
        
            
                
            
        

    














REVELATIONS

Sorcery and Science: Book 3.5


Story Summary

Book 3.5: Revelations




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

Silas sees a young Prophet girl fight off a band of elite soldiers during “Silas’s Vacation”.

In “Solstice Games Assassin”, Silas alone can stop an assassination that could catapult two empires into war.

“Fireworks” tells the story of Marin’s explosive plan to revolutionize airship travel.

In “Agent of SIN”, Selpe spy Leonidas Chase and his partner find themselves neck-deep in an investigation that could pit them against their empire’s most powerful aristocrats.

When one of Elitia’s greatest researchers goes missing, Ariella and Davin track him to a renegade camp in “Portal Keys”.

Revelations is Book 3.5 in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.
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515AX December 19, Rosewater







IN THE FIVE-and-a-half years Silas Thorn had served as the Elition bodyguard to Ambrose Selpe, emperor of the Selpe Empire, he had not taken a single day off. But now that the Selpe-Avan War was over, Ambrose had sentenced him to a whole week of vacation. Silas did not want to go. He was needed in Orion. The war might be over, but things were hardly safe. Within both the Selpe and Avan Empires, disgruntled factions—some fueled by hatred, others by greed—were stewing, biding their time until they could thrust the two powers into war once more. Silas had lived a long time. He had seen leaders rise and fall over the centuries, and he had seen people go to war over a whole lot of unfathomable nonsense. Silas was an Elition Phantom, a gift known to come with a sizable helping of rage. But even a Phantom could recognize that no sane person craved war.

Silas had chosen to spend his break at Rosewater, the premier school and temple in the Elition kingdom of Pegasus. It was there that he’d worked as a guard before his days serving Ambrose. Of all the places in all the sixteen Elition kingdoms, Rosewater felt the most like home.

He hadn’t been back in Elitia in a very long time, and there was something so peaceful about walking through the dew-kissed rose gardens just before dawn. The gentle breeze was moist and cool against his skin, far warmer than the icy air of Orion in December. Here in subtropical Pegasus, the roses bloomed year-round.

As Silas emerged from the rose gardens, the dining hall came into sight. Made of pale brown wood with a subtle pink undertone, the house was dwarfed by the surrounding trees. It was a simple building when compared to the Selpes’ ornate structures, but its beauty was in this simplicity. A pattern of roses and thorned branches was carved into the wood panels that bordered the front door. A scattered path of beige stepping stones spread out from the door like breadcrumbs, swirling out in a dozen different directions—onward to the other buildings of Rosewater, to the forest, to the gardens, and around the dining hall’s surrounding puddle pools, where white and pink waterlilies floated atop the water’s silken surface.

The hushed hint of footsteps sounded from behind Silas, and he turned to see a boy bolting out of the forest. His feet were bare, but that didn’t slow him down as he sprinted past the dining hall. Curious, Silas trailed him to a grassy field, where a group of Rosewater students was performing the controlled movements of the Rising of the Sun dance. As the sun broke the horizon, the running boy darted forward in a burst of speed worthy of a Phantom, the new morning sun illuminating his swishing ear-length brown hair into a glowing mass of butterscotch, caramel, and gold. The boy cut through the lines of upward-turned legs; he was so fast that Silas barely caught his movements.

As the boy caught another boy by his ankles, a buzz of power rumbled in Silas’s ears. A sharp taste stung his tongue and shot vibrations across his skin. He had felt this before—several times, in fact, in his many years. It was the resonance of the Elite Phantom. Silas watched the boy, who looked about nine or ten, run straight up the walls of the library and hook the other boy’s shirt to the wind pole. In the same breath, he descended the building in a single leap, landing neatly on his feet, much to the shock of everyone present. The whole thing had lasted no more than five seconds.

Even at nine, years before his Passing, it was undeniable. That was the Elite Phantom.

“What did Henry do to annoy Jason?” a boy whispered.

“I heard he called Terra crazy,” a girl next to him replied.

Another boy snorted. “Then he’s lucky Jason only hung him from the roof.”

A few students chuckled, but their merriment wilted from their lips the moment Jason turned to glare at them, his eyes smoldering with barely contained menace.

Potent, thought Silas. By the time he goes through his Passing, those eyes will be powerful enough to drop nearly any opponent on the spot.

The Rosewater students scattered off toward the dining hall, leaving their unfortunate companion with his feet dangling. Without a word, Jason turned and stepped into the dining hall. Breaking through air thick with a Phantom aftertaste, Silas continued on toward the temple.
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THERE WAS A small section of forest between the dining hall and the temple of Rosewater. The treetops chirped with an early morning chorus of singing birds. It was so loud that it almost blocked out the distant sound of light footsteps on the path. Silas would have known those six sets of synchronized footfalls anywhere. Selpe soldiers. And not just any Selpe soldiers—Diamond Edges. In Rosewater. King River would be furious.

Silas switched directions, heading for the soldiers. They were still far out but closing in fast.

Closing in on what?

Silas listened again. This time he could pick out another set of footsteps, softer than the others. They were light, like those of a child. And they were fast. Like Elition fast—maybe even Phantom fast. The Diamond Edges were trying to snatch an Elition child. Not only would King River be furious, he would kill every single one of those six soldiers.

Hurrying now, Silas was almost upon them. He saw a girl’s tiny figure rip through the forest underbrush at top speed, her pulse racing and fear seeping off of her like a thick mist.  She was so afraid that she gave little mind to the stinging nettles and razor-sharp branches that cut at her body and tore her green silk school robes. A satin green hair ribbon caught on a branch and slipped down the end of her already unraveling golden-haired braid. She couldn’t have been much older than six, and she was running for her life.

Silas caught sight of the first two Diamond Edges as they jumped out from behind a tree trunk, hoping to catch the girl by surprise, even as the other four soldiers appeared on the path behind her. Only the grim determination on her face stopped Silas from stepping in. He would not rob her of the satisfaction of taking down the men chasing her. And she could do it. Silas saw that in her eyes.

The girl gritted her teeth and dashed forward. Not missing a beat as she ran, she swooped her hands down to the ground, collecting two rocks. She launched them in quick succession at her two targets, and they landed squarely against their foreheads, knocking the Diamond Edges unconscious. The men tumbled to the ground, and she leapt over their fallen bodies.

Behind her, the remaining four soldiers moved to encircle her. One shot his gun into the air. At the sound of the vicious crack, the girl skidded to a halt as she turned to face them. A leer on his face, one of the soldiers raced forward. He stopped before her, waving a Wing knife in her direction. The blade was as long as the man’s forearm, which must have made it look like a thick and scary sword to the little Elition girl.

“Come now, Elition girly. Don’t give us any trouble, and we won’t have to hurt you,” said the knife-wielding soldier.

She gave him a sweet smile and stepped forward with her arms in the air. When Mr. Knife relaxed his stance, Silas chuckled to himself. The girl’s arm shot out, punching the soldier hard in the stomach. As he keeled over in pain, she snatched the knife from his hand and banged him hard upside the head with the heavy handle. He dropped at her feet. The oaf would have a hell of a headache when he woke up.

And then there were three.

The remaining soldiers appeared more cautious, as if they were finally now starting to believe all the exotic tales of Elitions they’d heard. They charged forward in unison, hoping to overcome the girl all at once. Gun Happy was more into flamboyant show than he was actually useful in a close fight. She kicked the gun out of his hand, caught it, then slammed it down hard on his head, knocking him out.

The next Diamond Edge pushed forward, trying to use his far heavier body to wrestle her down. But she dodged him and nailed his foot to the ground with her pilfered knife. Silas snickered in appreciation. The soldier cried out in pain, and his comrade’s jaw dropped in shock before he pulled himself together and lunged at her with his own knife. She evaded him, losing one of her slippers in the process. As he slashed at her once again, she stuck out her slipperless foot to trip him. Then, before he could roll over, she banged him hard against the head with her fists.

“Terra?” Jason asked, coming out of the woods.

“Just a second,” she replied, scooping up her slipper.

As she passed the soldier struggling to free his foot from his own knife, she hit him with her slipper. Jason scanned the bodies of six unconscious Diamond Edges scattered across the ground, and he frowned.

“What happened?” he asked her.

“They cornered me on my way to the Fountain of Tears,” she said, slipping on her shoe.

He pointed at the diamond-studded pin on the nearest soldier’s chest. “Those are Selpe Diamond Edges.” He set his hands on her arms. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she said, but her voice shook. “Last night, I had a dream. I knew they were coming.”

Terra. Terra Cross, Silas realized. The princess of Elitia. Rumor had it she already wielded the power of Prophecy. If it were true—if she wielded so much magic at such a young age—then she was very powerful. It was no wonder the Selpes had risked going after her. She was the coveted prize of many a Selpe lord.

“Another foresight? Has someone taken a look at that?” Jason asked.

“Yeah, they think I’m crazy,” she said with a weak laugh.

“They wouldn’t say that.”

“No, the priestess’s exact words were, ‘My dear, you must be imagining things. It is far too early for your abilities to manifest so strongly’,” Terra quoted. It was a very good imitation of Essence, a Rosewater priestess.

“That’s exactly what that old bag, Needlehead, or whatever his name is, said to me.”

“Pinewood?” giggled Terra.

“Yep. But then I mind-blasted a candlestick at his head, and he took it back. It was a lit candlestick too,” he added.

“I wish I could have seen that,” she said with a smile.

“So do I.”

“Jason.” She sighed. “Do you think our fathers will ever make up?”

The end of the Selpe-Avan War had not brought an end to Elitia’s alliance with the Selpes. In fact, the Selpes had become so dependent on the Elitions sent to work for them—Elitions like Silas—that they were asking for more and more of them. Some Elitions were unhappy about this. Jason’s father, the king of Pegasus, was the most outspoken. There was a lot of talent in Pegasus, so when he refused to send the Selpes anyone else from his kingdom, the Selpes had balked. And so had King River. As far as Silas knew, the two friends weren’t even speaking to each other at the moment.

“Eventually, they will,” replied Jason.

“My father would have a fit if he knew we were hanging out.”

Jason took her hand. “Let him. You’re my friend. I’m not going to ignore you just because our fathers are being stupid.”

She grinned at him. “I’m glad.”

“Good. Now let me come with you to the Fountain of Tears. If there are any other Selpes lying in wait, I will make them sorry,” he promised.

After he scanned the scene—and found only Silas—Jason nodded at Terra, and the two children set off toward the temple.
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THE ROSEWATER TEMPLE sat atop a hill, right above the brink of a waterfall. The stream that fed it rolled over a bed of smooth golden pebbles, bordered on either side by a series of round waterlily pools. The vibrant blooms sat upon serene water channeled off from the rumbling rapids. Standing on the wood planks of the temple’s front terrace, Silas looked down, his eyes following the silky ribbon of water as it plunged to the bottom, where it crashed and foamed into a pool of floating leaves and twigs. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the distinct perfume of Rosewater: roses, cool water, and the faint nutty sweetness of mulch and forest. Nothing had changed in five years. Even the enormous tree trunk that had fallen against the hill remained, splitting the falls into two interweaving streams. It added a touch of natural chaos to Elitia’s most beautiful temple.

The wood echoed beneath Silas’s boots as he stepped across the terrace and circled around back. He passed the waterlily pools, some of which were occupied by bathing Elitions, then followed the five bridges back and forth across the stream to a path so narrow, that he had to shift his shoulders to pass.

In front of him, Jason and Terra walked hand-in-hand, laughing as they reminisced about some practical joke they’d once played on Terra’s brother. It didn’t sound like Davin Storm really appreciated finding his hand glued to his sword thanks to the sticky substance the pranksters had applied to the hilt, but Jason and Terra were nearly bursting apart with glee over the whole thing.

The children stopped as the path ended at a waist-level fountain so integrated into the corner of naturally occurring rock, that it was impossible to tell where the cliffs ended and the fountain began. A slow, slender dribble of water slid down the sheer silver rock face, dripping drops of water into the basin.

The sun crested the hills overhead, spreading out its rays into the narrow gorge. The early morning light hit the walls of the temple, making it twinkle with a million tiny points. Centuries ago when the Rosewater temple was built, crushed gemstones had been set into the bricks that formed its thick walls. And that was the birth of its second name: the Rainbow Temple.

Terra reached into a wooden box filled with stones beside the fountain. As soon as her skin touched the stone, its white satin surface began to glow. One moment it was white and the next crimson, its magic hinting at a loss both recent and deep. She lowered her glowing Tear into the fountain, where it floated peacefully on the surface. Then she turned her wide blue eyes on Jason.

“I miss her,” she said in a soft whisper.

Jason wrapped an arm around her. “I know.”

“And I have this feeling…” Her voice trembled. “This feeling that my twin and mother were just the first. I will lose everyone.”

As Terra watched her Tear float, a real tear slipped down her cheek.

“No,” Jason told her, wiping the tear away. He looked her in the eye. “You will never lose me. I will always be here for you. And if we’re ever separated, I will find you. And I will come for you.”

She looked up at him, her eyes hopeful. “Promise?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.” Terra rose to her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Now, we should be going, or we’ll be late for class.”

They left the fountain, returning down the path. As they passed Silas, Jason’s dark eyes met his. The boy held his gaze long enough for prickles to bubble under Silas’s skin. He fought the Phantom urge to phase his eyes white and glare. Jason was, after all, just a boy.

Silas waited until he was alone, then walked over to the fountain and took a white stone from the box. He held it in his hand, feeling it grow warmer as it pulsed darker. When the stone reached magenta, Silas dropped it into the fountain. Most people came to the Fountain of Tears to mourn the dead. Silas had come to mourn someone alive, yet lost to him.

A door creaked open behind him, and he turned toward the temple. A priest in pale blue robes stood on the terrace. His amethyst eyes turned on Silas, and he strode toward him like a man on a mission. Silas waited in silence, tapping his fingertips against the throwing knives strapped to his arms. The priest closed in, his eyes wide as they darted across the blades strapped to Silas’s body. And there were a lot of them. Fifty-four in all—some of them out of sight but even more out in the open for all to see. After all, concealed weapons had none of the dramatic effect that a body loaded down with metal did. They made other people uneasy. And Silas liked making other people uneasy.

“Wrest,” the priest said, using Silas’s power name. He tore his gaze from the knives. As his eyes panned up Silas, his head tilted back comically.

Silas nodded.

“An urgent message has come for you via the sand pit. Ambrose Selpe wants you to return to Orion. He needs you to stop an assassination.”

Silas looked up at the sky, brightening by the moment, and nearly threw back his head to laugh. Two hours. That’s how long his vacation had lasted.
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SILAS THORN SAT atop the roof of the tallest tower on the island of Fier, watching the sun set upon the Estival Isles. A rippled sheet of blue-green water spread out to the horizon, punctuated by a scattering of islands. The largest of them all was Solstice. Like the other fifteen islands that surrounded Solstice, Fier was hardly larger than the single building that sat upon it. A few additional island groups made up the rest of the Estival Isles, but those did not concern Silas. Only Solstice mattered, for that was where the Games would play out. Solstice—the entirety of the Estival Islands, actually—was the new home of the Siennans, Elitions who had long ago defected, abandoning their former kingdom to come across the ocean and be closer to their Avan allies.

Solstice might have been Siennan, but the Solstice Games were nothing more than an elaborate Avan pissing contest. It had started as a military competition, evolving over the years to include athletes and anyone else daft enough to enjoy risking his life setting excessively elaborate traps for the opposing team. In truth, it was the perfect arena for a Phantom like Silas, but that did not mean he was there to have fun. Ambrose Selpe had recalled him from Rosewater to stop an assassination.

Fresh off the end of the Selpe-Avan war, the Selpes had been invited to bring a team to the Solstice Games, ostensibly as a sign of peace, though Silas rather thought the Avans saw it as an opportunity to humiliate their former foe. The end of the war had not gone well for them—not since Elitia’s alliance with the Selpes. Against the combined power of Elitia, a handful of Siennans hardly proved more than an occasional nuisance. The Avans had no choice but to seek peace. Much to the dismay of a great many very powerful and very belligerent Selpe territory lords, Ambrose agreed to peace. A treaty was signed, and a lot of zealous Selpe patriots were denied the satisfaction of crushing their sworn enemy into the ground.

Despite their muttered grousing and melodramatic hissy fits, the territory leaders did fall into line. Or so it appeared. The Selpe Intelligence Network had discovered that there would be an assassination attempt on Emperor Avan’s life and that it would happen during the Solstice Games. That tangled nest of spies hadn’t figured out who the assassin was. They knew only that a disgruntled Selpe lord had hired one of the members of the Selpe team to kill Emperor Avan. And because of the spies’ incompetence, Ambrose had sent Silas to the Solstice Games as the latest addition to the Selpe team. His job was to sniff out the assassin from amongst his teammates, a task for which he was poorly suited.

I’m a bodyguard, not a detective, he thought, not for the first time since receiving his mission. Show me a threat, and I’ll eliminate it. Vaguely point at a group of potential threats, and I’ll eliminate them all just to be safe.

Much to Silas’s annoyance, Ambrose seemed to have a problem with killing off the entire Selpe team—even though that would have been the most sensible solution to the problem.

The situation could not have been messier. Both emperors would be there to watch the Solstice Games, along with their extensive entourages. There were going to be at least a dozen territory leaders in Ambrose’s party, not to mention their bodyguards, aides, and any number of people without whose hand-holding these ‘noble’ men and women could not manage to get dressed in the morning. Even after five years, such behavior did not cease to baffle Silas.

Of the Selpe territory leaders in Ambrose’s party, at least half of them had expressed annoyance or even anger at what they viewed as a decidedly unspectacular end to the Selpe-Avan War. But they were not the problem. Not just yet, anyway. Silas was tasked with stopping the assassin before he had a chance to strike. And to do that, he had to take a closer look at his teammates.

Silas cupped his hand around the edge of the rooftop, kicking his legs around to swing through the open window below his perch. He jumped down the flight of steps, then pushed open the thick beige door before him to enter a red-carpeted room Godwin had termed ‘the library’. The seasoned assassin stood beside the fireplace with his back to a corner. His location was no accident. From there, he could see everyone and everything in the room. If anyone tried to make a move on him, he would know it. And the way he was cleaning his knives made it clear he thought someone would try just that.

Thane and Rian, two Diamond Edges, were standing not far from Godwin, pretending to make smalltalk, while their eyes took regular discreet peeks at the assassin. Silas was not fooled and neither was Godwin. The old man winked one of his dark eyes at them—then winked the other a few minutes later. As an assassin, Godwin had been indiscriminate in the jobs he took. He’d killed too many of the wrong people and had ended up in a Selpe prison. He was now working off his sentence by being on the Selpe Solstice Games team. The two Diamond Edges must have been tasked with being his babysitters. Godwin took far too much delight in taunting them for it to be anything else.

Like Godwin, Thane, and Rian, the rest of the team had been put together from some of the Selpe Empire’s most skilled individuals. Claire was a multi sport athlete who had won competitions in rock-climbing, shooting, and long distance races over rugged terrain. To win a Solstice Games match, a team had to capture their opponent, making the inclusion of Lyle, the traps expert, a wise choice. Neema was a circus performer who was best known for her knife juggling and daring tricks with enflamed ropes. And then there was Silas, Elition Phantom and bodyguard.

Any of his six teammates could be the assassin. Was it Godwin, an assassin by trade? Or was it the two Diamond Edges, members of a military division under the thumb of Lord Adrian, a man who had described the peaceful end to the war as ‘a devastating blow to Selpe integrity’. But did Claire, Lyle, or Neema have any reason to kill Emperor Avan? Silas was not ready to tick them off simply because they were not killers by trade. Assassins came cloaked in a thousand different shades of innocent—right up until they made their move.

“You have an impressive collection there,” Godwin said.

He’d given up on annoying the Diamond Edges long enough to admire Silas’s knives. His eyes settled on the Everlast Ripper.

“How many years has it taken you to accumulate them all?”

Longer than you’ve been alive. “Many,” said Silas.

“You’re not much of a conversationalist, are you?”

Because I’m busy trying to figure out which of you is a traitor. “You’re talking to me.”

Godwin chuckled. “So I am.” He shrugged. “Well, you’re the only one who will talk to me. The rest of them are avoiding me.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

A smirk spread across Godwin’s lips. “I can. They’re all scared of me.”

Thane snorted.

“Especially the soldier twins.” Godwin winked at them. “They’re worried I’ll slit their throats in their sleep. But I couldn’t do that to poor Claire.”

Silas had noticed Claire was spending a lot of time with the two Diamond Edges. Apparently, they knew each other from Orion, where they all ran around the same track in Emperor’s Park. Apparently. Humans knew precious little about Elitions, but one thing they did know about was the heightened senses. Knowing that he was listening, Claire and the soldiers would not have spoken about assassination plans. They were not that stupid.

None of his teammates were stupid. Neema flirted with Lyle, but that, too, could have been a cover. For all Silas knew, every last one of them was in on the assassination plot.
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SILAS LOOKED DOWN at the net Lyle and Neema were laying out between two tree trunks. Its wires, thin and translucent, were nearly invisible. It shimmered faintly in the morning light, a subtle distortion in the surroundings not unlike an Elition portal. Or a spider’s web. According to the trap-maker, the substance they were generously coating the wires with made the net as sticky as a spider’s web.

