her innocent eyes and charming smile at several functions. She was such a refreshing change from the usual vultures that surrounded him. Isabella boldly extended onto her tiptoes and claimed a cupcake as big as her two hands. Her tongue brushed across the pale blue icing in delight.

She stopped, and all the girls stared in contemptuous silence at the boys who now approached.

“I heard that icing’s made of horse sweat and swine piss,” said the boy at the head of the pack.

Ambrose chuckled. Some things had not changed, not even in over fifty years. He could remember using such lines on the girls back when he’d been a pompous little prince.

“Then it’s better than anything you had for breakfast this morning,” replied Isabella’s older sister, stepping forward.

“You’re one to talk, Lilac dog breath. Your whole family’s rumored to drink the blood of Elitions at every meal,” retorted Pack Leader.

“What’s an Elition?” Cupcake Girl Isabella asked.

“Witches and sorcerers. If you anger one, they are sure to perform dark magic on you and curse you forever,” the boy to Pack Leader’s right declared.

“Don’t be stupid. My father says there’s no such thing. Elitions’ powers are just stories told to frighten gullible little boys into doing their schoolwork,” Lilac said with a smirk.

If only that were true, thought Ambrose.

“So, then why don’t you tell that to him?”

Right Hand Boy pointed to King River, who at that moment looked away from his observations of Lord Adrian to stare straight at the children. His vivid teal-green eyes shone out like a search scope. Isabella squealed and ducked under the table. The others laughed nervously but held their ground.

As silently as he had come, Ambrose withdrew from his balcony, thankful for that one beautiful moment of purity in a room otherwise dominated by a thirst for intrigue and an appetite for death.
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IT WAS JUST past midnight. The laughter of children, that joyous song of innocence, echoed in the distance, then was drowned out by the boom and crackle of fireworks and the roar of bloodthirsty cheers. The emperor’s few minutes in the ballroom had been more than enough to utterly disgust him. It was a shameless joy—the worst kind of reverie—with which they all eagerly awaited a massacre. And they did not even have the decency to check their ambition and scheming at the door on this most solemn occasion.

Ambrose had told no one of his brief excursion to his private balcony. They all thought he had been in his chamber the entire time, for he had made his excuses of exhaustion earlier that evening. Truly, he was exhausted, yet he could not sleep. Not on a night like this.

He paced in uneven circles across the room lit only by a lone candle set upon his nightstand. His leather night slippers shuffled against the cold marble floor.

At just past dawn, Selpe forces would invade Hope, the Rev capital city. It was almost twenty years ago that the tiny colony in the far west had uprooted, rebelled. People were talking. His people. His council. And even Aaron who, at the precocious age of twenty-nine, was wasting no time with his ambition. An ambition which had in just a decade catapulted him through the ranks to the prestigious position of major in the Diamond Edges, the elite of the elite within the Selpe military.

They believed the emperor could not hear the dissent or the dissatisfaction. They said he had lost it. They said he was weak, that he could not hold the empire together. And perhaps they were right.

He was tired.

At just past dawn, Selpe soldiers would draw blood. They would murder people—innocent people—in the streets. In their homes. In their beds. They would awaken to death. Orphaned screams would simmer in the air long after everyone was dead. Oh, he had grown so old!

At just past dawn, Selpe vengeance would tear through Hope. It would leave no survivors. But there was nothing Ambrose could do about that now, powerless as he was cloaked in the regal fabric of great power. He heard the council’s whispers. They drank fire and spit venom. It would not stop there.

He paused at the open window, thinly veiled with an off-white mesh curtain that fluttered up with each ebb of the breeze. He looked out over the rose gardens far below. It was a clear night. The moonlight penetrated his faded skin; he could see through to his innards. He was a skeleton. The screams, the cries, the echoes, the calls for violence—a thousand different voices tore through his body. They told him how weak he was, how cruel, how old.

The wind soaked through him. All at once, the voices within were silent. All was silent—all except the breeze and the crickets’ song. But there was something else too. An odd stillness. He called out to his bodyguard, his trusted Elition friend. Nothing. He called to the guards outside his chamber. Again, no response. Panic took over. He ran to his door and pulled on the golden knob. But it was bolted shut.

He turned around to find a cloaked figure. He called once again for help, but no one appeared. No one would appear. He was alone.

He dashed for the letter opener on his desk, but before his fingers could wrap fully around the handle, it burned in his hand. As it fell to the floor with a cling-clang-clung, his eyes fixed upon his red, blistered palm.

Turning from the unblinking blood-red eyes of his uninvited guest, Ambrose stumbled toward the open window, but it slammed shut in his face. Finally, knowing the end was near, the frail Selpe emperor summoned all the courage he had, turned on his heel, and returned to face his assassin. If he had to go out, he would do so with dignity.

The red-eyed fiend had other ideas, however. Ambrose felt his hand spring up, gripping tightly to the long silvery letter opener he thought he had dropped. How did it get back there? His face locked in terror, all dignity washed away, he fell to the floor, stabbed by his own treacherous hand.
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