“This is supposed to hold them?” Godwin said beside Silas.

“Yes,” Lyle replied. He did not turn his head to add a glare to his grumble, which was good for him. He’d likely have gotten his shaggy brown mane caught in the net.

“It would be easier to shoot them,” said the assassin.

“And against the rules,” Neema told him. Unlike Lyle, she did turn—and pushed out her pouty pink lips at him.

Godwin blew her a kiss. “I said shoot ‘em, not kill ‘em, sweet pea. There are tons of ways to stop them in a non-lethal manner. Ways that don’t involve wasting two hours of my life to set up a sticky surprise.”

“You are not setting up anything. You’re just standing there making unhelpful commentary,” muttered Lyle.

Godwin ignored him. “Tranquilizing darts. Poison.”

“Aiming for non-vital organs,” Silas added.

Godwin snorted.

“I don’t know about Elitions, but all my organs are pretty damn vital to me,” Lyle said.

“How well can you aim those things?” Godwin nodded toward the bands of throwing knives strapped to Silas’s wrists. “Can you, say, land one in the leg of a running man?”

Silas preferred the directness of close combat to hurling things from a hiding spot. Like at yesterday’s landing match. He had single-handedly tipped the other team’s boat over, trapping eight Avans beneath a wooden canopy. But sometimes the direct way wasn’t available. For those times, he could at least try to make it interesting.

“I prefer pinning the feet,” he told the assassin. “Nothing stops a person faster than having his face smack hard against the ground.”

Godwin laughed so hard he nearly choked on his own amusement. “Tell me, Silas. Are all Elitions like you?”

“No. Most of them have no sense of humor.”

Godwin wiped down his red face with a cloth. “Thank goodness you’re here. The rest of Team SSG is so…”

“Sophisticated?” Neema offered.

“Dull,” countered Godwin. “And what’s with that stupid name? Is it too late to change it?”

“It’s an acronym for Selpe Solstice Games,” said Lyle.

“A stupid acronym.”

Silas tended to agree with Godwin.

“I think it was Claire’s idea,” Neema said, frowning. She and Claire didn’t like each other very much.

“Thane and Rian liked it too,” Lyle said, stepping back to look over his handiwork.

“They’re soldiers. Of course they liked a lame, unimaginative, direct-to-the-point name.”

“And what name would you have picked for the team?” Lyle asked Godwin.

The assassin thought about it for a moment, then said, “Scarlet Sentries. Hellfire Hornets. The Deathwalkers. Anything but Team SSG. It sounds like a frickin’ food additive.”

“Clearly your sense of humor is wasted in your profession,” Lyle said drily. “Had you followed your calling to be a comedian, then you wouldn’t have ended up in prison—and you wouldn’t be stuck with us here in this jungle being minded by a duo of Diamond Edges until the time that they can return you to your cell.”

“Speaking of the twins, they and their third wheel should have reached Crimson Down’s starting location by now.” Godwin looked at Silas. “What do you figure?”

“I can hear them running through the woods. They should be here in five minutes. If the trap is ready, you two should assume your hiding spots,” Silas told Lyle and Neema, pointing up at the treetops.

“Silas and I will handle the corralling of Crimson Down,” Godwin said.

Lyle paused at the base of the tree he was to climb, throwing a last look back at the trap. “All right. Just be careful not to get too close to the net. If you get stuck in it, even you won’t be able to get out.”

His eyes panned up Silas’s broad torso, his neck cranking back further to look him in the eye. Silas resisted the urge to phase his eyes white. If he spooked the man, he’d probably stumble on his way up the tree and fall straight out of the sky.

Lyle must have read something in those eyes, for he added nervously, “If someone stuck in the trap struggles, the chemicals coated on the ropes will release a sedative gas.”

“I assure you that I am not in the habit of getting myself stuck to anything,” Silas told him and walked off with Godwin.

They hurried past the trap-site. Once they were out of sight of Lyle and Neema, Godwin stopped and turned to Silas.

“I know what’s going on here.”

Silas said nothing.

“I know why you’re here. Why you were added to the team,” Godwin continued. “You’re here because of the plot against Waverly Avan. It’s not as much of a secret as you think.”

It must not be if you heard about it from your prison cell.

“You’re here to watch us. You think one of us was tasked to kill Emperor Avan.”

Or more than one of you.

The assassin’s eyes scrutinized Silas’s face, trying to gauge his reactions—from the twitch of his lips or the telltale creases in the skin. He was wasting his time. Silas could swallow his emotions when the occasion called for it. Every Phantom could summon forth an impenetrable granite mask. It was an essential skill amongst a group of Elitions that tended toward fits of blood rage. Putting a lid on those feelings meant the difference between a granite face and a gory massacre.

“You don’t have to say anything. Just listen.” Godwin lowered his voice to a scratchy whisper. “I think I know which lord is behind the plot. As I said, I hear things. I suggest you take a closer look at Lord Collen Silverstone. He’s here as part of Ambrose Selpe’s party. Wars are expensive, but from what I hear, Lord Collen got richer during the Selpe-Avan war. His territory produced a lot of the metals the military needed for things like weapons and planes.”

Selfish personal gain was certainly a typical motivation behind the Selpes’ morally questionable behavior.

“Just think about it, ok?” said Godwin.

Since it was the only lead Silas had, he didn’t have much choice but to follow it.

“They’re coming,” Godwin announced, turning toward the rustle in the bushes.

Eight men in cranberry red wetsuits burst out. They froze as soon as they spotted Silas and Godwin. Then their faces broke out into a collective sneer, and they charged forward, eyes lit up in savage glee.

“Oh, no, dear boys,” Godwin said, clucking his tongue. “You are making this entirely too easy.”

Silas sprang up and took off running toward the web, Godwin’s stuttered chuckles puffing out behind him as the assassin struggled to keep up.
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A DENSE FOG rolled in that night, just as Ambrose and a few in his party paid a visit to Team SSG’s cabin on Solstice. Ostensibly, they were there to show their support, but Silas knew the emperor was eager for an update on the situation. As Ambrose approached, Silas could taste the nervous anticipation in the air, thick as the surrounding fog. If only he’d had something to tell him.

“I could try to extract the information one by one from my teammates,” Silas said as he walked with the emperor in the woods.

Back in the cabin, someone had turned on some music. The heavy bass rumbled faintly in Silas’s ears, mixing with an enthusiastic outpour of cheers and the thump of dancing feet.

“But that would make them ill-suited to continue in the Games,” warned Silas.

An Extractor was a type of Phantom who could rip images from people’s minds. But it was not pretty digging around in another person’s head, particularly someone scared out of his wits. That’s how extraction worked. First, you had to frighten a person to the point that their mind cracked open like an egg and all rational thought poured out. Then, you had to navigate through that fractured mind to find your answers. Not only was the process not pretty for the Phantom, it sometimes left the recipient indisposed for days.

Ambrose shook his head. “No, we need the team to continue. We need them to win. To defeat the Avans here in the Solstice Games will do much to placate those in the empire still bitter over the end of the war.”

Those unhappy turkey lords were the reason Silas was stuck here hunting down conspiracies. He did not voice the thought.

“Just try your best, Silas,” Ambrose said with a half-hearted smile.

His best would be to kill off his team. He did not voice that thought either.

The path through the trees was nearly as bright as it was during the day, thanks to a row of floodlights above the cabin’s front door. They beamed out a blinding white light that reflected off the fog to illuminate that part of the forest in an eerie, ethereal glow. Silas walked beside Ambrose in silence all the way back to the cabin. There, three men stood on the front terrace, nodding in synchronous acknowledgment as their emperor passed. A burst of music bellowed out as Ambrose entered the cabin.

Silas turned his eyes on the three lords. He knew they were lords from the overwhelming air of entitlement about them and from the oversized brooch each one wore on his chest—one with rubies and gold, one with orange and blue topaz stones, and one an elaborate composition of platinum and gold accented with diamonds. They were chatting about the migrating patterns of the Western Red-Billed Seabird, which of course meant they were speaking in code. Silas had spent enough time in the company of the Selpe aristocracy to know it for what it was—just not enough to know what it meant. He was no Cipher, after all.

Usually, he didn’t interest himself with the schemes they cooked up to get revenge on people who had slighted them, or to advance their own position at someone else’s expense, or to throw a more extravagant party than their fellows. That about summed up what a Selpe lord did with his time.

But this time was different. This time, Silas had a conspiracy to unravel and three lords before him who were acting mighty suspicious. And the one with the platinum, gold, and diamond brooch happened to be none other than Lord Collen Silverstone, the man Godwin had suggested might be behind the plot. Not that Silas trusted Godwin, but he couldn’t very well pass up his only lead.

The moment Silas started to stare at them, the lords shifted toward the door. That might have had something to do with the way Silas had phased his eyes white. He added a sneer for good measure. By then, the lords were practically running for the door.

“Lord Collen,” Silas said in a tone cold enough to make the lord in question freeze on the spot.

His two companions retreated into the cabin and slammed the door shut behind them.

“Come with me,” Silas told him.

Lord Collen’s anxious gaze shifted from Silas to the door, but he gave up on his internal debate as soon as Silas began to tap his fingers across his knives. Lord Collen clasped his hands together behind his back in a futile effort to conceal the nervous twitch that rippled across his whole body. His heart was pounding fast and heavy in his chest. And he was sweating too. Tiny droplets beaded across his skin, reeking of fear. It was a good start.

“What do you want?” Lord Collen asked, pausing at the edge of the terrace. He thumped his feet one at a time against the wood planks, as though to ground himself firmly in place.

Had Silas been a different sort of Phantom, he could have made the lord take that final step himself. As it was, he had to settle for the more direct approach. Silas stared up at a nearby tree. A sharp crack split through the air, and a heavy branch dropped. Lord Collen hopped to avoid the falling branch. The tip of his shoe got caught in between two planks, and it fell off. He tripped forward off the terrace, scraping his hands against the ground and mucking up the cuffs of his cream-colored silk shirt. He glared up at Silas, fury frosting his lips.

“What do I want?” Silas said, stepping forward.

Lord Collen withdrew his fingers and dragged himself back, abandoning all vanity for his clothing. His once pristine outfit was speckled with mud and soaked with sweat.

“I want answers.”

Silas drew his Everlast Ripper. The knife’s saw-toothed blade was about half a meter in length and shimmered blood red. In truth, it was more frightening to look at than it was practical to use. And that was the point. It was the knife Silas took out when he wanted to intimidate someone.

“You can’t scare me with that…that stick!” stuttered Lord Collen as he staggered to his feet—and promptly tripped over them again.

“All right then.”

Silas had begun to get a flickering of broken images from the lord at his feet. Collen was scared—just not scared enough. If Silas wanted to get anything useful, he would need to go for a full extraction. Lord Collen just needed a little more encouragement to send him over the edge.

The frightened lord winced when Silas struck out with his knife, and he almost fainted in relief when he realized only his shirt had been slashed open. Silas peeled the remains of the garment off him, then bound Collen’s hands together with a thick strip of dirty fabric.

“I am the ruling lord of Silverstone. Emperor Selpe will not stand for such treatment of me,” Lord Collen said, trying—and failing—to free his wrists.

“Enough of that now. You’re lucky I didn’t tie it around your neck,” Silas warned, tugging him by the wrists toward a eucalyptus tree with a sturdy horizontal branch ten meters up.

Lord Collen let out a choked gasp as Silas threw him over his shoulder and ran up the tree. The gasp escalated into a nervous gurgle as Silas hooked his bound hands over the branch.

“Let me go!” he squealed, his legs kicking wildly about.

Beginning to hum the tune of ‘Aurelia’s Fall’, Silas sat on the branch and pulled out his Ripper again. With a casual shrug, he began to saw against the fabric that held Lord Collen up. The feet stopped kicking, and Collen’s fingers grasped toward the branch, trying to get a hold. They slipped and scraped against the bark.

“Tell me about Emperor Avan,” Silas said, his voice both calm and menacing.

“Emperor Avan?”

“And how you plan to kill him.”

“I…I wouldn’t.”

Silas hit him with his Phantom stare, eyes cold and white. “Don’t lie to me. I can smell the deceit on you. Now, which of the members of the Selpe Solstice Games team is the assassin?”

“The assassin’s identity is no secret. Emperor Selpe allowed him to work off some of his sentence by being on the team.”

“Don’t get cute with me,” Silas growled. “You know very well I am referring to the person who will kill Emperor Avan.”

The retort died on Lord Collen’s lips the moment the fabric holding him to the branch split and he began to drop. Silas let him fall. He hopped down and caught the shrieking lord only the moment before his head would have hit the ground.

That did it. Lord Collen’s mind cracked. Ripples shot down Silas’s arms, each one shaking him with the force of an earthquake. He closed his eyes on Collen and opened them again to find himself inside the frightened lord’s fractured mind.

Silas saw streaks of moving light—red and orange. He was enveloped in a cloud of smoke, the scent of something burning tempting his nose to sneeze. Somewhere in the distance, a chorus of muffled voices cried out in unison.

“Lord Collen,” a man’s voice said as a dark silhouette walked out of a black corner.

The closer the man got, the more defined—and ridiculous—his features became. The two sides of his mustache drooped against his face like floppy bunny ears, and thick black oil dripped from his waist-length ponytail, forming a trail of inky pools behind him. He wore skin-tight shorts that shone fire-red, but only a pair of crisscrossed leather straps across his chest. He had bigger muscles than a comic book character, and for some inexplicable reason he paused to flex them every five seconds.

Extracted memories were always like this, exaggerated to the point of ludicrousness. But they did make Lord Collen’s opinion of the man very clear.

“To what do we owe the honor of this visit?” the muscled man asked, flexing.

“You know why I am here,” replied Lord Collen’s voice from Silas’s lips.

The man bowed his head, his hair splattering the ground around Collen’s feet with burning oil. “I’ll send Fire Eater over.”

He withdrew into the black corner. A moment later, a hooded figure emerged from the same spot. Time had no meaning during an extraction. Some events sped up, skipping over forgotten memories. Others played out in excruciatingly slow motion.

“I have a job for you,” Lord Collen said by way of greeting. “A task crucial to furthering our interests. I need you to kill Emperor Avan.” He handed the person a sealed envelope. “Your best shot is at the Solstice Games. Your name has been added to the Selpe team competing there next month.”

Silas felt his body being yanked around, and then he began to walk away. He wanted to dig his feet into the ground to stop—to force his legs to head back over to get a better look at the mystery assassin. But extractions did not work that way. No matter how strong he was, Silas could not change what Lord Collen had done that day. To be so close, and yet so far, made Silas want to punch something. Except this was an extracted memory, and nothing was real.

“Wait,” the cloaked figure said. The voice belonged to a woman.

Lord Collen turned his head as Neema pushed the hood off her head.

“If I do this, will it finally be enough?” she asked. “Will you acknowledge me?”

Silas felt his lips twist into a smile. “We will talk about this later.”

Neema planted her hands on her hips. “No, we will talk about this now. I can’t wait an eternity for you to acknowledge me as your daughter.”

“I don’t expect you to. Not for very long,” he assured her as a tombstone popped out of the ground at her feet.

Lord Collen figured she would not long survive her assassination of Emperor Avan. He was right. Even if she managed to get close enough to him, she would not escape. She would be caught and killed, maybe not even in that order.

The recollection faded out, returning Silas to the woods outside the cabin. He was still holding to Lord Collen, and he’d somehow managed not to shatter any of his bones. Accidents sometimes happened during extractions.

“Get up,” Silas instructed, peeling his hand off of Lord Collen’s arm.

The distinguished lord of Silverstone muttered something incomprehensible and rolled over.

“Get up,” Silas repeated, this time pulling him to his feet.

Lord Collen did not faint, but he couldn’t walk without support. So Silas swung him over his shoulder and carried him deeper into the woods.

“Where…going?” Lord Collen murmured.

“To the lake. You are going for a swim,” Silas told him.

“But…but I can’t swim like this.”

“I don’t expect you to. Not for very long.”














~ 4 ~

515AX December 25, Solstice







FOR THE THIRD match, Team SSG had selected knock-out mist, gases which when mixed together formed a dense fog that both reduced visibility to near zero and rendered anyone nearby unconscious. Lyle and Neema had come up with the trap together, so it was fitting that Lord Collen’s daughter should die by it. Silas had only to separate her from the others.

“Claire, you take the northwest path. Thane, the north path. Rian, the northeast path. Go out about half a kilometer and release the gas. Then run fast. You don’t want to get knocked out by our own trap,” Lyle told them.

As Claire and the two Diamond Edges wandered off together, Godwin turned toward Neema. “I guess we’re together, beautiful.”

Neema countered his smirk with a chilly sneer. She looked about ready to add some sharp words as well, when she stopped. “What are you doing, you big oaf?” she barked at Silas.

Shaking a knock-out mist canister to get your attention, of course. “Nothing,” Silas said.

“That’s not a toy. It’s a high-pressure canister. If you shake it up, all those nasty gases in there could explode,” she said.

Yes. Silas said nothing. He merely smiled and twiddled his thumbs.

Neema glared at him for a few seconds, then threw up her hands in frustration. She shifted her gaze to Godwin, who was leering at her—and not even trying to hide it. Then she looked back at Silas. She chewed on the tip of her thumb. Silas decided to help her make her decision and began picking at the canister lid.

Neema’s hand shot out, catching a hold of his. A visible ripple tore across her shoulders and down her back. She sighed.

“Lyle, I’ll go with the slow-witted behemoth here to make sure he doesn’t blow up half the forest,” she said. “You keep an eye on the assassin. Keep him busy so he doesn’t try to kill you just to alleviate his boredom.”

A muted burst of chuckles hissed from Godwin’s mouth as Silas followed Neema down the trail. Far off, someone had just started running. It sounded like one of the Diamond Edges. For once, Silas did not hear the mechanical buzz of the cameras that had been flying around Solstice since the Games began. After a few minutes, Silas decided he and Neema had gone far enough. He dropped his canister.

“What are you doing?” Neema demanded as it rolled between her feet. “Are you completely mad?!”

A thick mist slowly oozed out the top. Neema picked it up and tried to turn the lid shut again. With shaking hands, it took her several tries. Silas just watched.

“What werrrrre you thinking,” she slurred, collapsing to her knees.

Silas plucked the canister from her hands and sniffed. The mist tickled his nose and made him want to sneeze. He fought back the reflex. A sneeze would ruin the menacing air he was putting out.

“Neema Fire Eater,” he looked down on her. “Or should I call you Neema Silverstone?”

Her eyelids had begun to drop, but at the mention of her father’s name, they snapped open again.

“Not…my name,” she muttered weakly.

“But it is your father’s name.”

“My father?”

Your father who is lying at the bottom of a lake in the forest. No one had talked about Lord Collen today, so Silas didn’t think anyone had found the body yet. They probably thought he’d run off on an adventure of debauchery. He was known for that, after all.

“Yes, your father who has commanded you to kill Emperor Avan,” Silas told Neema.

“No one…commands me…do anything,” she said, setting down one hand to hold up her collapsing body.

Silas tossed the canister up in the air, catching it to toss it up again a few more times.

“Don’t…do that…poison…”

Silas hit her with a cold smile. “You did not actually think you would survive your treason, did you? Your father certainly didn’t.”

“Arrogant…beast…”

It was unclear whether she was referring to Lord Collen or Silas. But it didn’t really matter anyway. Silas threw the canister against the dirt, and it blew open, releasing an uglier sort of gas. As Neema’s second hand reached for the ground, he caught it. A startled tremor jolted up through her arm to his.

“Your plot will die with you,” he said.

Even as life drained from her body, she managed to let out a strained laugh. “You…didn’t really think…there was…just one of us…did you?”

She collapsed onto him, and a flood of images hit him with the force of a falling building, as though her mind had to empty itself before death.

“I am sending another to the Games in case you fail me,” came Lord Collen’s voice from the darkness.

“Who?” asked Neema.

Silas waited for Lord Collen’s answer, but none came.

“Who is it?” Silas asked, shaking Neema into consciousness.

“Never…told me,” she croaked her last words, then died with a smile on her face.

Silas wanted nothing more than to throw her body at the nearest tree, but a shuffle of branches told him someone was coming. He nudged the cracked canister toward her with the toe of his boot, then turned to face the approaching footsteps. Godwin came around the corner, his eyes sweeping the scene. He didn’t even blink when he found Neema’s fresh corpse there.

“What happened here?” he asked, sounding bored.

“A split canister. She’s dead.”

“I can see that. Well, she should have been more careful.”

“Indeed,” Silas said. He couldn’t tell if Godwin suspected anything. The assassin masked his emotions well.

“It’s over. Our opponents have all fallen to the gas, so now the cameras are headed this way for a sweeping victory shot of us.”

Silas nodded. “Let’s go then.”
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SILAS STOOD AMIDST a sea of tiny torches that hung from the tree branches, swaying in the breeze like a thousand flickering fireflies. The fires let out a smoke which drenched the air with excessive sweetness; it had rendered Silas’s nose completely useless. Nearby, standing in a rigid line at the bottom of a giant rainbow eucalyptus tree, were the Alterian Aviators. All in uniform, of course. Team SSG would face them tomorrow in the Solstice Games finals, and Silas had to admit he was concerned. The Aviators were a team of Spirit Reapers. They were well-trained and disciplined—and they had been working together for years. On the other hand, Team SSG was a collection of mismatched parts. All of them had their own opinions about how things should be done, and besides the two Diamond Edges, none of them had much experience working as part of a team. It was a wonder they had made it as far as they had.

Nearby, beside a buffet of finger foods, stood Ambrose Selpe and three of his territory lords. Silas had already spoken to him about Neema. Her death had been declared an accident with the smoke canisters, and they were sticking with that story. All color had drained from Ambrose’s lips when Silas had told him of a second, unknown assassin. Yet he still refused to alert Emperor Avan to the danger, fearing it would damage the new, fragile peace.

“You need to stop the second assassin before he strikes,” Ambrose had told him.

Or she, thought Silas, watching Claire join the Diamond Edges in staring down the Alterian Aviators under the rainbow eucalyptus tree. They exchanged the usual unpleasantries and threats that popped up whenever a Selpe soldier’s ego collided with an Avan soldier’s ego. An Aviator swung out one of the braided ropes tied to the tree’s branches, daring Thane, Rian, and Claire to climb up the vertical obstacle course that ended at a red circle painted a hundred meters up the trunk. As Rian caught the rope with a sneer, Silas realized this was exactly the sort of distraction the assassin would be waiting for. All eyes were on the clash of Selpes and Avans. Even Ambrose was watching the exchange, squeezing his hands together with unconcealed worry.

Thane, Rian, and Claire began to climb up the obstacle course. From up there, they would be high enough to get a clear shot of Emperor Avan, who was standing nearby. Anyone who could have guarded the emperor was busy shouting jeers up the tree, including the Alterian Aviators. Silas moved toward Emperor Avan, scanning the crowd for his other teammates. On the other side of the buffet table, Lyle was lurking in the shadows, reaching deeply into his bag. Silas didn’t stop to think. He changed direction, heading to cut off Lyle.

“Stop,” Silas growled in a low, warning voice as his hand closed on Lyle’s arm.

Godwin had appeared on the other side of Lyle and was pointing his knife at the trap maker. “I thought he seemed suspicious.”

Silas pulled on Lyle’s arm, fishing out the camera that hung from his hand.

“I was just hoping to get a photo with Emperor Selpe,” Lyle said with a pained smile, cringing as Silas’s grip tightened.

“If you break the poor boy’s hand, he won’t be of much use in tomorrow’s match,” commented Godwin.

Silas shoved Lyle away in disgust.

“You shouldn’t lurk about,” Godwin said. “It looks really—”

A shrill scream pierced the night, burning Silas’s eardrums. He barreled past Godwin and Lyle, following the scream’s path as though it were a piece of string laid out on the ground. When he reached Waverly Avan, a teenage girl in a scarlet dress was sprawled across his body. It was her scream he’d followed. It hadn’t been a scream of despair; it was an outcry of pure rage.

Sarah Avan’s lips sang a poisoned promise of vengeance, and when she was done, she stood regally and dusted the dirt off the skirt of her dress. Her dark eyes, full of loathing, settled on Ambrose Selpe, who was staring down at Emperor Avan’s body in shock. Silas moved in front of Ambrose.

Godwin passed beside him and squatted down. “No wound marks,” he said, looking the body over.

“Did anyone see the assassin?” Silas asked the crowd.

When no one answered, Sarah Avan hissed. Then she turned and walked away.
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THE SUN SHONE through Empress Sarah Avan’s black lace veil, speckling the faces of Team SSG with globules of dirty light. Her eyes, jaded beyond her years, remained hard as she paused before each of Silas’s five teammates in turn, looping a Solstice Games medallion over each one’s neck. There was something different in those eyes when she at last came to Silas: fascination, respect, even awe. He’d seen the look before. Some humans viewed Elitions with distrust, others with desire. The most curious ones did a bit of both.

Sarah Avan turned to face the crowd. Her eyes fixed on Ambrose Selpe. She might not have been able to phase them like a Phantom, but that didn’t stop her from glaring a hole through his head. Noticeably unhinged by that stare of pure hatred, Ambrose moved so he could no longer see her.

It was not just her eyes. Sarah Avan’s rage was so strong that it was leaking off of her, polluting the air with a mingled symphony of discordant emotions. Anger, agony, heartbreak, and a barely contained desire for vengeance simmered from her, her resonance twisting and slithering around Silas. Images flickered past him, carried by her furious flood of emotions. Usually, he had to work to extract thoughts from a mind, but right here and right now, hers thundered through his head as though they were his own.

Hurt from her father’s death. Disgust at having to crown the Selpe team the winners of the Solstice Games. Certainty that the Selpes had planned this assassination all along. Frustration at not being able to slit Ambrose Selpe’s throat in retribution. Pleasure at the knowledge that she would someday make the Selpes pay dearly for this.

And that was what worried Silas.
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A COOL BREEZE blew across Lake Orion, soaking through Marin’s thin tank top and shorts. Since it was the height of summer and steaming hot, she couldn’t say that she minded. In fact, she was half-tempted to throw off her shoes and plunge into the lake just as a hundred other Emerald Ash Park visitors had already done. But she was not there to enjoy the first dry, sunny day in nearly a week. She had emerged from behind her desk because she had work to do. Her experiment to revolutionize airship travel would not run itself.

As a shadow shifted over her head, Marin looked up at the airship model hovering there. At only one meter long, it was but a fraction of the size of the real thing—yet even so, a strikingly accurate copy of the Windcannon-4, the Selpe Empire’s most widely used commercial airship. Marin should know. After all, she had spent the past two months building it piece by piece.

She leaned over to get a better look at the computer sitting on the park bench beside her. On the screen, streaks of blue-white rippled above a three-dimensional topographic map of the Orion Peninsula, while a clock in the bottom left corner ate up minutes by the second. One of the perks of being a doctoral student at Orion Technical Institute, a university entirely funded by the Selpe Empire, was the ease with which she could procure things not even on the market yet. Like the latest in weather prediction software, supposedly five times more accurate than anything that was currently out there. Or so its makers claimed. Seeing that it had correctly predicted today’s hot sun and with a touch of wind from the east, Marin was going to give them the benefit of the doubt.

Wind. That’s all I really care about anyway, she thought as she watched the blue-white streaks on her screen. Wind was the key to revolutionizing airship travel, for only by accurately predicting wind could airships fly over the Elition Wilderness, a zone that killed electronics and dropped planes right out of the sky. Held aloft by lighter-than-air gases, airships would not simply drop out of the sky, but the lack of functioning propellers made getting across the Wilderness, which sat between the Selpe main continent and the Selpe Western Territories, a phenomenal pain in the butt. Any airships had to go all the way around the Wilderness or sit at the edge of it, waiting for a favorable wind to push the craft across—and pray that it held.

That’s where improved weather prediction came in. If Marin could figure out how to use it to optimize airship flight plans, it would change everything. Arrival times for routes with Wilderness segments would finally be more than a bad joke. Time over the Wilderness, where the airships were most vulnerable, would be minimized. Marin would be universally hailed as a genius and have her pick of the best jobs in airship engineering. Maybe she would even get to work with the Helleans, the masters of airship design…

“Aquamarine Graunt!” a voice called out, shattering those happy thoughts.

Marin turned around, already knowing what she would find. There was only one person who called her by that name.

“Leonidas Chase,” she said, frowning.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, a sly smile creeping onto his lips. “Shouldn’t you be sequestered behind a dusty old stack deep in some library?”

Ah, yes. Dear Leo. His taunts and torments had stung back in the days when they’d been just kids in Beechwheat—oh, how they had stung! But no longer. She was a grown woman now, and his words could not touch her. She squared her shoulders and stood tall. Well, as tall as someone of her height could possibly stand.

“And shouldn’t you be chasing skirts in some urine-stained bar?”

Leonidas cupped his hand over his chest and chuckled. “Ouch. No, I’ve upgraded, Aquamarine.”

“The name’s Marin,” she ground out.

“Since when?”

“Since forever, Leo. You just never bothered to get it right.”

“All right,” he said, nodding with approval. “Well, I like the new Marin. She’s snappy. That girl you once were would have run off crying rather than fight back.”

“Since leaving Beechwheat, I’ve learned to fight off deadbeat guys,” she said drily. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t need to fight off anyone, deadbeat or otherwise. Men didn’t seem interested in her. Not that she minded. She didn’t have time for nonsense.

“Indeed.” He smirked, his eyes looking her over.

“Stop it,” she snapped.

“Stop what?” he asked, his face so innocent she knew it was faked.

“Looking at me like I’m some sausage at the butcher shop.”

“More like a flower. A violet bell amongst a house of conceited blooms,” he said, his words as smooth as cream.

So that’s how he does it. Marin felt her heart skip a beat before she mentally beat some sense into herself.

“The violet bell is a weed,” she said, crossing her arms against her chest.

“So it is.” He grinned. “A very pretty little weed,” he added, rubbing his fist against the top of her head.

Marin pushed his arm away, inwardly cursing him for bringing up her size. She knew she was short, and she didn’t need any reminders of that.

“I’ll bet you’ve been fighting them off with a stick,” he continued, still grinning.

“Yes, let me go get my stick, and I’ll show you just how I do it.”

He folded his hands together. “I must admit I’m intrigued.”

Marin sighed. “What do you want, Leo? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

His eyes shifted upward to the airship above their heads, then panned over the cables, computers, and other gadgetry that filled the park bench. “Still playing with toys, I see.”

“Some people would call it working.”

“Indeed,” he said. “So, what are you working on, Marin.”

At least he’d gotten her name right.

“Just wait and see,” she said as the blue-white streaks on her screen changed direction. She picked up the controller and hit the button to shut off the airship’s propellers, simulating the Wilderness Effect.

“For what?” He watched the powered-down ship begin to drift toward the lake, floating on the breeze.

“Any minute now. It will be worth the wait,” she promised.

As the airship moved over the lake, the breeze intensified into a steady wind, blowing it across at a good, fast pace. Marin bounced on her toes. She was finding it hard to contain her excitement.

This could really work, she thought, looking through her binoculars.

The airship passed alongside a small island of three trees surrounded by an overgrowth of bushes, the halfway point of the flight across the lake. It had just cleared the island when a forceful gust hit the gas envelope hard from the side. Marin’s airship lurched sideways and flew headlong into a tree.

“You’re right.” Leonidas chuckled, setting down a pair of binoculars. “That was absolutely worth the wait.”

Without a word, Marin took off her shoes and stepped toward the lake. It seemed she would be going for a swim that day, after all.
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IT TOOK MARIN half an hour to swim to the island, where she then got to wade through a sea of overgrown branches, climb a tree, and retrieve her airship. It had managed to get its nose partially lodged inside a hole in the trunk. Once she freed it, she waved to Leonidas, who was waiting back at the park bench with the controller. As the airship’s propellers began to spin, pushing it back across the lake, Marin climbed back down the tree, hoping that Leonidas’s claims of his piloting prowess were not exaggerated. The last thing she needed was for her research project to take a nose dive into the lake.

The moment she set foot back on dry land, a humming buzz zipped past her ear. Marin looked up to see her own airship shoot past her and perform a series of three sweeping loops before settling serenely in the air above Leonidas’s right shoulder, as though it had been there the entire time.

“That is an airship, not a fighter jet,” Marin protested, squelching across the grassy lawn.

Leonidas patted the belly of the ship. “It’s a fine piece of craftsmanship, Marin.”

“It’s not designed to perform such stunts,” she said, swallowing a smile. She couldn’t help it. She was such a sucker for praise.

“It performed them just fine.” He held out a paper bag to her.

“What’s that?”

“A sandwich. While you were indulging in a swim, I took a jog over to the lakeside cafe and picked us up something to eat. I bought two cookies, but you took so long that I ate yours too,” he admitted with false sheepishness.

Marin pulled out the sandwich and unwrapped it to find a toasted cheese and cucumber sandwich with spicy mayonnaise. When she saw that, she didn’t even care about the cookie. She sat down on the bench and chomped down on her sandwich. After that swim, she was hungry.

“You remembered,” she said between bites.

“That you like chili pepper mayonnaise on your cheese and cucumber sandwich? Yeah, kind of hard to forget something as weird as that,” he commented with a strained laugh.

When she finished her sandwich, she licked her fingers and looked around for more. She was disappointed to find nothing but a few crumbs on the bench—but she ate them anyway. Now would have been a good time for that cookie.

“Here,” Leonidas said, pulling out another bag. “Take it before you decide to chomp down on the park bench.”

Marin stuffed the sandwich into her mouth before she could say anything too rude. Leonidas might have been smugness tied up into a neat package, but he had brought her two delicious sandwiches after all.

“You sure eat a lot for such a small girl,” he commented as she licked her fingers a second time.

“Woman,” she corrected him. “Well, you sure make a big show out of yourself for a spy.”

“And?”

“And spies are supposed to be stealthy.”

“I adapt to the situation.”

He flashed her a grin, the sort that made some women go weak in the knees. It was a good thing she was not one of those women. She was immune to his charms. At least, she was now. Years ago, she’d had a ridiculous crush on him, a secret that she planned to take with her to the grave. No one need ever find out about that. Most especially not Leonidas.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said.

Marin swallowed hard.

“You’re thinking you can just type a few keys and predict the future. Well, it doesn’t work that way, Marin. No matter how good this weather prediction program might be, you cannot predict every little thing.” He nodded toward the airship. “As you discovered firsthand when an unforeseen gust of wind blew your ship into a tree.”

“Normal airships fly much higher than the treetops.”

“It’s not about the trees,” he said. “If not trees, then it will be something else. Even best case with a favorable wind, an airship will spend a good deal of time over the Wilderness. Time when a whole lot of things can go wrong. You should not be trying to control every second of the time in the Wilderness zone. You should be trying to make that time as short as possible.”

As Marin looked at him, a weight dropped on her shoulders. “You’re right. But how am I to do that? No electronics work in the Wilderness.”

“That is what you have to figure out,” he replied. “Once you do, you will have a worthy discovery on your hands.”
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MARIN SPENT THE rest of the afternoon jogging along the eastern shore of Lake Orion, trying to clear her head enough to make room for brilliant revelations. By the time the sun went down on the Orion Peninsula, she was sweaty, tired, and absolutely famished—yet no closer to a solution to her problem.

She stumbled into her Orion city apartment, bemoaning that those cheese and cucumber sandwiches seemed like a lifetime ago. After taking a peek into her refrigerator—and finding it empty except for a bag of lemons and a single egg—she pushed it shut and headed for the shower. If she couldn’t eat, she could at least get clean. Maybe she’d figure out something to do with the egg and lemons in the meantime.

Twenty minutes later, all traces of sweat and dirt had been washed from her skin, and her hair smelled of citrus. She strolled toward her kitchen. She’d just have scrambled eggs with a glass of lemonade for dinner.

“Nice pajamas.”

Marin snapped around to find Leonidas lounging on her sofa, his feet propped up on the nearby coffee table. She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“How did you get in here? I locked the door.” At least, she thought she had.

He actually had the gall to smirk. “Breaking and entering is part of my job description.”

Oh, right. Hail to the Selpe Intelligence Network for creating a gang of self-entitled delinquents.

“Is there any point in asking what you’re doing here?” She sighed. “Or have you just come to taunt me?”

“Actually,” he said, his smile widening as he stood. “I have come to cheer you up.”

It was then that Marin realized he was wearing a tuxedo. A very expensive tuxedo. And she was wearing…well, pajamas with blue and yellow stars on the shorts and a baggy shirt with a gigantic picture of a napping cat on the front. Not to mention slippers with fluffy bunny ears. Leonidas was dressed for a posh black tie gala, while she was dressed for a preteen slumber party.

“I don’t require cheering up,” she said, blushing. Just a rock to crawl under.

He gave her a knowing nod. “Marin, that’s exactly what you need. You need to go out to clear your mind.”

That’s what the whole point of the run had been. And it had failed miserably. As it turned out, she could run and wallow in unhelpful despair at the same time. You’ll never figure it out. You’ll still be here twenty years from now, while all your classmates have long since moved on, her mind had repeated over and over again, kilometer after kilometer.

“How exactly do you propose to clear my mind?” she asked. The moment the words left her mouth, she realized just how suggestive they might sound. Especially to a lech like Leonidas.

As expected, he snickered. “I’m going to the party tonight at Lady Eveline’s estate on Imperial Lane. I have an extra invitation. And you are coming.”

Marin had walked past the enormous villas on Imperial Lane, where the Selpe Empire’s ruling lords and ladies had their Orion homes, but she’d never been on the other side of those high metal fences. She hadn’t even thought they allowed in people who hadn’t been born with a silver spoon in their mouth.

“You look like you’ve just swallowed a lemon,” Leonidas said.

Because she’d just remembered who Lady Eveline was—and what her parties were known for. “This party…it isn’t…”

“An orgy? No.” He laughed. “It’s a perfectly normal party to celebrate Selpe Unification week. All sorts of stuffy and dreadfully dull VIPs will be there.”

“You sure know how to sell it.”

He laughed again. “So, are you coming or not?”

“I have nothing to wear,” she admitted.

“Oh, I have that covered,” he said, pulling out a large shopping bag from behind the sofa.
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YOU COULD SAY a lot of things about Leonidas Chase, but his taste in clothing could not be faulted. The midnight blue dress he picked out for Marin made her appear tall and slender—a mirage only partially achieved by the high heels she wore. Her hair was brushed out smooth and sleek, and she was actually wearing makeup for the first time since her college graduation ceremony. Marin’s idea of putting on makeup was brushing on a coat of lip gloss, but Leonidas had come to her apartment with a box full of enough cosmetics to make even the best-stocked beautician envious. And he’d done her makeup with so much skill, that she wondered what sorts of things they were teaching in spy academy.

As they reached the gates of Lady Eveline’s estate, Leonidas held out his arm with a wink. Marin set her arm in his without a word. After all, that was the genteel thing to do in a place like this around people like that. The security guard at the gate, wearing a tuxedo at least as expensive as Leonidas’s, took their invitations and waved them through.

The first thing Marin saw as she stepped foot on Lady Eveline’s land was a pool-sized fountain carved with naked nymphs and angels. Streams of water shot out of their mouths, their hands…and other parts. Marin felt her cheeks go warm and averted her eyes, seeking something safe. She settled on the front door. There was nothing provocative about a front door. But beside the door stood two statues of centaurs, each with a woman mounted on his back. At which point, Marin just shut her eyes, trusting Leonidas to lead her inside. Beside her, he chuckled.

“It’s safe now,” he announced as they passed into the front foyer. “Lady Eveline must have had the lewd art removed to make room for the party guests.”

Marin dared a peek. When she found nothing more shocking than a coat rack ornamented with a parade of gold-cast fat cherubs, she opened her eyes all the way. What she saw took her breath away. Beneath the sweeping staircases, a crimson carpet stretched toward wide open wooden doors that led into the ballroom. Tuxedos and gowns mingled and danced upon a shining red-brown floor. Rings, crests, bracelets, brooches, and necklaces sparkled like city lights from every corner of the room—from the dance floor, to the buffet tables, to the upper level.

“It’s all right,” Leonidas said as Marin’s hand tightened on his arm.

“One of those rings costs more than everything I own,” she whispered. “How ever did you get invited to such a party?”

“Through work. In one of my missions, I helped Lord Henly out of a little fix, and this is how he shows his appreciation,” Leonidas told her, nodding to a man with an emerald crest on his sash.

“One of the ways,” a voice said from behind them.

They turned to find a man with olive-green eyes and nearly black hair. He was dressed like Leonidas. In fact, his tuxedo could have even been the very same one. It had that same subtle indigo undertone to the black fabric.

“Darren!” Leonidas exclaimed, clasping the man’s shoulders. “So glad you’re here.”

“Are you?” Darren asked, his dark eyebrows creeping up as his eyes fell on Marin. “Are you sure I’m not interrupting anything?”

“Naw, that’s just Marin, an old friend’s little sister.”

Marin fought to keep her shoulders from drooping. What a stellar introduction.

“Marin?” A light twinkled in Darren’s eyes, and he extended his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Marin shook Darren’s hand but looked at Leonidas. “Have you?”

Leonidas shuffled between them. “Ah, yes…well, I was very drunk when I told you that story, Darren.”

“So was I.” Darren rubbed his head. “In fact, it’s pretty much the only thing I remember from that night.”

Leonidas nodded in agreement. “Marin, Darren is my partner at work. We’ve been through a lot together.”

Darren patted him hard on the back. “This man saved my life.” His eyes twinkled in delight. “And now I’m going to repay the favor. Leonidas, I’ve been chatting up a lovely group of ladies over by the chocolate fountain. Come on, I promised I’d only be away for a moment while I went to fetch you. They’re excited to meet you.”

“Last time you brought me to meet a group of ladies, the night ended with us running away from their enraged husbands.”

“These ones aren’t married. I made sure to ask this time,” Darren assured Leonidas. “In fact, one of them is even still living with her parents, who are out of the city at the moment.”

Leonidas’s eyebrows crept up slowly, and he nodded. “Right. Then lead the way.”

Darren pushed him off through the crowd toward four pretty women wearing jewel-toned dresses and smug, surgically-pouty lips.

Which left Marin alone and wondering why she was there, surrounded by strangers at a party where she clearly did not belong. She wandered over to the dessert table to drown her sorrows in sweets. She started with a cream-topped chocolate cupcake, then sampled a variety of mousse desserts before moving on to a large wedge of cheesecake topped with raspberries. At least she wouldn’t go hungry.

“You don’t see a lot of ladies allowing themselves such an indulgence.”

Tall and built like he lived in the gym, the man now standing beside her nicely filled out the black Diamond Edge uniform he wore. His pale hair was cropped short, which only made his blue-green eyes pop out more. Marin forced her eyes not to slide up and down his body, all the while trying not to think about how he was the most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes upon. No time for nonsense? Well, she’d gladly take all kinds of nonsense from him. She licked the last of the cheesecake from her fork, then set down the empty plate.

“I’m no lady. And I don’t have to worry about fitting into those bone-crunching harnesses they call gowns,” she said.

Chuckling, he leaned in to whisper, “Thank goodness. I can’t stand them.” He held out his hand. “I’m Aaron.”

“Marin,” she said, shaking it.

“So, what brings you here, Marin?”

“I’ve been asking myself the very same thing, seeing that I am so utterly out of place,” she replied—then realized he’d probably expected an actual answer. “My friend brought me.”

Aaron’s eyes followed her gaze to Leonidas, who was slipping chocolate-dipped fruit into the open mouths of two obviously inebriated women. He snorted. “I see. And then your date abandoned you. How ill-mannered of him. But I suppose that is hardly surprising behavior from a member of SIN.”

“Leo’s not my date. But, yes, he can be awfully rude. How did you know he was a SIN agent?”

The words gushed out so fast, blending all together, that it was a wonder he even understood. But his snort told her he had.

“Ah, yes. Agent. It sounds a whole lot more suave than boorish shadow lurker.”

Marin laughed, which is probably why he’d made the comment in the first place.

“The Diamond Edges and SIN don’t get along too well?” she asked.

“As well as a tiger and a wolf can be expected to get along,” he replied.

“So who’s the tiger and who’s the wolf?”

Aaron grabbed a glass of wine off a passing waiter’s tray and raised it to her. “I’ll let you know when I figure that out.”

As he drank, he kept his eyes on her, hitting her with a look that Marin could only describe as ‘scorching’. Or was she just imagining that? She hastily looked down in embarrassment, noticing for the first time the markings on his uniform. He was a major—but not just any major. The diamond-studded dagger pin on his chest identified him as a Diamond Edge, but the extra pin of three diamonds—blue, colorless, then blue again—fastened beside this pin identified him as the leader of the Diamond Edges. He didn’t look much older than she was, and he was already leading the most elite unit of the Selpe military. And she’d thought she was something special for being twenty-five and just a breath’s distance from getting her doctorate.

“So, Marin,” Aaron said, setting down his glass. “Tell me a bit about yourself.”

“Well, I’m a doctoral student in airship engineering at Orion Technical Institute.”

“Ah, that explains it,” he said.

Her awkward babbling? Her unabated assault on the dessert table? That no matter how pretty her dress was, she simply did not fit in at the party of the high-brow elite?

“You are way more down-to-earth than the others,” he continued.

Since it sounded like a compliment, Marin didn’t point out the humor in labeling an airship engineer—one who spent her days with her mind in the clouds—as ‘down to earth’. In fact, she didn’t have a chance to say anything at all in response, for Aaron ducked behind the cupcake tower.

“Is she gone?” his voice hissed out from between the cupcakes.

“Who?” asked Marin.

“The woman with the vase on her head.”

Marin scanned the area for someone who fit that unlikely description. Sure enough, there she was walking away from them. She was kind of hard to miss. She wore a mermaid-cut, wine-red crushed velvet dress, and over that a black chiffon cape which extended out from her capped sleeves like enormous wings. There was a coat of glitter dusted on her skin and—there it was—something that resembled a vase tucked into a braided nest of dark hair on the top of her head. A bunch of white and red roses even resided inside.

“No, she’s clear across the room,” Marin said. “Who is she?” A spurned lover? But somehow the absurdly dressed woman did not strike Marin as his type.

“My cousin,” he replied, emerging from hiding. “An absolutely abhorrent woman. If she sees me, she will wrap her bony arm around me and bombard me with a never-ending barrage of sugar-coated compliments, all in an attempt to manipulate me into doing something I have no intention of doing. Or she will nag me in the hopes of getting me to give up confidential information just to be rid of her. So, I’d rather avoid her altogether than have my evening ruined.”

“I can understand that,” Marin said, stealing a glance at Leonidas.

The group of tipsy women surrounding him and his friend Darren had grown to six—and these women were not being shy about pushing their cleavage into the men’s faces or even groping them. Marin neared choked on her disgust, not knowing why she’d even bothered looking over at Leonidas, who had abandoned her to…gross, suck florescent blue liquor out of a floozy’s bellybutton. She returned her attention to Aaron, who was intelligent and charming and could actually be bothered to talk to her.

“So, what do you do, Aaron? Uh, I mean, I know you’re in the Diamond Edges, and I’ve heard about what sorts of things you guys do…”

She cringed at her own words. They sure sounded accusatory. Rumor had it the Diamond Edges dealt with all the work too dirty for the regular military. Considering what the regular military did, that had to be some pretty depraved stuff. But maybe everything said about the Diamond Edges really was nothing but baseless rumors. Aaron seemed like a perfectly agreeable man. She couldn’t really picture him drenched from head to toe in his victims’ blood.

Well, that’s a pleasant image, Marin thought, shaking her head. She edged away from the dessert table, no longer the least bit hungry.

“Um, what I meant to say was, I’ll bet you’ve had some exciting adventures,” she finished lamely. Where, oh where, was a closet when you really needed to hide inside of one?

“Some,” he replied. “But do you want to know the biggest secret no one ever says about the glamorous Diamond Edges?”

Marin nodded, leaning in closer.

“The paperwork’s a bitch,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

A squeaky laugh burst through her lips.

“It’s true,” he told her. “I spend at least half my time behind my desk, filling out reports.”

“Then I guess we’re not so different after all,” Marin said.

He smiled, raising his glass. “I’ll drink to that.” As he took a sip, he looked over her shoulder. His eyes widened, and he set down his glass. “Please excuse me for a moment, Marin. I’ll be right back.”

Then he hurried after a woman who’d just passed by the table. In contrast to the other party visitors’ gowns and tuxedos, she was dressed in a black bodysuit that covered her from neck to the top of her knee-high leather boots, its skin-tight fabric following her every curve. But that was not the most unusual thing about her. Nor was the armament of knives tucked into the thick belt at her hips. What really made her stand out from everyone else there was her hair, vibrant turquoise and bouncing atop her lean, muscular shoulders. As Aaron’s hand closed around her arm, she pivoted about, her gold eyes swinging around like the shining beacon of a lighthouse. Marin gasped. An Elition. She’d never seen one before in the flesh.

Aaron and the Elition exchanged a few words—none of which Marin could hear—before he led her over to the dessert table. As soon as they were standing before Marin, the Elition shrugged herself free of Aaron’s hand. He only smiled at her.

“Marin, allow me to introduce you to my partner Dahlia,” he said.

Dahlia glared at him, something stirring within her gold eyes. “Only until this mission is over,” she said to him. “And how many times must I remind you to call me by my power name?”

She kept her eyes on Aaron the entire time, ignoring Marin completely. Ok, then.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dahlia,” Marin said, holding out her hand. Just because this woman was being rude, that didn’t mean she had to be too.

Dahlia turned toward Marin, and the look she gave her made Marin wish she hadn’t said anything at all. Slowly, she retracted her hand and took a step back.

“Now that was simply uncalled for,” Aaron chided her. “Marin was just trying to be nice.”

“Why did you bring me over to speak to this girl?” demanded Dahlia.

Marin stiffened. She might not have been a knife-wielding one woman army like the Elition opposite her, but she had enough years on her to not be scoffed at as a mere ‘girl’.

“Can’t you behave yourself for even a minute?” Aaron sighed, but something in his tone told Marin he was not really upset with her.

Dahlia set her hands on her hips, putting them dangerously close to all those knives. “If you are unhappy with my behavior, then why did you insist that I come here?”

“Because we’re partners. We need to stick together,” he said, and this time Marin was sure she heard hidden meaning behind his words.

“For now, but it won’t be long before this is all over and we part ways. For good.”

Aaron smiled. “Then we’d best make the most of our remaining time together.” He wrapped one arm around Dahlia and extended the other to shake Marin’s hand, saying, “It was nice talking to you, Marin. Enjoy the rest of the party.”

Marin just stood there like an idiot, watching him walk off with the Elition. Of course, a gorgeous man like Aaron preferred tall, strong, strikingly beautiful women like the turquoise-haired Elition. She’d been a fool for thinking someone like that could ever have been interested in her. For a moment, she stared at the dessert table, debating whether to drown her sorrows in more chocolate. But after thorough consideration, she decided drowning herself in work was better for her health.

She zigzagged through the masses of too-beautiful people. As she reached the front foyer, fireworks exploded in the sky beyond the massive window that extended the entire height of the house. She stared at them for a long while, lost in the bursts of brilliant color, before she finally realized what her brain was trying to tell her. Rockets. The solution to her problem was rockets.
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MARIN HAD ONE leg propped up against a park bench, her eyes darting from the computer balanced atop her thigh to the airship model hovering over the lake, when Leonidas found her at Emerald Ash Park the next afternoon. Late the next afternoon. It was past four o’clock, and he was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. She, on the other hand, had woken up at seven that morning, spent several hours making the necessary modifications to her model, then lugged her heavy bag of equipment over to the park.

“It must be nice to lead a life of jumping from one party to another,” she commented, sparing him only a cursory glance. And from one bed to another, she added to herself.

“It’s all part of the job, Marin.”

“Is using women’s bellybuttons as shot glasses ‘all part of the job’?” she asked.

His lip twitched. “Saw that, did you?”

“It was kind of hard to miss,” she said in disgust.

Leonidas shrugged. “I realize it all looks very strange from the outside, but actually—”

“Leo, I don’t care,” she cut in. “But that’s the last time I’m letting you drag me to a party, just to be completely abandoned there.”

“I wasn’t planning on leaving you, but…something came up.”

Yeah, something like a group of drunk floozies. Marin gave him a cold look. “Save your excuses. I’m too busy to listen to them.”

Leonidas squinted at the airship over the lake. “Have you found your solution?”

“That we will soon find out,” she replied, picking up the model airship’s controller. With a computer already balanced precariously on her leg, it was a struggle not to drop everything. She pressed a button on the controller, and the airship suddenly blasted halfway across the lake.

“What was that?” Leonidas asked.

“A rocket, essentially,” she told him. “I got the idea when I saw the fireworks last night.”

He grinned. “So you are glad you went to the party last night.”

Marin ignored the comment. The fireworks show was so large that she could have caught a glimpse of it from anywhere in the city. Whether she, tucked inside her tiny apartment, would have noticed the fireworks and then realized they were the answer to her problem was another matter, but she was not about to admit that. Leonidas didn’t need yet another excuse for his thoughtless behavior last night.

“Fireworks have been around since long before we had computers and other sorts of electrical devices,” she said.

Understanding dawned on Leonidas’s face. “Rockets work in the Wilderness. Just like guns.”

“Yes. Imagine the first blast goes off right before the airship crosses over the Wilderness. At the same time, the fuse is automatically lit for a second blast.” She hit another button on the controller, shutting down the airship’s propellers. “The Wilderness effect hits.”

She lifted the binoculars to her eyes and waited for the second blast. When it went off, the airship shot forward again.

“And that is how I will decrease an airship’s travel time over the Wilderness,” she concluded, handing him the binoculars.

Leonidas looked through them. “Your model’s already at the other side of the lake.” He lowered the binoculars, chuckling. “Very clever.”

“Obviously, none of the airship’s systems will be functioning while over the Wilderness, so steering is out. They’ll have to set the direction before crossing over. If I combine the rockets with weather prediction, the wind can give a helpful push too.”

“And how many of those rockets can you cue in?” Leonidas asked.

“Probably just the one,” she said, frowning.

“Can’t the crew just light them manually?”

“Only if they can fly. The rockets will obviously need to be external—and as far from the balloon as possible. It wouldn’t do to blow a hole in that.”

She reactivated the airship’s propellers and turned it around to fly back across the lake. Leonidas looked from it to her.

“Rockets, huh? I never thought of you as the sort to play with explosives, but perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. You did once try to shoot a rock at me with that gigantic catapult of yours.”

“Only after you played around with it until you broke something!” she protested.

He held up his hands. “Purely an accident.”

Marin considered accidentally flying her airship model into his head, but decided against it. After all, Leonidas’s head was so hard, it would probably chip the paint.
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IT TOOK MARIN the rest of the summer to finish her work. Since that included further modifications on the airship, a gazillion more test flights, and writing up the whole monster thesis, she thought she was pretty damn fast.

Clouds hung over her the morning she ducked into the most ominous building on campus to present her work to the committee—or as they liked to call it, defend her thesis. As though she were stepping into a fight arena. The committee members sure looked about as friendly as a host of gladiators, with pens taking the place of swords and suits replacing armor.

Even so, she left the room very upbeat. They’d appeared impressed, she thought, albeit more focused on the unique design of her rockets than the application of using them to quickly cross the Wilderness. The jolly hum died on her lips as she stepped outside the building into a downpour of hurricane proportions. As she stood there, tucked beneath the tiny glass roof that protected the entrance, she considered the merits of spending the rest of the day inside the dreary building. She had spotted something akin to a library on the second floor, but after several hours in that room, she’d rather plop down on her sofa at home with a relaxing adventure novel than sit in a stiff chair reading a comparison study of twenty nearly identical military rifles. What was she doing in the university’s building for advanced weapons research anyway?

Marin pondered the question, all the while getting sprayed by wind-blown muddy water jets that soon had her drenched from head to toe. Sighing, she brushed down the hem of her waterlogged skirt. Of course it would have to rain on the one day that year she wore a skirt. Her legs were trapped inside itchy pantyhose—which were now soggy and itchy pantyhose—and her feet were submerged in her soggy dress shoes. In short, she was absolutely miserable, and though she’d never before waved down a cab in Orion, she had half a mind to do that right then and there.

“Aquamarine Graunt?” a voice said from behind her.

She turned around to find a man standing in the doorway, as dry as she was drenched. He was dressed in a fancy designer suit, so she felt obligated to warn him.

“You might want to stay inside,” she said as water spilled down her neck.

He shone a congenial smiled at her. “Ms. Graunt, my name is Wyatt Dranson, and I would like to offer you a job.”

Marin looked at the business card he handed her. “Orion Explosives? But…but I’m an airship engineer,” she stuttered.

“We are very interested in your most recent work.”

“On flying airships over the Wilderness?”

“On the rockets you developed,” he told her. “It was brilliant work. Very compact and yet very potent.”

Marin didn’t say anything. The rockets weren’t the point. Getting airships over the Wilderness was.

“We think they would be perfect in the lightweight new rocket launchers we are developing for the Diamond Edges.”

“But they’re designed as a means of propulsion, not as weapons,” she protested.

Wyatt Dranson smiled again and gestured toward a black car that had just pulled up beside the building. “If you would care to step into this car, I would be happy to tell you all about the job. And offer you a ride home.”

Marin looked up at the rain pelleting the glass roof and decided she would take her chances with Wyatt Dranson and his dry ride home.
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TWO WEEKS LATER, Marin had five job offers from five companies specializing in weapons and explosives—and one from the Orion Technical Institute, who had apparently piggybacked a job interview right onto her dissertation defense. That explained why they’d asked her to trek all the way across campus to the Starfire Weapons Research building rather than go to the Aeronautics Hall building conveniently located just across the street from her apartment.

“Why so down?” Leonidas asked, looking across his breakfast muffin and cup of steaming coffee.

The coffee’s presence was explained by the early hour, at least as far as Leonidas’s sleep schedule went. It was after ten in the morning. He’d invited Marin to have breakfast with him before he flew out of Orion that afternoon to return to his post in Timberland.

“You know why,” she replied, chomping down on her muffin. It was made with bananas and blueberries and was absolutely delicious, but even its moist sweetness was not enough to cheer her up. Maybe she should have ordered a chocolate one instead. Nothing went better with a foul mood than chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate.

“You have six job offers, and you’ve not even walked across the stage to claim your diploma yet,” he pointed out. “Don’t be silly.”

Marin squashed her finger down on a small pile of crumbs on her plate, then licked them off the tip. “They are all from bomb and weapons companies. I am an airship engineer. I’m supposed to get offers to come up with bold new airship designs, not build bombs. And yet all anyone cares about is my capacity to blow things up!”

Leonidas took a long drink from his coffee cup. “Well, what did you expect, Marin? Big, powerful empires care about big, powerful weapons. It’s all about military might. We make our own weapons in secret, but we have no problem buying our airships from the Helleans on the open market. They do it better and cheaper than we could. And it’s all so convenient too. The Helleans run the stations, and they even do most of the repair work on them. The reality of the matter is there simply are no more than a handful of jobs in airship engineering in the whole Selpe Empire.”

She knew he was right, but damn it, she didn’t want to hear that at the moment. “I should have been one of that handful,” she said with a stubborn tilt of her chin. “Why can’t I be special?”

He reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “You are special.”

She pulled away at the mocking tone in his voice. “This is not funny. Right now, I’m upset, and I don’t need you to make fun of me.”

“Ok, I’m done. I promise.” He wrapped his fingers around his cup and smiled back at her. “Tell me about your offers.”

“Orion Explosives. Bombbank. Sapphire Sea Sparks. Sentinel Pyrotechnics. Capital Fireworks. And Orion Technical Institute, Starfire Weapons Research department,” she rattled off.

Leonidas’s eyes drifted up in thought for a few moments before he looked at her. “The Starfire Weapons Research department of OTI is probably the most prestigious, but the pay will suck. Capital Fireworks has a name trying too hard to be funny, but that’s about all they’ve got going for them. Sentinel Pyrotechnics is actually a company owned by some super shady secret military division that makes the Diamond Edges look like nothing more than mischievous schoolboys. I’d steer clear of that one unless you enjoy experimenting hands-on with different ways to blow up people.”

Marin felt her stomach do an uneven somersault.

“Bombbank and Sapphire Sea Sparks are your typical explosives companies,” he continued, stroking his scruffy chin. He must not have shaved for days. “I’d go with Orion Explosives. They’re very heavy into research, so you’ll get to work with a lot of cutting edge technology there. And due to their contract with the Diamond Edges, the pay will be good.”

Marin sighed. After a bit of research, she’d come to the same conclusion. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“I don’t want to build bombs,” she ground out through muffin-coated teeth.

“Unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want,” said Leonidas. “Had it been up to me, I would have become a male underwear model.”

Marin snorted. “I’ll bet.”

“Far more glamorous than being a spy. And a whole lot safer than dodging bullets,” he added, rubbing his arm.

“I don’t know. You’d have still had to dodge overzealous female fans,” she said, smirking.

He returned the smirk. “A burden I would have willingly borne.”

Marin clinked her fork several times against her plate. Finally, she looked up at him and said, “Leo, do you think I’ll ever get to do what I want?”

“Marin, you figured out how to blast an airship across the Wilderness.”

“Some of the way. And only hypothetically,” she amended.

He waved away her protests. “And I’ve known you long enough to have learned what a stubborn pain in the ass you can be.”

She stuck her tongue out at him and flicked a muffin crumb at his forehead.

“I have no doubt that you can do anything you set your mind to,” he finished, picking the crumb off his face and chucking it into his mouth.
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LEONIDAS CHASE PICKED up the rifle and stared down his target, a boring black circle set with white rings. The gun felt heavy, unwieldy, and oddly proportioned. He was not in the habit of shooting with military rifles, much preferring the feel of his Boar Hunter. A two-hundred-and-fifty millimeter long masterpiece of modern engineering, the Boar Hunter was fast, sleek, and absolutely sexy.

But it was Darren’s turn to set the parameters of their friendly little competition today, and he’d chosen the rifles. Leonidas was still scratching his head over that one. Darren was as miserable a shot with them as he was. And that’s what Leonidas was banking on—that his friend had made the choice to alleviate his boredom, not because he had some devious master plan. Leonidas had no intention of being the sucker paying their drinks bill that night. He could do this. The target was only five hundred meters away. He could do that with his eyes closed. Easy peasy. Leonidas aimed the rifle at the target…

A snort erupted from behind him as the bullet hit the outer ring. Great. Just great. Leonidas turned and scowled at Darren, who was laughing so hard, his face had turned redder than the tomato soup they’d eaten for lunch.

“Just a practice shot,” Leonidas said.

“That is your fourth ‘practice shot’. You can’t just keep taking them until you hit something,” snickered Darren.

“Maybe I’ll just find myself a closer target.” Grinning so widely that his cheeks nearly hit his ears, he stared Darren down.

Darren grapevined around him and moved onto the white line of painted grass that marked the firing point. “I’ll tell you what, Leonidas. Let’s up the stakes. I’ll take only one shot. If I can beat your best of four, you buy me drinks and dinner tonight. If I can’t, then I’ll buy you dinner and drinks tonight. What do you say?”

Warning bells went off in Leonidas’s head—trap, trap, it’s a trap!—but he ignored them. Even if Darren had been practicing in secret, all it took was a tiny break in his concentration…

“Sure. Let’s do it,” he agreed.

Darren tossed him the binoculars and lifted his rifle. As he aimed for the target, Leonidas took a hand-sized rock off the ground and aimed it at his own target: a fat crow stalking a nearby grassy patch. Leonidas kept one eye glued to Darren’s finger and the other on the crow. As Darren began to pull back on the trigger, Leonidas lifted the rock.

“What are you doing here?” a snotty teenage voice demanded.

Darren’s gun went off, the bullet missing the target completely. He swore, then whipped around angrily, opening his mouth to tell off the intruder. Then, he just stopped, the retort dying on his tongue. The rock dropped from Leonidas’s hand, thumping against the ground.

“We are using the shooting range this afternoon,” Rylan Timberland said. He ran his hand through his spiked black and red hair, ruffling it up, and one of the teenage girls in his groupie procession nearly fainted.

Leonidas rolled his eyes. Rylan might have been the eldest son of Lord Aster, ruler of Timberland, but he dressed like a punk kid, acted like a punk kid, and smelled like a punk kid. And ever since Leonidas and Darren had arrived last year to work at the Red Castle office of the Selpe Intelligence Network, he’d made it his personal mission to torment them at every turn. Leonidas had hoped the boy would grow bored of it, but there had been no signs of that yet. In fact, the miserable little twit seemed to take great pleasure in coming up with new and progressively more annoying ways to make it hard for them to do their jobs. The worst thing about it was they weren’t allowed to do anything. They couldn’t even fight back if Rylan and his gang attacked them, which they had done late one night last week.

“I reserved the range,” Darren said, his fingers gripping to his gun. He looked like he wanted nothing better than to smack Rylan over the head with it.

“Ah, ‘reserved’, how very methodical of you,” sneered Rylan. “But, as I said, we are using it now.” He gave them a dismissive wave of his hand. “Off with you.”

Darren gritted his teeth and squeezed his gun harder, now looking like he wanted to shoot Rylan. Leonidas did too, but he buried those dark desires. Not only would they get most certainly kicked out of SIN if they shot Lord Aster’s son, there was a good chance they’d be thrown in jail too. Maybe they’d even be executed for treason.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Leonidas said, pushing Darren toward the exit.

“We had another hour of practice,” he grumbled to Leonidas as they passed Rylan.

“Practice?” Rylan’s hazel-speckled brown eyes lit up. “It’s practice you want, is it?”

Leonidas cursed under his breath. This was not good.

“Then I have a job for you, Agent Hollow.”

Darren spun on his heel and glared into Rylan’s pimpled face. “It’s Hollen.”

“Whatever.” Rylan handed him a small target-board. “Start walking. Stop at the twenty-five meter marker.”

Darren paled, but he did as Rylan told him. They had long since learned the consequences of not doing so.

Or maybe Leonidas hadn’t. “What are you doing?” he demanded, stepping up to Rylan.

The top of the boy’s head barely reached Leonidas’s chin, so he had to crank his head back. Somehow, he managed the movement while still retaining his smug smirk. “He wanted to practice. I’m letting him practice.” Rylan unrolled a strip of synthetic fabric, revealing a row of a dozen throwing knives. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to practice with these.”

Leonidas didn’t point out that throwing knives were illegal in the Selpe Empire. Rylan didn’t care about trivial things like rules and laws—unless they could be twisted in his favor. Leonidas did wonder where the boy had gotten the knives. They didn’t look quite Elition. More like a very close imitation of an Elition design.

“There are tons of actual target boards here. You don’t need him,” Leonidas told Rylan as the boy slid a knife out of the loop holding it.

“Pah! What’s the fun in that?”

“There are animals in the forest,” Leonidas said.

“A throwing knife is not going to take down an animal. At least not any animal worth taking down.” Rylan looked out at Darren, who had stopped on the twenty-five meter line in the grass. “Lift the target up, over your head,” he called out.

Darren shifted his weight uneasily, but did as Rylan said.

“Don’t worry.” Rylan looked back at Leonidas. “I’ve done this…well, once before,” he finished with a delighted chortle.

Then before anyone could say anything more, he swung his arm back and launched the knife at—hopefully—the target above Darren’s head. Leonidas clenched his fists so hard that his knuckles cracked. He let out a sigh of relief as the knife breezed right over his friend’s right shoulder.

“Hmm, odd,” Rylan muttered, then went to get more knives.

A few minutes later, he had exhausted his supply of knives but hadn’t managed to once hit the target—or, thankfully, Darren. The teenage brat pushed away the strip that had held the dozen tiny blades, then stomped about and threw a temper tantrum. When he finally turned and walked toward his friends, Leonidas exhaled the nervous air that had clogged up his lungs since Rylan had come onto the range. His relief, as it turned out, was premature.

Rylan spun around, an ostentatious glossy silver pistol in his hand. “I never cared for knives, anyway,” he commented, raising the gun toward Darren. “Raise that target board back up, spy!”

Then he fired. And Darren went down. Leonidas ran, knocking Rylan over on his way to his friend. The little lordling squawked out an indignant protest, but Leonidas didn’t care. He just kept running as fast as he could, not stopping until he skidded to a stop in front of Darren. He knelt down, his eyes tracking the stream of blood to his friend’s stomach.

“Ouch,” Darren grumbled, looking down at the bullet wound.

The punk kid was as miserable a shot with a gun as he was at throwing those knives. And Leonidas was going to beat the shit out of him. He lifted his enraged eyes, preparing to stand, but Rylan and his band of flunkies were gone. He returned his attention to Darren—and the gaping hole in his stomach.
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LEONIDAS PATCHED DARREN up as best he could for the moment, but they had to get back to the SIN office in town. And fast. Unfortunately, there were five kilometers of forest terrain sitting between them and proper medical treatment, and Darren was already bleeding through his bandages. They trudged on, Darren’s face set in stubborn determination. He was going to make it back. And if Leonidas’s own thoughts were any indication, he was also going to make that trigger-happy brat suffer.

Hours later, Darren was resting on the reclining hospital bench in the SIN office. His eyes were closed, but from the way he was breathing, Leonidas knew he was still awake. He just didn’t want to talk to anyone. Not now. He’d nearly lost his voice screaming profanities at the top of his lungs at the doctor and his nurses as they extracted a very stubborn bullet. Leonidas’s ears were still burning, from both the sheer volume of Darren’s booming bass and from the images his explicitly detailed curses evoked. He had never thought of his friend as having such a depraved mind, but then again, he’d never seen Darren being tortured by a pair of forceps and a bullet that just didn’t want to go out.

You would have been cursing them and the wombs that had borne them too, Leonidas told himself. He nodded. It was hard to argue with yourself.

About the time Darren got tired of pretending to sleep, the door opened and Forester tromped in, glowering like he had been the one shot. Then again, he always looked like that. The head of the Red Castle office of the Selpe Intelligence Network was old, fat, and downright cranky. He was also a SIN legend. Every SIN office had a board decked with glamourous shots of the most decorated agents in the network’s history, and Forester was on it. He was younger, thinner, suaver…and actually smiling. If his boss’s name hadn’t been on the plaque beneath the photo, Leonidas never would have believed that grinning agent to be the same person as the scowling man who was his boss.

“You two have landed yourselves in a reeking pile of muck,” Forester said without preface.

Leonidas exchanged glances with Darren, who turned even paler than he already was. Massive blood loss would do that to you.

“Rylan Timberland has told his father that you two shot at him,” Forester continued, his teeth scraping together as he spoke the name of the territory’s ruling family.

Leonidas looked pointedly at Darren’s bandages. The doctor had done a decent job of patching him up, but even so, they were speckled with blood.

Their boss’s fuzzy eyebrows scrunched together like a pair of mating caterpillars. “Rylan and about a dozen witnesses claim he shot at you in self-defense after he was attacked.”

“A dozen ‘witnesses’ who worship the ground he walks on,” countered Leonidas.

Darren looked too tired to speak, but he nodded his head in rigorous agreement. Leonidas, on the other hand, was too tired to keep his mouth shut.

“This is not the first time that little lying twit has made a nuisance of himself.”

“Agent Chase—”

“Rylan strutted onto the shooting range and pushed his stupid pierced nose into our practice time.”

Forester opened his mouth to interject, but Leonidas threw up his hand. Was that a good move for his career? Certainly not, but he was pissed beyond reason, and someone had to explain what had really happened.

“Then, after an odious display of his ignorant arrogance, he pushed a target board into Darren’s hands and made him march out into the field so he could show off to his friends by throwing knives at him. Then, when he failed to hit anything but dirt, he pulled out his gun and shot Darren in the stomach. I’m still not sure whether he’s really such a miserable shot, or he just did it on purpose.”

“Miserable shot,” Darren muttered. “Doing it on purpose would require skills he does not possess.”

Forester studied their faces for a few silent seconds. Then, with a sigh that sounded more like an asthma attack, he said, “You two realize you are insulting the son of Lord Aster, ruler of Timberland.”

It was not a question, so they didn’t answer. In unison, Leonidas shrugged as Darren coughed.

“And called him a liar,” Forester added.

“The facts say he’s a liar,” Leonidas replied.

“Prancing posey,” Darren said under his breath.

The twitch at the corner of Forester’s mouth told Leonidas he’d overheard. And that his boss hadn’t completely lost his sense of humor after all. Maybe a hint of that younger man from the board of legendary agents still lived inside of him.

“All right, I’ll handle it,” Forester said. “But I need you two to stay out of trouble in the meantime.”

“We can do that,” Leonidas said.

Darren set his hands over his stomach and let out an exaggerated moan. “How much trouble can a bed-ridden man cause anyway?”

Forester was not appeased. He handed Leonidas a folder.

Leonidas flipped it open. “You are sending us to Orion?”

Darren reached for the folder. “Let me see that.”

“Your job is to investigate Raith Moonswallow.”

“Is that even a real person?” Darren asked Leonidas, snickering.

“It sounds like a stage name for a male stripper.”

“Well, I suppose his parents must have thought it sounded sophisticated when they gave it to them.”

Forester threw up his hands in exasperation. “And you call yourself intelligence agents. You are reckless, arrogant, booze-downing, wisecracking fools who are utterly incapable of taking anything seriously.”

“That’s not true. We take a lot of things seriously,” Leonidas told him.

“Ladies,” coughed Darren.

Leonidas gave him the evil eye—and only half meant it. “But as for ‘reckless, arrogant, booze-downing, wisecracking fools’…that sounds not much unlike a certain Agent Forester of earlier days. Aren’t those the very qualities that got you on the board?”

Forester’s eyes drifted off in a wistful gaze, which was quickly wiped clean by the return of his glower. “Yes, but they are also qualities that could just as easily have gotten me on the other board.”

Just as every SIN office had a board of legendary agents, it also had a board of notorious criminals. And you did not want to end up on that board. It was reserved for only the most vile criminals: serial killers and rapists, rogue assassins, and traitors. To be posted there was nothing short of a death sentence.

Forester nodded. “That’s right. All it takes is a flippant remark from your fiery tongue. The wrong words to the wrong person…” He snapped his fingers. “And it’s the other board and life as an outcast for you. Or, if you’re really lucky, they just kill you where you stand.”

Leonidas tried not to laugh. It wasn’t funny. Really, he knew that it wasn’t. But the idea of either of them on the bad board was simply ludicrous. You didn’t end up on that board for crossing your eyes the wrong way in front of a Selpe lord. So, little Rylan could kick and whine all he wanted; his father simply did not have the power to blacklist their names for annoying his son. The worst he could do was have them reassigned to a different office. Which, considering how much they were enjoying their time in Red Castle, didn’t sound all that bad.

“So, what has this Raith Moonswallow done?” Leonidas asked. He’d only read as far as the line stating they would be going to Orion, and Darren was hogging the folder.

“It says here that Governor Raith Moonswallow is a district head under Lord Salix Aspenstone,” Darren read. “He’s in charge of the Fen district in northern Aspenstone.”

Fen was basically one gigantic marsh—except for the half of the year that it was one gigantic frozen marsh. It was filled with a bunch of birds, a swell of water-dwelling critters, carnivorous plants, and almost no people. It was not exactly the most prestigious district to head.

“And he’s suspected of…” Darren paused, bringing the paper closer. “Being an Avan agent? That doesn’t make any sense. If the Avans had a mole in the Empire, they would have found someone a lot more powerful than Raith Moonswallow. He lives way out in the middle of nowhere and has zero influence in the Selpe political sphere. I’d never even heard of him until now.”

“Governor Moonswallow might not throw extravagant galas like the usual suspects of Imperial Lane, but he does have a house in Orion, where he spends his winters,” said Forester.

Leonidas would too, if he lived in a district like Fen.

“His daughter attends school in Orion, and the governor himself makes regular trips to the capital. He has connections to more than a few territory leaders. He is no stranger to the Empire’s politics,” Forester finished.

Leonidas leaned to look into the folder in Darren’s hands. “What evidence is there that he’s an Avan agent?”

“There is no evidence, just suspicions,” replied Forester. “That’s why we’ve been asked to discreetly look into the matter instead of sending the military to bang down his front door.” He gave them both a hard look. “Discreetly being the key word here. Think back to your training, to all those things that are dangling out of your ears now. Well, push them back in.”

Leonidas took a peek into Darren’s ear, which was full of wax. “I can do that.”

“So can I,” said Darren.

Forester looked at them as though they’d just professed they could fly. He sighed. “It will have to do. This is an extended assignment. I want you two to be thorough in your investigation. Maybe Moonswallow’s an Avan agent. Maybe he’s bouncing confidential information off opposing territory rulers. Or maybe he’s just having an affair. Your job is to find out why he’s acting so damn suspicious.”

They bobbed their heads up and down like good little boys.

Forester wanted to roll his eyes—Leonidas could see the temptation in those eyes—but for whatever reason, he resisted the urge. Instead, he turned and walked to the door. He paused inside the doorway for a moment.

“And, hopefully, by the time you get back here, Rylan Timberland will have found a better form of amusement than egging you two on toward your own self-destruction,” he said.

And then he left.
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A PLANE BROUGHT them to Orion. The capital city of the Selpe Empire was suffering from a summer nearly as hot as the one they’d left behind in Timberland. Cursing the humidity, Leonidas and Darren made it Step One of their mission to head over to the lakeside cafe in Emerald Ash Park. The view there was stunning, the cool breeze off the lake refreshing, and the food tasty but overpriced. It was a good thing they were expensing their lunch to SIN.

Leonidas lounged upon a recliner on the deck, the creak of water against wood beneath his feet, a dark blue umbrella over his head, and a smaller paper umbrella peeking out of the iced lemonade in his hand. Darren nudged him from the recliner next to him, directing his attention to a group of bikini-clad beauties popping up and down atop an inflated bouncy castle floating on the lake. Every few bounces, a splash signaled that one of them had toppled overboard. It was followed by a burst of girly giggles, the drenched bouncer clambering back onto the castle, and then the whole sequence starting all over again.

On the fifth or so round, the shadow of an airship streaked across the inflated island. Leonidas’s eyes drifted upward, and he discovered it was not an actual airship, but rather an accurate and functional model of the popular Windcannon-4. The toy manufacturers’ products certainly had improved since he’d played with models. Leonidas looked out across the grassy field along the shore, expecting to see a young boy flipping the levers and buttons on his controller.

Instead he saw someone he’d not seen since leaving home to train at the academy.

His recliner screeched as he eased to his feet, drawing Darren’s attention.

“Where are you going?” he asked, peeking over the rim of his sunglasses.

“To go say hi to an old friend.”
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MARIN WAS BASICALLY the same tinkerer as Leonidas remembered, the main difference being that the scale of her projects had grown. She had gotten it into her head to alter the course of airship travel. She certainly had it in her to make some amazing discoveries. She just hadn’t yet realized that being really smart was not always enough to change the world.

At the moment, she was stewing over hiccups in her latest project, and she was in dire need of some real cheering up. Leonidas convinced her to join him at Lady Eveline’s party. When he’d told Darren of the change in plans for the evening, his friend had reminded him that they were there to work. Yeah, they’d have time for that too.

As Leonidas and Marin walked toward Lady Eveline’s house, the pleasure he felt in having her on his arm surprised him. When had she stopped being that awkward little girl, the one who’d followed him around like a lost puppy? His eyes panned across her dress, dark as midnight, sleek and sexy… And, come to think of it, when had Marin started being ‘sexy’? Her dark auburn hair was braided back around her face, but the rest fell to her shoulders in soft, gentle waves. Marin was certainly pretty, though in a very different way from most of the women who frequented the exclusive galas of the Selpe aristocracy. She was subtle where they were ostentatious, sweet where they were spicy, and innocent where they were explicit.

As if to back up his thoughts, Marin gulped in a shocked breath of air and slammed her eyes shut as they walked past the pair of naked centaur sculptures—and their nude partners—at the entrance to the house.

Leonidas laughed under his breath. “It’s safe now. Lady Eveline must have had the lewd art removed to make room for the party guests.”

Marin’s lashes fanned open. Her light brown eyes, warm and lit with that distinct spark of intelligence, drank in the splendor of the front foyer, widening until it seemed they would burst.

They passed into the ballroom—into the scents of a thousand different foods, the song of a deceptively calm melody, the perfectly-timed footsteps of the dancing couples, the twinkle of gemstones and the gleam of precious metals. Marin clung to Leonidas’s arm as though he were a life raft.

“It’s all right,” he said with a smile. His stomach was doing somersaults.

“One of those rings costs more than everything I own.” Her voice was soft and sweet. “How ever did you get invited to such a party?”

“Through work. In one of my missions, I helped Lord Henly out of a little fix—” Disgruntled former mistress. “—and this is how he shows his appreciation.”

“One of the ways.”

Leonidas turned, giving Darren’s foot a subtle go-away stomp, which his friend ignored. He just stood there and smiled in his ‘sensitive bad boy’ tuxedo, as he liked to call it.

Leonidas changed tactics. “Darren!” he said, bringing his hands down hard on his friend’s shoulders. “So glad you’re here.”

“Are you?” Darren gave Marin a look that would have scorched her cheeks red if she’d had any sense of what it meant. “Are you sure I’m not interrupting anything?”

Play it cool. Just play it cool. “Naw, that’s just Marin, an old friend’s little sister.”

Darren’s eyes lit up at the name. Damn.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, offering her his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Have you?” she asked, actually looking happy. As though that had made her day.

Seeing that smile on her face certainly made his. Until he remembered what he’d told Darren about her.

“Ah, yes,” Leonidas said awkwardly. “Well, I was very drunk when I told you that story, Darren.”

Drop it, please. Just drop it, Leonidas tried to stream into Darren’s head. It was too bad he didn’t have any actual magical powers. Darren must have read it in his eyes, or he had the good sense not to say anything damning.

“So was I,” Darren agreed. “In fact, it’s pretty much the only thing I remember from that night.”

Swallowing the sigh of relief, Leonidas nodded toward him. “Marin, Darren is my partner at work. We’ve been through a lot together.”

“This man saved my life,” Darren said, his voice serious for the few seconds it took to utter the sentence.

Then, his eyes lit right up like the twinkling Unification week decorations along Imperial Lane. His gaze flicked subtly toward a group of four girls standing past the next table. They looked between eighteen and nineteen years old. The party hadn’t been going on for more than half an hour, and they were already tipsy.

“And now I’m going to repay the favor. Leonidas, I’ve been chatting up a lovely group of ladies over by the chocolate fountain. Come on, I promised I’d only be away for a moment while I went to fetch you. They’re excited to meet you.”

“Last time you brought me to meet a group of ladies, the night ended with us running away from their enraged husbands,” replied Leonidas. Translation: not interested, leave me alone with Marin.

“These ones aren’t married. I made sure to ask this time. In fact, one of them is even still living with her parents, who are out of the city at the moment.” He spoke the final words slowly, drawing them out.

So, he’d already found Anna Moonswallow. That was fast. Too fast. Well, there was nothing to do now but get to work.

“Right. Then lead the way,” Leonidas said with more enthusiasm than he felt.

It was only once they were halfway to the Moonswallow girl and her friends that he realized he’d not even said goodbye to Marin. Or anything for that matter. She was going to think he’d abandoned her to flirt with a bunch of drunk and easy teenagers.

“Man, pull yourself together,” Darren muttered behind his dazzling smile.

Right, work first. Leonidas flipped the frown on his face into his very own dazzling smile, the special one he had practiced for times just like these, and they greeted Anna and her friends.

“Ladies, this is my friend, Leonidas,” Darren introduced him. “And Leonidas, this is Lauren, Tia, Sophie, and Anna.” He pointed at them in turn—the blonde with the emerald necklace, the blonde with the ruby necklace, the redhead in the golden dress, and their mark, a brunette with a lingering of baby fat in her face.

“Leonidas,” the redheaded Sophie said, holding out her bejeweled hand.

When he obliged, kissing her hand with a smooth bow, she giggled and stepped forward. Her high-heeled sandal slipped on her dress and she stumbled right into him. Leonidas reached out to catch her fall, and she tilted her head back to wink at him. The scents of red wine and sweet-with-a-hint-of-musk perfume slid off of her, mixing into one intoxicating blend that temporarily short-circuited his brain. She was drunk—just not as drunk as she was devious.

Leonidas looked past her to Darren. The three other girls had surrounded him and were taking turns dropping chocolate-coated strawberries and bananas into his mouth. As fun as it would be to later tease Darren about this, they needed to get down to business. Maybe if they hurried it up, there would still be time to visit Marin later.

Leonidas stole a look over at her. She’d wandered over to the dessert table and was devouring a slice of cheesecake. He almost laughed—until he saw the man standing beside her, chatting away with her as though he were a completely pleasant man. The problem was Leonidas knew he wasn’t. Aaron Pall might have had good looks on his side, but he’d built up quite a name for himself as a merciless killer. Surely, she saw the Diamond Edge uniform. And the pin that signified him as their leader. Surely, she knew of his reputation. And yet she smiled and laughed all the same.

As Leonidas took a step toward them, a hand caught his arm. Darren dragged him toward the chocolate fountain. Two more of Anna’s friends had arrived, and they’d brought with them a bottle of florescent blue liquor. Tia dropped into a backbend, pushing her exposed bellybutton into the air. Anna poured some of the blue alcohol inside, and Darren slapped Leonidas hard on the back, pushing him before her.

Leaning over to drink weird mystery liquor out of the girl’s bellybutton, Leonidas wondered how he’d gotten himself into this ridiculous situation.
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AS LADY EVELINE’S gala dwindled to an end, Leonidas and Darren managed to persuade Anna Moonswallow and her five friends to bring the party home. It didn’t require much persuading. The girls were so drunk they could barely walk, even barefoot with their pointy-heeled shoes dangling over their shoulders. They giggled and danced and flirted with the spies all the way down Imperial Lane.

Leonidas kept up the charming act, even though it was nearly two in the morning, and he wanted nothing more than to drop into his bed and sleep. He’d been smiling so long that his entire face hurt, and his stomach was churning, struggling to digest the overflow of chocolate-covered fruit he’d been fed over the course of the evening. But at least he still had his wits about him. He had a lot of practice pretending to chug down alcoholic beverages, so he was still sober. Lady Eveline’s decorative floral arrangements, on the other hand, had drunk enough hard liquor to kill a man.

Leonidas stumbled into Anna, his hand brushing against her back as she opened the door to her house. He had to pretend to be drunk, of course, and the girls were buying the act. Anna turned in the open doorway, swinging her arms sloppily around Leonidas’s shoulders. Smiling, she leaned in and kissed him. His tired feet were screaming for a nice soft chair, but he returned the kiss, working his lips against hers in a slowly building rhythm. Anna seemed to really like that. She pushed his back to the doorframe and pressed herself against him.

“Hey, get a room!” one of her friends teased.

Anna peeled herself slowly off of him and snatched his wrist. Her eyes dancing, she pulled him inside. Darren and Anna’s friends followed. Anna tossed her shoes down, knocking over an antique lamp. She didn’t seem to notice. All she noticed was Leonidas. Her eyes roamed up and down his body as she bit her lip in delight.

“Nice tuxedo,” she purred, sliding her hand down his chest.

“Nice dress,” he returned, holding her gaze. Her hand was sliding lower, lower, lower… He caught it and pushed it up to his lips. “Give me a tour of your house?”

“Love to,” she said, giggling as he kissed the top of her hand, gasping as he flipped it over and kissed the underside of her wrist.

Anna pulled him toward the stairs. Someone had turned on some music, and the loud, thumping beat pounded out from the downstairs stereo system, drowning everything else. Perfect. Leonidas paused in his step to snatch a glass of wine from a side table, then allowed her to drag him upstairs. She led him toward a door decorated with flower etchings, then just stood there, her eyes rolling out of focus. Leonidas caught her as she started to tip. He turned the doorknob she was too intoxicated to manage and gently nudged her inside, wondering if he would make it through the night without her throwing up on him.

“Wine?” he asked, holding out the glass to her.

She took it with a sleepy smile. She was so gone that she hadn’t noticed the sleeping powder he’d poured into it, even though he’d done it right in front of her. Her hand shaking, she lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip.

A few minutes of mostly incoherent conversation later, she finally passed out. Leonidas snatched her glass with one hand and caught her with the other, then lowered her slowly to her bed. He stepped back into the hall and dumped the contents of the glass into the sink of the first bathroom he could find. Then he went on the hunt for Raith Moonswallow’s study. All the aristocrats had such a place, a stuffy sort of room where they entertained guests with bottles of aged liquor. They often contained whole walls covered by shelves of books with very pretty spines. And they were always a hiding place of secrets, if only you knew where to look.

Unfortunately for Leonidas, he didn’t know where to look, so he’d just have to wing it. If there was any evidence of the governor of Fen’s secrets, it had to be there. Unless that evidence was at his other house back home. Leonidas frowned at the possibility. No, the capital was where he rubbed elbows with the territory leaders, not in his little corner of nowhere. It would be where he spied on them. The evidence had to be here in Orion.

Leonidas planned to start by looking through the files on Moonswallow’s computer, but there was no computer to be seen. No computer, no tablet, nothing.

Ok, he’s old school, thought Leonidas.

So he turned to the shelves and cabinets in the room. There were a lot of those. He leafed through the papers and notebooks, finding nothing interesting. In an old oak dresser in the corner, he uncovered a few bland letters to Lady Cassandra. And a few appointment entries in his calendar notebook with Lady Veronica. Apparently, he’d taken some trips aboard her airship. That wasn’t all that surprising. Moonswallow was not rich enough to have his own airship, and Veronica Frostwater was famous for knowing everyone. She was adept at spreading compliments and collecting favors. She’d probably just been doing that with Moonswallow, unless… Leonidas flipped quickly to the next page. SIN agents had lost more than just a chance at a shining career for digging into the personal lives of the ruling elite. He didn’t care if Moonswallow was sleeping with Lady Veronica or Lady Cassandra—or both. Those were powerful ladies and he was staying well away from it.

Next to the entries Leonidas was now ignoring, there were also a few meetings with someone called ‘Panther’, clearly a code name. Now, that was suspicious. Leonidas flipped forward through the book, and this Panther fellow showed up every four weeks. Below his name was always the same location: Catacomb. The bar was famous for being the hot spot in Orion for humans and Elitions to mingle. This was just getting weirder and weirder.

Leonidas heard the click of hard-heeled shoes in the hallway outside. Either Darren was upstairs, or the good governor was home. The girls had long since thrown off their shoes, and not one of them was in any condition to fasten the intricate net of straps they needed to put them back on again.

Quickly returning the calendar to the cabinet, Leonidas headed for the study’s door, pilfering a bottle of purple liquor from Moonswallow’s personal stash on the way. He nudged the door open and squeezed into the hall, making it only two steps before a middle-aged woman popped out of one of the rooms. She was dressed in an elegant blue blouse with a cream and powder-pink scarf tied around her neck. Her dark grey pencil skirt hugged curves that, from her stance, she clearly knew she had. Her hair, pulled back into a twist, was the exact shade of Anna’s. Come to think of it, she looked a whole lot like Anna.

“What are you doing up here?” the lady of the house demanded, her dark eyes narrowing.

Leonidas stepped forward, putting a drunken sway into his step. “Eh, hello.”

Her eyes honed in on the bottle, and she relaxed. “That’s from my husband’s cabinet.”

Leonidas held the bottle up to his face. Then he grinned at her. “Is it?”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes looking him over in much the same way Anna had. Like mother, like daughter.

He leaned over to whisper into her ear. “Let’s just make it our little secret.”

She had the decency to blush, which was more than her daughter had.

“I’ll just go back downstairs then,” he said with a wink.

“Wait.”

Leonidas struggled to keep his face relaxed as her hand caught him around the arm. If she suspected him of spying, things would start to go south really, really fast.

“Yes, my lady?” he asked, turning his face to hit her with his best smolder.

She stepped back, her cheeks as red as cocktail cherries. “I…uh…I’m not a lady.”

Leonidas swept into a bow and kissed her hand. “You could have fooled me.”

Then he passed her and headed down the stairs, faking a belated half-stumble. He hadn’t really acted drunk enough to be convincing. Thankfully, she’d been too distracted blushing under the barrage of his compliments that she hadn’t seemed to notice.
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ACCORDING TO RAITH Moonswallow’s calendar, he was scheduled to meet ‘Panther’ at Catacomb the next evening. So, after spending a day goofing off—err, investigating leads—in Orion, Leonidas and Darren strolled up to one of the capital’s more eccentric rendezvous points. From the outside, Catacomb looked no different than any of the other numerous establishments that lined the streets of the city’s Night District—well, except for the freaky glowing symbol on the door.

The heavy bass of dance music poured outside from the partially open door. A flashy neon yellow sign spelled out the club’s name in a curly cursive font. A bald-headed excessively muscular bouncer wearing a pair of strongly shaded sunglasses stood outside, his black clothes allowing him to blend in with the building’s dark brick exterior, as though he were nothing more than a shadow. Nothing about it advertised that it was the place in Orion for humans and Elitions to mingle. Only the windows, shaded to block out prying eyes, even hinted that there was anything of interest going on inside.

Leonidas didn’t like secrets, and he was going to break this one open like a cracked egg. With Darren at his side, he strode up to the front door as though he had every right to be there. The bouncer did not agree. As they approached the entrance, he stepped out of the shadows to block their passage.

“I don’t know you.”

Leonidas looked at Darren, who shrugged and flashed the bouncer a friendly smile. “Hello there. I am Agent Darren Hollen, and this is Agent Leonidas Chase.”

The bouncer was not impressed by their names or titles. He slid the sunglasses down his nose, staring them down with piercing malachite eyes.

“We are from the Selpe Intelligence Network,” Leonidas tried, when all he could think over and over again was Crap! Even the bouncer is an Elition!

The bouncer appeared no more impressed by the mention of SIN than he had with their names. He straightened further and crossed his bulging tree trunk arms against his bulging bodybuilder chest. Seriously, the man looked like he cracked nuts with his biceps for fun.

“Are you here to investigate this establishment?” the bouncer asked, popping his neck with a loud crack.

Not exactly. Just one of your regular customers. Oh, and he’s a district governor too. Because that would get the bouncer on their side.

“No, no. This is strictly personal,” Darren lied through his teeth.

“If it’s only personal, then why mention you are from the Selpe Intelligence Network?”

Darren shifted his weight and looked at Leonidas, grasping for reasons they didn’t have. So many possible lies, but which one to use.

“We thought it would help us get in. Catacomb does have a reputation for being very choosy about its clientele,” Leonidas said.

“True,” the bouncer said, pushing air out of his nose like an aggravated bull. “And so tell me why should I let in two men such as you.”

“We’re interested in meeting Elitions,” Darren replied.

“Then go to Elitia. There are a lot of us there.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they’d appreciate the trespass,” Darren said.

The bouncer grinned like it was his birthday.

“Look,” Leonidas said, stepping forward to stare him down. Cranking his neck back at an awkward angle, Leonidas had a vague notion that this probably wasn’t the smartest idea; the Elition towered a full head over him. “Are you going to let us in or not?”

The bouncer glared right back. Some people said Elitions could make you burst into flames with a single look, but people said a lot of crazy things that turned out to have no basis in reality. Leonidas was banking on that.

The Elition maintained his hard stare, his unblinking eyes locked on Leonidas as time slowed. After what felt like minutes, he stepped back, a low rumbling noise that might have been a chuckle vibrating from his chest.

“Go on,” he said, waving them forward. “You’ll fit right in.”

The dance music grew louder with every step. By the time they passed through the open doorway into a dimly lit narrow hallway, Leonidas’s ears were ringing. The thumping bass boomed down from a pair of speakers on either side of the door. The hall continued straight for ten meters, then made an abrupt one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and stretched straight another ten meters before it made another one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. They followed the hallway as it folded back on itself over and over again, the music growing quieter with every turn. It felt more like a hospital than a club. Or a maze. As the thought crossed Leonidas’s mind, a sudden feeling of claustrophobia hit him. If someone got it into their head to ambush them in there, there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. They were blocked in from both sides with nowhere to run or hide. And the hall seemed to go on forever.

Despite his doubts, they eventually made it to the end of the turning hallway—and without running into any unfriendly company. He stopped in front of the walnut door. A window was cut into it at eye level, but it was tinted pink to the point of being nearly opaque. On the other side of the door, blurs of light and shadow shifted like an ever-rotating kaleidoscope.

“After you,” Darren said.

It hadn’t been very long since he’d been shot, so Leonidas couldn’t really blame him. Who knew what was waiting on the other side. A human-Elition dance mixer? Cross-cultural speed dating? No, with their luck, it was probably the Elition bouncer’s fire-breathing twin brother, or maybe a room full of Diamond Edges. Because that would just make their day. Leonidas opened the door and stepped inside.

The inner sanctum of Catacomb was not what he’d expected. It was small—smaller than most clubs in Orion. It was a single room with an open layout, the rounded form of the bar nestled in one corner, a man wearing a tasteful dark suit playing a piano in another. Circular wood tables were sprinkled across the room in a sort of aesthetic chaos. Each table seated no more than four cushioned chairs in one of six shades that spanned the spectrum between red and orange. Whether due to the early evening hour or the bouncer’s charming disposition, most of the seats were empty, but Leonidas did recognize their mark.

Raith Moonswallow sat at a table in the middle of the room. He was alone, save the minty cocktail he was stirring slowly with his straw. So, Panther hadn’t made an appearance yet. Leonidas and Darren each ordered a drink from the bar, then took a table near to Moonswallow’s. Unless things got really busy in the next hour, they would be able to keep an eye—and an ear—on him from there.

The first five minutes went by with little activity. A group of three Elition men entered the room. Within a minute of that, some human men—probably soldiers, from the looks of them—wandered over to them and moronically challenged them to an arm-wrestling competition. After that, a few Elitions and humans came in, but Leonidas didn’t recognize any of them.

Ten minutes passed. A tall man with long black hair came through the door. Leonidas did recognize him. He was Ethan Frostwater, Lady Veronica’s younger half-brother and head of security for Hayden Selpe at Cerulean. He was also a former SIN agent. One of the Elitions in the room, a woman with topaz-yellow eyes and a caramel-blonde ponytail streaked with crimson, glided over to him, a flirtatious grin on her lips. It blared forth from her like the sun on a clear day, so it wasn’t surprising that Ethan invited her to sit and promptly ordered her a drink.

Fifteen minutes passed, and still there was no sign of Panther. Moonswallow continued to sit, stirring his drink with methodic determination. A few women approached him, but he brushed them off. Stir, stir, stir. The swirl of the straw was almost hypnotic.

At half an hour after Leonidas and Darren had entered the room, Aaron Pall, leader of the Diamond Edges, strode through the door. At his side walked an Elition woman. Leonidas couldn’t decide what was most shocking about her: the turquoise hair swept up into a high ponytail, the row of knives tucked into the belt at her hips, the gigantic sword on her back, or the fact that she was wearing neck-to-toe black battle leather.

As soon as Aaron saw Ethan, he and his Elition companion headed straight for his table. The two men greeted each other with hearty back slaps, while the two Elition women exchanged glares icy enough to freeze Orion in July. Then Ethan’s date kissed him once on the cheek and left the room.

Leonidas glanced at Darren, who rolled his eyes. It seemed Elition women weren’t all that different from human women.

Then Leonidas returned his attention to Moonswallow, only to find that the district governor had disappeared.
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LEONIDAS AND DARREN spent the rest of the summer following their dwindling leads to dead ends. They found nothing to shed light on the tidbits Leonidas had pulled from Moonswallow’s study. Two months and they had nothing more than a few references to Lady Cassandra and Lady Veronica and some still-anonymous Panther fellow. Twice more, they trailed Moonswallow to Catacomb—and twice more, the governor sat alone at his table, sipping his drink so slowly it made Leonidas want to throw the damn thing in his face. Panther never showed. Or so Leonidas and Darren thought.

After Moonswallow left Catacomb for the third time, they didn’t bother to follow him. Not this time. His walk back home was as dull as the hour he wasted inside the club.

“The man never does anything. Watching him is mind-numbing,” Leonidas said, taking a sip of his drink. It was his fourth, and he had earned it.

“Would you rather be dodging bullets? Or throwing yourself out of exploding vehicles?” Darren asked.

He was on his fourth drink as well, but he didn’t order anything with an umbrella. He thought they were too girly. Whatever. They were fruity and delicious.

“Yes. Give me bullets. Give me exploding vehicles. Even that twit Rylan Timberland is starting to look good right now.” Leonidas ate the cherry off the end of his umbrella. “Anything but this tedium.”

Darren patted him once on the shoulder, then went back to his own drink. Sooner or later, they’d have to get back to work, but for just awhile longer, they could hide out in Catacomb. It’s not like Moonswallow would spontaneously develop an interesting personality.

Five minutes passed, and Ethan Frostwater stepped into the room, trailed by his topaz-eyed Elition date. They seemed to be club regulars. Leonidas had seen them there every time he and Darren had gone to Catacomb to watch Moonswallow. They were always sneaking off to make out in the back area.

“He’s gone,” Ethan said, his eyes scanning the room as they passed by Leonidas’s table.

“We need to change our schedule. Moonswallow knows when we come here. He’s spying on us,” the Elition replied.

Leonidas slid out of his chair, following them to the bar. He ordered another drink, keeping his ear toward the pair as he waited.

“He’s been talking to Veronica. They’re up to something,” said Ethan.

“That woman is always up to many somethings, Panther.” She chugged down her water, then set the empty glass down. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

With one hand each cupped around the other’s hip, Ethan and the Elition strutted toward the exit. As the door swung shut behind them, Darren came up to the bar beside Leonidas.

“What was that about?” he asked.

“I’ve figured out who Panther is,” Leonidas told him.

Moonswallow wasn’t going to Catacomb to meet with Panther. He was going there to spy on him.
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THEY HAD A phone call scheduled with Forester in ten minutes, so they hurried back to their apartment. Their boss listened to them in silence as they went through the details of their investigation. The subtle hiss of static buzzed on the phone line for a few seconds before he spoke. And when he spoke, it was short.

“All right. Come on back. You’re done in Orion.”

Sure, they hadn’t uncovered much, but Leonidas hadn’t expected this. SIN did not give up easily. Missions could go on for years before seeing results, and they’d only been at this one for two months. They’d figured out that Moonswallow was following Panther, who was really Ethan Frostwater. That was a whole lot more than they’d known before.

“Shouldn’t we be following Ethan Frostwater?” Darren said. “He’s a former SIN agent. Moonswallow must be following him for a reason.”

“Ethan said Moonswallow was plotting with Lady Veronica,” Leonidas added.

Forester grunted. “Maybe. Or maybe she’s just working her magic on Moonswallow. Ethan Frostwater was a decorated SIN agent. He now works directly for Hayden Selpe. And his best friend is Aaron Pall, leader of the Diamond Edges. You need to stay away from this.”

“And what about Moonswallow? Something strange is going on with him,” said Darren.

“If he and Lady Veronica are planning something together, you should stay well enough away from that too. She might be all sweet talk on the outside, but that one is a dangerous woman to have for an enemy.” Forester paused. “Hawthorne has been released from the hospital. I’ll pass your report along to him when he returns to work next week.”

Jack Hawthorne was one of the SIN agents assigned to Orion. Leonidas hadn’t even known he’d been injured.

“So this is Hawthorne’s case?” Leonidas asked. Beside him, Darren was shaking his head.

“Yes, he suffered a few broken bones earlier this summer and was put on leave while he recovered.”

“A few broken bones, you say?” said Darren. “Care to share how that happened?”

“That’s classified.”

Darren allowed his face to drop into his hands.

“There’s more going on here than you’ve been letting on,” Leonidas said.

Static hissed from the other end of the line.

“You’ve sent us here to fill in on some mission that we, in fact, know nothing about. And why? Just to get us out of Red Castle while Rylan Timberland was there?”

“The new school year is starting soon, so Rylan Timberland has returned home. Tonight at sixteen hundred hours, you two will take the airship from Emperor’s Park station to Red Castle.”

Then Forester hung up before they could ask any of the hundred other questions that any good intelligence agent would pursue. They sat in the office for a few moments before Darren turned to Leonidas.

“That certainly was embarrassing.”

“Indeed,” agreed Leonidas.

“He sent us off until that twit Rylan Timberland left. As though we couldn’t handle him.”

“Well, the kid did shoot you in the stomach,” Leonidas pointed out.

Darren’s hands clenched into fists. “Where are you going?” he asked as Leonidas stepped into the tiny bathroom.

Leonidas combed through his hair, then stepped back into the living room. “I have someone to see before we leave.”
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SMILES WAS A small, family-owned restaurant in Orion’s Old District. From some of the framed photographs of famous people who had eaten there, the place might have even been around as long as the Old District itself. Leonidas sat in a booth, listening to Darren run through the details of their next mission, as sent to them by Forester after the unfortunate phone call. Leonidas knew he should have been paying closer attention to what his partner was saying, but he was too busy checking the clock every few seconds. Marin was supposed to meet him here at half past ten.

“Are you listening?” Darren stopped his monologue to ask.

“Not really,” Leonidas admitted.

Darren looked him in the eye. “Look, man. If you’ve got it that bad, you really should tell her how you feel.”

“Got what bad?”

Darren drew letters in the air. L-O-V-E. Cute.

“Very funny,” Leonidas said. “But it’s nothing like that.”

Darren laughed.

“What?”

“You’ve been talking in your sleep. Loudly.”

“It’s nothing,” Leonidas said again.

“Well, I’m remembering something. Something that you said that one night—”

“We swore we would never speak of that night,” Leonidas cut in. “Ever.”

“You can blame the funny Elition booze all you want, but you’re not drinking it now. And you’re still pining.”

“I don’t pine.”

A smirk was buried beneath the sympathetic nod Darren gave him, but Leonidas could see it just the same—just before he saw Marin step into the restaurant.

“She’s here,” Leonidas said.

Darren turned to look over his shoulder. “Your girlfriend?”

“Scram.”

Darren bowed his head and stood. He passed Marin on his way out and gave her a knowing wink. She stumbled away from him and nearly tripped over the table as she sat down opposite Leonidas.

He caught her. “Are you all right?” He felt self-conscious with his hands holding to her bare arms, the beat of her pulse right beneath his fingertips.

Marin didn’t even seem to notice. “Is your friend always like that?”

“Like what?”

“So forward.”

Oh, so she thought Darren was flirting with her. “Yes. But I think he was teasing me, not you.”

She seemed to think about that for a moment. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Leonidas realized his hands were still glued to her and peeled them away. “Please sit. I ordered you a muffin, but Darren ate it. The waitress is bringing another.”

“What kind?” she asked hopefully.

“Banana blueberry.”

“It sounds delicious.”

Leonidas sipped his coffee, his third cup of the day. All that late night work over the past two months had really taken its toll. “It is.”

The waitress chose that awkward moment to walk over and set an enormous muffin down in front of Marin, who smiled in appreciation, then made quick work of the crumble top. She closed her eyes and sighed, picking up a few stray crumbs with her finger. Her fork remained untouched. That’s one thing Leonidas really liked about Marin. She didn’t let a dull and stuffy thing like etiquette get in the way of her enjoying life. But as quickly as the look of ecstasy had shimmered across her face, it faded once more.

“Why so down?” he asked.

“You know why,” she replied and took a bite out of her muffin.

For a moment he harbored the delusion that she was sad he was leaving Orion, but then reality returned. She was upset that weapons manufacturers were more interested in her rockets than the airship industry was.

“You have six job offers, and you’ve not even walked across the stage to claim your diploma yet. Don’t be silly.”

Marin continued to play with the crumbs on her plate. “They are all from bomb and weapons companies. I am an airship engineer. I’m supposed to get offers to come up with bold new airship designs, not build bombs. And yet all anyone cares about is my capacity to blow things up!”

Leonidas liked Marin, naivety and all. “Well, what did you expect, Marin? Big, powerful empires care about big, powerful weapons. It’s all about military might. We make our own weapons in secret, but we have no problem buying our airships from the Helleans on the open market. They do it better and cheaper than we could. And it’s all so convenient too. The Helleans run the stations, and they even do most of the repair work on them. The reality of the matter is there simply are no more than a handful of jobs in airship engineering in the whole Selpe Empire.”

“I should have been one of that handful. Why can’t I be special?” she pouted.

He took her hand. “You are special,” he said, meaning every word. He just didn’t tack on the most important part: to me.

She pulled away, dashing his hopes. “This is not funny. Right now, I’m upset, and I don’t need you to make fun of me.”

That wasn’t what he’d meant at all, but after years of tormenting each other, of course she would think that. So far, this conversation was going about as smoothly as his first day of SIN training.

“Ok, I’m done. I promise.” It was the sort of answer she expected, and he had to change the course of the quickly derailing conversation. “Tell me about your offers.”

She looked relieved to return to the discussion about the cause of her unhappiness. What did that even say about their relationship?

“Orion Explosives. Bombbank. Sapphire Sea Sparks. Sentinel Pyrotechnics. Capital Fireworks. And Orion Technical Institute, Starfire Weapons Research department.”

Leonidas took some time to think about it, then replied, “The Starfire Weapons Research department of OTI is probably the most prestigious, but the pay will suck. Capital Fireworks has a name trying too hard to be funny, but that’s about all they’ve got going for them. Sentinel Pyrotechnics is actually a company owned by some super shady secret military division that makes the Diamond Edges look like nothing more than mischievous schoolboys. I’d steer clear of that one unless you enjoy experimenting hands-on with different ways to blow up people.”

Marin turned a bit green, so perhaps that wasn’t the best thing to bring up if he wanted to charm her.

“Bombbank and Sapphire Sea Sparks are your typical explosives companies. I’d go with Orion Explosives,” he suggested. “They’re very heavy into research, so you’ll get to work with a lot of cutting edge technology there. And due to their contract with the Diamond Edges, the pay will be good.”

She sighed in defeat. “I don’t want to build bombs.”

Gory imagery had failed—imagine that—so Leonidas tried humor next. “Unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want. Had it been up to me, I would have become a male underwear model.”

Her amused snort was preferable to the disgust his previous statement had elicited. “I’ll bet.”

“Far more glamorous than being a spy,” he continued. “And a whole lot safer than dodging bullets.”

She played along. “I don’t know. You’d have still had to dodge overzealous female fans.”

“A burden I would have willingly borne,” he said with a smile. Encouraged, he reached toward her hand…

And withdrew quickly as her fork pounded down on her plate. “Leo, do you think I will ever get to do what I want?”

He looked at her. Something I’d certainly like to know about myself too. But he took a deep breath and said, “Marin, you figured out how to blast an airship across the Wilderness.”

“Some of the way. And only hypothetically.”

He ignored her weak protest. “And I’ve known you long enough to have learned what a stubborn pain in the ass you can be.”

Her tongue darted out of her mouth, and she catapulted a muffin crumb straight at his head.

“I have no doubt that you can do anything you set your mind to.” He peeled Marin’s crumb off his face and dropped it into his open mouth. “Trust me.”

“Didn’t you say those two words to me right before you broke my water pump…or was it the catapult…or maybe the go-cart?”

And that, when it came right down to it, was the problem. No matter what happened between them, no matter how he tried to act around her, he would always be that boy who had teased her and broken her things. Leonidas wished he could reach back through time and slap his idiotic younger self upside the head.

“I’m sorry, Marin,” he said.

A stubborn spark flared up in her eyes, and it was beautiful. “It’s ok. I won’t let them get me down. Maybe I’ll have to build bombs for awhile, but I will someday do something meaningful with my life.”

Leonidas smiled. Marin was the smartest person he had ever known—and by far one of the most stubborn. And the hungriest. It must have been all those laps she liked to run. She finished off what remained of her muffin in a single bite. Then, she squeezed out of the booth and stood.

“See you around, Leo,” she said.

Until they’d run into each other entirely by chance that summer, he’d not seen her in years. As he watched her leave, Leonidas wondered how long it would be before their paths crossed again.
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ARIELLA STEELE, AIDE to the high king of Elitia, sat perched on the edge of a red-gold bridge in the gardens of Laelia. Beside her was her friend Isis, bodyguard to Hayden Selpe, heir to the Selpe throne. Hayden Selpe was only a few months past his sixteenth birthday, but he was not like other human teenagers. Rather than squandering his days away playing games and loafing around, he was spending his week in Laelia in meetings with King River. He’d given Isis the afternoon off so she could spend it with Ariella.

The two friends rarely saw each other anymore, a consequence of jobs that kept Ariella in Elitia and Isis in the Selpe Empire. The only time they seemed to meet was in the Selpe capital. The only reason either had to visit Orion was work, which left little time for just relaxing together. Or dipping their naked toes in a cool brook as pale pink cherry blossoms snowed down on them.

“Have you seen Davin?” Ariella asked Isis.

“Yes, he came by to see me this morning at breakfast,” Isis told her. “Why?”

“Just wondering if he is here. He hasn’t come by to see me.” Ariella sighed. “He likes you.”

“He likes you, Ariella.”

“Not in the same way, I fear.”

Isis snorted. “Don’t worry. I don’t even think about him in that way.”

“Maybe you should tell him that,” Ariella suggested hopefully.

She did not want to compete with her kindred for Davin. Not when she knew she would lose that battle. In fact, she did not want to have to fight for him at all. Every so often, he did something which gave her hope that he cared about her in the same way she did for him. The rest of the time, he seemed content to be perfectly platonic.

“You know who really likes you, though, right?” Ariella asked. Perhaps teasing Isis would get her mind off of Davin.

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

“That Diamond Edge, Aaron Pall.”

Isis looked as though she’d been poisoned. “Is there a girl Aaron doesn’t like?”

“Doubtful. But he doesn’t like them in the same way he likes you, Isis. Davin says Aaron told him that he was crazy for some Elition girl. Apparently, Aaron vowed to clean up his image to win this mystery girl’s heart. Though Davin didn’t know he meant you.”

“Yes, well, he’s Davin. He can be kind of dense when the subject doesn’t involve himself.”

And there she was at Davin again. Ariella pushed the conversation back to Aaron.

“Ah, so you have noticed that Aaron likes you.”

“It’s sort of hard to miss when he’s drooling all over me,” Isis said, rolling her eyes.

“He really is gross. Not like Elition boys,” Ariella agreed, standing. “Well, I have to get going. King River is sending me to the Red Woods. Keys—you know, the famous Cipher at Rosewater?—well, he has been out of contact with Laelia for weeks now.”

“You seem to always be gone. Try not to stay away too long this time.”

Isis lifted her hand, and Ariella intertwined her fingers with hers.

“I’ll try. Goodbye.”

They kissed each other on the cheek, then Ariella slipped on her boots and walked back into the palace, leaving Isis standing alone on the bridge.
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ARIELLA STOOD IN front of the mirror in her room, brushing through her silver-blonde hair. She sculpted her thick bangs, which fell over her forehead, and lightly feathered the hair that layered down on either side of her face, falling into a curtain that extended down past her chest. She contemplated putting on eyeshadow to make her vivid violet eyes pop out even more, but there didn’t seem to be any point. The only person she wanted to make herself pretty for hadn’t even bothered to visit her. Ariella tied her shoelaces and leaned down to grab her sword from beside the dresser.

“Ariella.”

Surprised to hear Davin’s voice, she turned. He stood framed in the doorway to her room, dressed in black pants and a fitted green t-shirt that really brought out his eyes. He pushed back a strand of his ruffled cocoa-bronze hair, looking as gorgeous as Ariella now felt stupid. Why, oh why, had she not put on the eyeshadow?

“Isis said I could find you here,” he said.

“Well, here I am,” she replied stupidly. With brilliant remarks like that, it was no wonder he wasn’t interested in her.

“Yes,” he said slowly, moving toward her. “So Isis says Father is sending you to find Keys.”

Ariella nodded.

“You’re starting in the Red Woods?”

“Yes, Keys was working out of a lab there.”

“There have been many sightings of the Night Rose Order not far from his lab. I believe their camp must be somewhere in that area.” Davin chewed on his lip. “Have you considered that they abducted him?”

From his tone, that was just what he thought. But Davin was a far cry from objective when it came to the Night Rose Order.

“It’s a possibility that I will keep in mind,” she said, stepping around him.

Davin caught her by the arm. When she lifted her gaze to him, his teal-green eyes burned into her. He turned her around, the imprint of his hand warm on her skin.

“Those rogues are dangerous,” he said into her ear, his chest pressed against her back.

His hold was tight. Possessive. As his breath brushed against her neck, Ariella closed her eyes.

“You need someone to watch your back.”

She felt the tendrils of his Enchanter energy twist around her body. Davin was no Prophet as she was, or a Phantom like the infamous Jason Chanz—two gifts that along with Priors made up the three rarest of Elition classifications. And yet Davin’s magic was no less powerful. He was an Enchanter, one who could charm and entrance others, making them do things they otherwise would never have done.

His energy hugged her like a warm blanket, blocking out everything but the two of them. Ariella could have thrown up a mental wall to shut it out, but she didn’t want to. She just wanted to stay there with Davin, his arms around her.

“I’m coming with you,” Davin said.

Just last summer, his former aide Jade had fallen in love with a man of the Night Rose Order and run off with him. Davin was a very proud man, and this betrayal had stung his ego. Swearing that he would see her pay for this, he’d been ready to run after her. But King River had forbidden it. That had stung Davin even more.

“What does King River say about your coming with me?” Ariella asked him.

“I have not spoken to him this week,” he replied, the fingers of his free hand closing on her other arm.

Davin and his father might have looked like twins, but they certainly were divided in their views. Isis said they were arguing yet again about Aaron Pall, that same Diamond Edge who was infatuated with her. Davin’s friendship with Aaron had gotten him into all kinds of trouble with King River. Last month, Davin had taken Aaron and his Diamond Edges through a portal. King River hadn’t been amused by Davin’s excuse that this breach of the rules was justified because Aaron was chasing a rogue Elition. He was even less pleased by the Diamond Edges’ trespass into the Elition Wilderness.

Ariella might have been in love with Davin, but she agreed with King River. Aaron Pall was a bad influence, and she wished Davin would stay away from him.

“Davin, I don’t think—”

“What Father doesn’t know, won’t hurt him,” he cut in.

That was precisely the sort of argument that was constantly getting Davin into trouble. King River always found out.

“You are walking into danger, Ariella. I will protect you.”

If either of them needed protecting, he was the one. But she saw no reason to bring up their last sparring match—or any of the dozens before that. It would have ruined the romantic sentiment behind his words.

“If anything were to happen to you, Ariella…” His words trailed off as he lowered to kiss her shoulder.

Damn him. Ariella peeled his hands off of her shoulders and turned to face him. Standing there, eye-to-eye, she wanted nothing more than to kiss him. She cleared her throat.

“Fine, you can come, Davin,” she said. “But this is a mission to find Keys, not to exact revenge on your former aide. You will follow my lead. I am in charge here. Agreed?”

“I do love when you get into a fit,” he said, kissing her on the forehead. 

Ariella pulled back and gave him a hard stare. “Agreed?”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “I agree. You are in charge.”

“Good.” Ariella’s heart thumped. “Then let’s go.”

She strapped on her sword, then walked out the door, Davin close on her heels.
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THEY FOUND KEYS’S lab in the Red Woods, a tidy little cabin with its shutters closed and door securely bolted. There were no signs of a struggle or that Keys had left in a hurry. From what Ariella could tell, he’d simply locked up his lab one day and left, as though he were doing no more than taking an extended trip somewhere. Except that high profile scholars such as Keys did not just take off without telling anyone. Unless…

“King River told me Keys was researching portals?” Ariella said to Davin.

“Yes. He was trying to figure out how to create new portals.”

That was an ambitious goal. No one had created a portal in seven centuries, not since the birth of the Elition portal system.

“Perhaps he was successful,” she suggested. “And went through one of his creations.”

“Or he was successful, and the Night Rose Order abducted him so that they can use his work for their own nefarious purposes.”

“There are no signs of a struggle,” Ariella reminded him.

“They could have covered their tracks.”

She pointed at the bolted door. “Let’s take a look inside.”

Lock-picking was not Ariella’s specialty—nor was it apparently Davin’s—but most problems can be overrun with enough brute force. And two Elitions packed a whole lot of brute force. Together, they kicked the door open so hard it nearly flew off its hinges. Drawing her sword, Ariella stepped inside the cabin.

Very little light penetrated the thick shutters, but just enough did break through to make the room dark grey rather than pitch black. The ceiling in the front half of the room extended all the way to the high point of the slanted roof, creating a cavernous space. From behind a rail on the next floor, one could look down upon the front door, but there was no one standing up there now.

A square table sat in the middle of the room, a small kitchen along the right side, and an armchair and a few bookcases on the left. Past the table, there were stairs leading up to the next floor and down into the basement. Ariella stepped softly and slowly, cringing when the old floorboards creaked beneath her boots.

The groan of shifting wood echoed down from the rafters. She looked up as a thick log swung down toward her head. Davin’s body collided with her back and she hit the floor with a hard thump that nearly knocked the wind out of her. The log swung over their heads, then came back around for another pass.

“See? Didn’t I say you needed me to protect you out here?” He coughed. He must have hit the floor as hard as she had.

“My hero,” she said, her eyes tracking the slowing log pendulum. “But next time you’re saving me, could you not hit me so hard?”

Davin sighed with melodramatic flair. “Women are so hard to please.”

A grin crept up Ariella’s lips, and despite the gravity of the situation, she could not force it back. She stood up and pushed out a hand to stop the log. Scanning her eyes across the room, she extended the other hand down to Davin.

“I don’t see any other traps,” she said.

He clasped his hand in hers and pulled himself up. “Neither do I.” His fingers trailed a line down her hand as he walked away. “Not that the log plummeting toward our heads wasn’t more than enough excitement for today. Keys sure knows how to welcome his guests.”

“I’d imagine the log was meant for trespassers.”

“Like the two of us?”

“Yes.”

“I guess that means he left something behind worth protecting. And that he intends to come back here.”

“So, you believe you will find this something worth protecting in the kitchen?” she asked.

Davin looked up from the cabinet he’d been rummaging through. “No, I just need a drink after that brush with death.”

“You are raiding his liquor cabinet?”

“Yes.” He set a bottle of Dragon’s Breath, a blend of fire root and hot cinnamon, on the counter. “Care for some too?”

Much as he refused to admit it, Davin wasn’t up to this sort of work. He was best suited for giving speeches to the masses, rubbing elbows with his allies, and trading insults with his enemies. Not for trekking for weeks at a time through the woods, all the while narrowly surviving attack after attack, only to return home with rips in his stylish clothing and dried blood caked in his hair. Not that Ariella knew much about any of that either. But she could at least walk away from a close call with a booby trap without needing a drink.

She shied away from alcohol for the most part anyway, as it tended to bring out the crazy side in an Elition Prophet. She was about as sane as Prophets came, but there was no point in tempting the madness lurking in the background of her mind.

“No,” she said, sitting down at the table.

Davin carried over the bottle and a shot glass. Elitions burnt through alcohol faster than humans, but this was Elition-made liquor. It would pack quite a punch. Davin sat down and poured himself a glass. He swallowed it in one go, then shook himself.

“That stuff really makes the ears burn,” he commented, pouring a second glass.

“Maybe it’s one of Keys’s experiments.”

“No.” He downed the second shot. “Dragon’s Breath is supposed to do that.”

“Sounds awful.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, chuckling. “It really is. But not as bad as the bottle of Phantom’s Bite that was sitting next to it.”

“Please tell me you are not speaking from personal experience.”

Davin chuckled again.

“Davin?” She stared into his smug face. “You cannot be crazy enough to have tried Phantom’s Bite.”

“Oh, but I am. And survived to tell the tale.”

“Whatever could have possessed you to consume poison?” she demanded, anger sizzling on her tongue.

“Aaron dared me to do it.”

Of course. All of Davin’s stupidity led back to two things: his ego and his friend Aaron Pall. Ariella hit the table with her fist. It was preferable to hitting Davin over his thick head, which was far harder than the table.

“Don’t you ever do anything crazy, Ariella?” he asked her.

“No. I’m boring,” she replied drily, turning her chair away from him.

He had two more glasses, then put the bottle away. “So, what’s next, boss?”

It was beyond bizarre to hear the crown prince of Elitia calling her ‘boss’, but then she had made him agree that she was in charge.

“It will be dark soon. We should check out the other floors to see if we can find any clues as to Keys’s whereabouts. Barring any more traps, we will sleep here tonight, then head out tomorrow morning,” she decided.

His chair screeched back, and he stood. “Ok. Let’s start with the basement.”
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SHELVES STACKED WITH ingredient-stuffed jars filled one room in the basement, a library of Elition books the other. There were many interesting things down there—volume upon volume of texts with every mention of portals highlighted, every Elition potion ingredient imaginable, a list of Elition Phantoms—but nothing that told them where Keys had gone and why. After three hours, Ariella and Davin decided there was nothing to find and headed back up the stairs. By then, it was dark outside and even darker inside. Ariella handed Davin their lit candle and went over to check the front door. They had bolted it shut again. The shutters were secured too. They’d not yet gone upstairs, but she hoped to find a nice, soft bed waiting for her there.

There was a bed upstairs—but only one. Ariella checked the shutters in the bedroom, then turned to consider the bed. Despite her insistence that she was in charge, Davin was the son of Elitia’s high king. Protocol demanded that she yield the bed to him.

“I’ll sleep downstairs,” she said, heading for the stairs.

He caught her wrist and held her there. “If you think I’m going to make a woman sleep on the floor just so I can enjoy the comfort of a mattress under my body, you’ve got another thing coming.”

Considering that Davin only ever slept with the comfort of a mattress under his body, those were noble words.

“Do you know what my father would say if he learned that I’d done such a thing?” he continued.

“Your father is well aware of our respective places in the hierarchy, Davin,” she said. “Don’t allow Selpe conventions to make you forget ours. Those Selpe conventions were developed under the misguided notion that women are fragile flowers which need to be protected. If anything comes through that door—” She pointed downstairs. “—I will be doing the protecting.”

Davin looked from the door to her, and a smile cracked his lips. “You are scary when you’re upset.”

“Good.”

“But I’m still not going to let you sleep on the floor.”

“Well, I’m not going to let you sleep on the floor.”

“Then that leaves just one solution.” He sat down on the bed and began to untie his shoes. “We will need to share.”

Ariella felt all fight rush out of her, replaced by a burn in her cheeks. “Davin…I…”

He grinned. One shoe hit the floor. “Don’t worry.” The second one thumped down beside it. “I don’t snore.”

Ariella didn’t know what to say, so she just stood there like an idiot, gaping at him as he peeled off his shirt and tossed it onto the nightstand. So, Davin slept shirtless. She hadn’t known that.

He slid under the blanket, then rested his head on one hand, patting the other on the mattress. Ignoring Davin’s bare chest—and most especially the taunt stretch of muscle in the arm he was leaning against—Ariella sat down on the edge of the bed and slipped off her boots. She set her jacket next to his shirt and was about to lie down when a soft chuckle froze her. She turned to look at Davin.

“Sorry. I was just wondering if you always sleep ready to run out swords drawn,” he said.

No, she generally slept in nothing but a skin-tight spaghetti-strap top and her underwear. But she was not about to tell him that.

“There is a possibility that we will be attacked, making it prudent for me to remain battle-ready,” she replied.

And she was too self-conscious to sleep half-naked with him right beside her.

“Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug and turned over to go to sleep.

Ariella lay awake long enough to replay their exchange a few dozen times—to a few dozen better ends—then she, too, fell asleep.
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ARIELLA OPENED HER eyes to find Davin standing over her. A boyish smile spread across his face, all the way to his twinkling teal eyes, and he set his hand on her shoulder. Ariella reached for his hand and squeezed gently, holding onto the dream.

“I don’t want to wake up,” she muttered.

His laugh was warm and soft, like freshly baked cookies. “Well, I do like watching you sleep. You look so peaceful.” He stroked his hand down her face.

Ariella cupped both her hands around his and nestled her head in closer. A spicy after-hint of Dragon’s Breath lingered on his body, mixing with his natural scent of pine needles and roasted nuts. Rarely were her dreams so detailed. She really didn’t want to wake up.

“But if you don’t wake up, your breakfast will get cold,” he said.

The scents of fruit and eggs tickled Ariella’s nose. Goosebumps rippled across her skin, and she sat up so quickly that she nearly bumped her head on the ceiling.

“This isn’t a dream.”

“No,” he said, amusement dancing across his face. “Though I did make breakfast. Fried eggs and apples. It’s all I could find, besides the assortment of ingredients in the cellar. And none of those looked very appetizing.”

Ariella followed him down the stairs, combing her fingers through her disheveled hair as she walked. As she ate her breakfast in silence, Ariella mentally worked through what they knew about Keys’s disappearance. He had been researching portals. Then he’d suddenly locked up his house and left. There was a collection of potion ingredients sitting in his basement and also a list of Elition Phantoms.

Davin wanted to track down the Night Rose Order. With lack of a better idea, Ariella had agreed. As soon as they’d finished eating, they closed up the house again and set off deeper into the Red Woods—where, according to Davin, members of the Night Rose Order were frequently spotted.

They scoured the forest the entire morning and found nothing. Either the Night Rose Order was a group of ghosts, or they covered their tracks really well. As they sat down for a midday snack, Ariella voiced her thoughts to Davin.

“Oh, they’re real all right,” he said. “And they’re here. Somewhere.” He chomped down on a cracker. “Eventually, we will find them, or they will find us.”

“And then?”

“And then we bring them to justice,” he declared.

“For what? What have they done to us?”

“They are rogues,” he told her. There was a bite in his words that she had rarely heard from him before.

“And?”

“They have turned their backs on Elitia, choosing to live in renegade camps instead—plundering, killing, and peddling their days away.”

“So all rogues are bad?” she posed.

“Yes.”

“Always?”

“Yes,” he seethed.

“Like Jade?”

“Jade was corrupted. A rogue convinced her to abandon everything she had to go run off with him. If we allow the rogues to continue to roam our lands, they will corrupt Elitia from the inside out.”

“Drastic measures must be taken?” she suggested, lifting her eyebrows.

“Yes.”

“Even death?”

“Yes.” He stopped. “No.” His face was torn between pride and anger. “Perhaps only for the worst of them.”

Ariella knew she shouldn’t follow where this was leading, but she couldn’t help herself. “Like Jason Chanz?”

Davin’s lips molded into a sour pout. “Father would never kill him. He still feels guilty about what happened to Jason’s parents.”

“And you?” she asked.

“I don’t like Jason.”

“I’d noticed.” It was kind of hard not to.

“Our families were friends before…”

Before Edward Chanz and Danielle Snow were killed in their own home by a horde of Selpe soldiers. After that, the kingdom of Pegasus had simply ceased to exist. Its people scattered, taking refuge in deep corners of the Wilderness. Pegasus was the only kingdom that did not sign Elitia’s treaty with the Selpe Empire, and for that the Selpes declared all its people rogues—right down to the last child. Children like Jason Chanz. In his righteous anger, Davin seemed to forget that it was the Selpes who had come up with the ‘rogue’ label to begin with.

“But we never got along,” Davin continued. “Even back then, he was breaking rules left and right. If he came across a rule he didn’t agree with, he broke it as a matter of principle. He never studied or had to work for anything. And still he was praised by everyone for being such a brilliant student and unmatched fighter. They all fawned over him and his silly Phantom parlor tricks.”

“You’re jealous of him.”

Davin frowned at her. “My own father could not get enough of singing Jason’s praises. Whereas I was always a complete disappointment to him.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t feel that way,” said Ariella.

“Not a week goes by where I am not criticized for some great failing,” he replied, incensed. “How many times have you heard him complain about my friendship with Aaron? Or that I am getting myself entangled in human politics? Or perhaps about my ‘nocturnal undertakings’, as he likes to call them?”

No one had mentioned that last one to Ariella, and she wished she could have remained in the dark. But she really shouldn’t have been surprised. Davin’s best friend was Aaron Pall, after all, and everyone knew what sorts of things he got up to. That did nothing to mitigate the sting of Davin’s own confession. From the completely casual way that he said it, he must not have even realized she had feelings for him.

It all made Ariella want to punch him in his very thick head. But that wouldn’t be fair. She’d been in a fight with Davin before, and she could hit much harder than he could.

“So, because everyone loves Jason, you want to see him dead?” she asked.

“They don’t all love him anymore. Nor do they feel sorry for him. Not since he’s taken up being a cut-throat for hire.” Davin’s smile was vicious. “Oddly enough, it’s hard to paint a killer as a victim. So, no, I would not have him killed. Just locked up somewhere far, far away from more civilized people.”

Ariella wondered what it would be like to despise someone that much—and hoped she would never find out. She feared for Davin. If he did not manage to let go of his anger, he might just end up doing something he’d come to regret. And that went double for checking his ambition.

She was struggling for something to say to him that was not overly judgmental, when her ears picked up voices on the wind. Davin had heard them too. He was already walking toward them. Ariella kept pace beside him. They hurried along until they were nearly upon them, then they crept the rest of the way, stopping behind a nearly solid curtain of trees. Through the slender gaps between the trunks, she saw four Elitions standing in a semicircle. Three of them bore the distinctive facial tattoos of the Night Rose Order. The fourth was a man with short navy-black hair, styled in a youthful array of spikes. He was short—and as willowy as Ariella.

“Keys,” Davin mouthed to her.

Ariella nodded.

“What precisely do you hope to accomplish with your work?” the woman with a spider’s web tattoo asked Keys.

He ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Elitia is connected by portals. Do you not see the relevance of creating new ones?”

“I see the danger in it,” she stated, crossing her arms against her chest.

“Well, I see its potential,” said a man. He had long gold hair, a thorned vine tattoo along his jaw, and black eyeliner tattooed around his eyes. “And so does Braeden. That’s why we’re here.”

“So the Night Rose Order did abduct Keys,” Davin whispered to Ariella.

He sounded surprised. Perhaps, he’d not really expected to find Keys with them. This whole thing had been his excuse to go after Jade. There was no point in calling him on it now, though. They were already here.

“No, it looks like he’s working with them,” she whispered back.

“Well, of course, he’s working with us,” declared the gold-haired man, turning toward their hiding spot. “You can come out now.”

Ariella exchanged glances with Davin, then stepped around the trees to meet the rogue Elitions.
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“THERE IS NO need to hide,” the man said as Ariella and Davin stopped before him.

“Phase’s ears are too good for that to work,” added the web-tattooed woman with a snicker.

Phase, the gold-haired man offered them a congenial smile, and in an instant, his eyes went from black to aquamarine. He was a Chameleon, an Elition who could change his appearance. Most Phantoms could phase their eyes to a more intense version of their natural color; Chameleons could change their eyes, their hair, their skin. Some could change their noses. The really good ones could change anything and everything about their appearance—including their sex. They were still the same person, of course, but from the outside, no one could have guessed it. Ariella had once met a Chameleon who could make herself look like anyone. That had been really annoying.

“So, shall we begin?” Phase asked, turning to Keys.

“With them here?” The man with the seashell tattoo pointed a stiff finger at Ariella and Davin. “Don’t you know who they are?”

“Ariella Steele, aide to King River, high king of Elitia. And Davin Storm, King River’s eldest son,” replied Phase.

“They are here for him,” Seashell Tattoo said, stepping in front of Keys.

Phase appeared unconcerned. “We have no issue with either of them. If they try to interfere with the experiment, you can kill them then.”

“What are you doing working with these rogues?” Davin demanded of Keys.

Keys gave him a sheepish shrug. “Seven hundred years ago, Aurelia and her daughters created our portals. No one has been able to duplicate that feat since. I am trying to change that. Through a combination of careful research of our old texts and numerous experiments of my own, I’ve determined that Phantoms are the key to creating portals.”

That explained the things they’d found in Keys’s basement.

“The Phantom would need to wield substantial power in order to create a portal. Naturally, the Elite Phantom Magus was the first name to come to my mind.”

Davin frowned. Magus was Jason Chanz’s power name.

“I sent word to the assassin but never heard anything back.” Keys sounded disappointed. “But I suppose that was to be expected. Why would an assassin want to help one who serves the high king of Elitia, a man I’m told he holds a grudge against?”

“You are fortunate that he did not kill you,” said Davin. Jason wasn’t the only one who could hold a grudge. “Or that Father did not have you arrested. Contacting Jason Chanz? That’s worse than hanging out with this lot.”

“Careful, princeling,” warned Web Tattoo, flipping her knife around. “There are no guards of Laelia here to save you from losing your tongue.”

Ariella stepped in front of Davin, shielding him with her body. Web Tattoo drew a second knife.

“Leave them alone, Faye,” Phase commanded her, his voice as sharp as his sword. “We don’t need to make an enemy of King River. He’s pretty much left us alone thus far.” He looked at Keys. “Please, continue.”

“I thought next of Wrest, but Emperor Selpe’s bodyguard is always busy.”

Ariella had met Wrest—or Silas Thorn—on several occasions. He was a giant Phantom with a giant arsenal of blades strapped to his body. And he could make his eyes glow an eerie, ghostlike white. He had the majority of the Selpe aristocracy scared out of their wits. In short, he was the perfect bodyguard for Ambrose Selpe, emperor of the Selpe Empire.

“I then tried the Elitions of Everlast, but Queen Gale replied that her Phantoms are no test subjects. Perhaps, I could have had King River convince her otherwise, but she already appeared so insulted that I decided not to press the issue.”

A wise choice. Everlast was a kingdom of moody isolationists. Queen Gale and her guard were Phantoms, making them as dangerous as they were volatile.

“That didn’t leave me with many options. There are so few Elition Phantoms. So I went to the Night Rose Order for help. I’d heard one of their members was a Phantom. Unfortunately, my information was a bit out of date. He died seven years ago.”

“But we were able to help Keys out anyway,” said a woman with braided copper hair and a sun tattoo across her forehead, its rays shooting along the outer edges of her cheeks.

She led a young girl by the hand. The girl was about eleven or twelve—just at the cusp of her Passing—and she wore no tattoo on her face. She had soft, shoulder-length brown hair that was just beginning to take on the hints of a lilac undertone. Her eyes of pale blue already burned with Phantom power. She was very powerful for someone so young.

“You plan to use this girl in your experiment?” Ariella asked Keys, struggling to keep her voice civil. “A child who has not even seen her Passing.”

“Ness is a talented Phantom,” the copper-haired woman said.

Ariella was sure she was. But that was not the point.

“Theoretically, only the Elite Phantom has the necessary raw power to create a portal,” said Keys. “But I hope that with the help of a special stimulant I’ve developed, another Phantom can do it—particularly, a pre-Passing Phantom such as Ness here. Elitions before their Passing are considerably more malleable than those after it.”

“This is reckless,” Ariella told him.

“But the potential reward is so great. Imagine being able to create portals. It will forever change Elitia,” Keys replied, a manic spark in his silver eyes. Many Elition tinkerers were borderline mad—even if they did not start out that way. Keys would need to check himself if he didn’t want to end up as one of them.

“The Night Rose Order agrees,” Phase said, setting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “And Ness has volunteered to help Keys in his work.”

Ariella lowered into her knees until she was at eye level with Ness. “Are you aware of the risks?” she asked the girl.

“Yes,” Ness said softly. “But there can be no gain in life without risk. I want to help. I want to mean something. I am not afraid.”

Spoken like a true Phantom. Ariella rose and turned toward Keys.

“Very well,” she said. “Proceed with your experiment. We will observe but not interfere.”

Keys nodded and began to unload the contents of his very large bag.
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KEYS UNPACKED AN assortment of vials. Within ten minutes, he’d mixed up a stimulant of his own creation. The basic Elition Enhancing Serum contained two parts stimulating elements and one part neutralizing element. What constituted a stimulant varied by ability. For a Prophet like Ariella, it meant things such as alcohol, chocolate, and some mints. For Phantoms, the big ones were Winter’s Mint, honey, and spices.

An Enhancing Serum typically called for one part each of two of these stimulants, which was enough of a jolt to drive most Phantoms dangerously close to the limits of their self-control—and most Prophets to madness. Keys’s serum called for several times that, and a whole lot of other things. His ingredients were all in either liquid or powder form, making it nearly impossible to identify all that he was throwing in. Ariella’s only hints came from the medley of swirling smells wafting up from the cup. She picked out Winter’s Mint, spiced honey, and something that smelled an awful lot like blood. It could have been rare meat, which was a Phantom stimulant. Or it could have been human or Elition blood. There were too many other ingredients for Ariella to truly differentiate. One of these was alcohol, which made far less sense than the blood. Alcohol might have been a stimulant for Prophets, but it was a soother for Phantoms. Whatever Keys was cooking up, it was far beyond basic potion making. It was certainly far beyond her own meager skills. Being one of the mostly sane Prophets, she’d never had much use for serums.

When Ariella asked him about it, he replied with a dull lecture on his research. He had assembled together ideas for this serum from a dozen vague references in a few very old Elition books. He’d then perfected it over the course of several weeks by testing one serum after another on Ness until he settled on a serum perfectly customized to her—one that he believed would allow her to create portals.

As soon as he was done with her serum, Keys handed the cup to Ness. Additional members of the Night Rose Order had filtered in while he was mixing; there were now a dozen of them there, walking in a wide circle around the three tree stumps Keys was using as his impromptu laboratory. They moved like shadows, as soundless as predators in wait.

Ariella did not want to turn her back to them—any of them—but no matter which way she faced, there were at least a few of them back there. She shifted her position so that her body was between Davin and any of the Night Rose Order Elitions behind her. He was so busy scrutinizing every flick of Keys’s wrist that he didn’t even notice.

Ness’s eyes—timid but strong—turned to the copper-haired Elition, looking for approval. The woman nodded, and Ness lifted the cup to her lips and drank. Even before she’d drained the last drop, the effect was obvious. A vibrant purple sheen slid down her hair, swallowing the soft brown locks. Her hair swirled and popped with an edgy Phantom energy, an energy also reflected in eyes that sizzled the color of an exotic purple-blue sky. As she set down the cup on the stump, a blast of invisible energy shot outward, throwing everyone there flat on their backs.

“Are you hurt?” Ariella asked Davin. She staggered to her feet, then held a hand out to him.

“No more than my pride,” he replied, setting his hand in hers. “How embarrassing to be blown over by a little girl, one who has yet to even see her Passing.”

She pulled him up. “That ‘little girl’ just blew over fifteen full-grown Elitions. And she’s glowing,” Ariella pointed out.

It was no exaggeration. Ness was glowing. Her eyes, her hair, her skin—they were illuminated by a light source unseen. The glow was coming from within, where the serum was burning a bonfire of explosive Phantom energy. Ariella could not see the Phantom tendrils slithering out from the girl, but she could certainly feel them tingling against her.

Keys whispered something into Ness’s ear, words blocked out by the hum of energy radiating from the girl. Ness stepped forward, arms outstretched and eyes closed. She stopped abruptly, and as her lids snapped open, the trees around them began to sway back and forth, as though bending to the force of a hurricane wind. Slender cyclones of twirling leaves formed in the openings between the trunks, whistling a forlorn song. There was a thunderous crack, and for a second time, they were all thrown onto their backs.

This time, Davin was as quick to his feet as Ariella. Around them, the Night Rose Order Elitions were popping up. The copper-haired woman cradled Ness in her arms. The girl’s chest was rising and falling with stuttered breaths, but she did not appear injured. Keys’s experiment hadn’t killed her. But Keys…

“Where is Keys?” Ariella asked. By her count, everyone was still there. Everyone but Keys.

“He was standing right beside me,” Phase said, looking around. His golden brows scrunched together. “Did anyone see where he went?”

“He’s gone,” Ness’s voice croaked.

Phase met her trembling eyes. “Where did he go?”

“The portal took him.”

Ariella did not see a portal. From the way everyone else was looking around, they didn’t either.

“It’s not here anymore,” said Ness. “It appeared for just a second, right where Keys was standing. He was sucked inside, and then it disappeared.”

“Where did it take him?” Ariella asked, stepping forward. The Night Rose Order closed in around Ness, forming a protective barrier.

“I don’t know.” The girl shook her head. “The serum was too much. I could not control the power.” She dropped her eyes. “I have failed.”

“No,” Phase told her. “It’s not your fault. If making a portal were so easy, someone would have made one in the past seven hundred years. Keys himself was not sure this experiment would work with anyone but the Elite Phantom.”

“Why did he think it would work with the Elite Phantom?” Davin asked.

“Based on some references in his books,” replied Phase.

Davin frowned, unimpressed with the answer. Or the implication that Jason Chanz had the power to create portals.

“We should get her back to camp,” the copper-haired woman said to Phase.

“Wait,” Davin said as the Night Rose Order Elitions moved to leave.

Phase waved his comrades along, then turned to face him. “I am afraid we do not give tours of our camp to outsiders.”

Davin met the amused twinkle in Phase’s eyes with a stern glare. “I have no interest in visiting your hovel in the woods. But I demand that the traitor Jade be turned over to me.”

“Demand, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Davin, this is hardly the time,” said Ariella.

He stepped around her. “This is the perfect time. Before they scuttle off into the woods.” Standing tall, he turned his teal eyes on Phase. “Bring the traitor to me, and I will overlook your trespass into Elition territory.”

“I’m afraid the boss would not agree to turn her over to you.” Phase smiled coolly as four of his comrades stomped up behind them. They wanted to be heard. “You’re not surrounded by your Selpe friends here, my prince.” He offered a mocking bow. “Run along now back to Orion.”

Davin gave the cluster of Night Rose Order Elitions a dispassionate look, cool calculation in his eyes. He crossed his arms against his chest.

“Very well,” he said slowly. “You outnumber us. For now. But we will come for the traitor. And we will bring her to Laelia for justice.”

“I look forward to the day you try,” Phase replied, then the Night Rose Order Elitions snickered and drifted away through the trees.

It was not until they were gone that Ariella realized her hand was clamped firmly down on the hilt of her sword.

“Nervous?” Davin asked, grinning.

Ariella released her grip. “Of course not.”

“I’m sure my father would have forgiven you even if you’d failed to protect me from being skewered by the Night Rose Order.”

She glowered at him. “That’s not funny.”

Davin snickered and leaned in to kiss her lightly on the lips. He pulled away as quickly as he had come, his teal eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Ok, let’s head back to Laelia. Father will want to know what happened to Keys,” he said.

As he turned away, Ariella reached out, but he passed right by her trembling fingers. She imagined what it would be like to run after Davin, pull him against her, and give him a kiss he would not soon forget.

Coward, she chastised herself.

After waiting another moment to watch Davin walk away from her—and to settle her quaking knees—Ariella jogged up behind him, and they walked side-by-side in platonic strides back to Laelia.




Keep reading for a sneak peek of Skybuilders, Book 4 of Sorcery and Science…

cover.jpeg
B
Q)
@)
K3
5

O E [/ ]/
K
O
K
Y
A
) ND
6
O
N
O





