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Story Summary




Ariella thought she was done with conspiracies. And she definitely thought she was done with mechanical menaces. She was wrong.

An accident hits the floating city of Oasis, and Ariella’s friend Marin goes missing, along with the newly crowned Selpe emperor. The Selpes aren’t lifting a finger to help, so it’s up to her and Silas to save their friends from an elite order of assassins—or her nightmare foresight just might come true.

To avoid a bloody and fractured future, they will go through anyone, even a dozen assassins. They will go anywhere, even floating cities swarming with magical beasts and deadly machines. And they will take any ally they can get, even the person who once betrayed them.

Skybuilders is Book 4 in the Sorcery and Science epic fantasy adventure series.
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CHAPTER ONE

~ Pinecone Canopy ~

526AX August 18, Sundrop Loop







ARIELLA GAPED IN horror as a spiked crown was set upon the head of Aaron Pall. Crafted from platinum and set with enormous blue diamonds, it was the crown of the Selpe emperor. Ariella could nearly see the color through the high contrast black and white that defined her foresights. She could taste the burn of mint and blood on her tongue. Applause broke out from all around her, and the scene dissolved before her eyes.

Her stomach lurched, and she slumped over as a harsh jolt wracked her body. Ariella gritted her teeth and managed to remain standing. Just barely. Her breath heavy and wheezy in her chest, she pushed her trembling fingers off of her thighs, slowly creeping upright.

When her eyes refocused again, the scene had not changed. She was still inside the Orion imperial ballroom. Its walls were draped with long banners and its tables set in lavish style with crystal rose vases. A lush velvet runner stretched out long across the floor and up the stairs, where a hundred Selpe aristocrats stood dressed in their finest formal attire. The ladies wore gowns and jewels, the lords wore suits and slashes, but every single one of them wore an expression of smug superiority. They turned their gazes on Aaron, who stood on the second level, looking down at them.

Still wearing the crown of the emperor, he grinned and extended his hand. Ariella nearly fell over again as the tremors of the foresight smacked her once more. She watched her friend Isis, dressed in a wedding gown, ascend the steps one by one. The tap of her high heels resounded loudly in the voluminous chamber, echoing off the walls like the beats of a war drum. She was marching to her doom: Aaron. The leader of the Diamond Edges stood smugly at the top of the stairs, flanked on either side by his elite soldiers.

As Isis reached him, she set her hand in his, causing the wretched man’s self-satisfied smile to grow even wider. He leaned forward to kiss Isis lightly on the lips.

To Ariella’s shock, her friend did not reward his presumptuous move with a punch to the face. Isis’s lashes simply brushed down softly, and when Aaron stepped back again, she stared at him with intense concentration. It was hardly the stare of love. Rather, it was a look Ariella knew well, the one that glazed Isis’s eyes whenever she was trying to plot her way out of a trap.

She failed.

As Aaron slipped a ring around Isis’s finger, the foresight quaked and shattered. Ariella awoke on the floor beside her bed, tangled amongst a nest of twisted blankets.




* * *

526AX August 18, Sundrop Loop




The sleep ripped from her eyes and the peace torn from her mind, Ariella dressed herself in black leather and strapped on her Serenity sword, a long and sleek eighty-centimeter blade sharp enough to slice through…well, basically anything. She knew she was not in real danger here—that it was unlikely a band of Diamond Edges would jump out of the shadows and it was completely impossible that any machines would—but leather and steel made her feel safer as she wandered the grounds of Sundrop Loop. They made her feel like she could take on anything. And right now, she needed that comfort.

It was at King River’s insistence that Ariella had come to Sundrop Loop, the ruling seat of the Elition kingdom of Zephyr. Elitia’s high king had decided she could use a break after three months on assignment to unmask the Selpe aristocrat whose betrayal had led to the assassination of their former emperor and abduction of his twin teenage sons. They’d rescued the princes and exposed the Avan collaborator Lady Cassandra Seadusk, but months of dodging one attempt on her life after another had taken its toll on Ariella. Dealing with the diabolical Selpe aristocracy had been even worse. King River was right. She needed a break. And what better place to rest than at home?

But her foresight had shattered any hope of peaceful sleep. Ariella could think of few worse nightmares than Aaron at the head of the Selpe Empire. He was dangerous enough already as the leader of the Diamond Edges, which dealt out more death and torture than the rest of the Selpe military combined. And Isis as his bride? Ariella shuddered at the thought. What twisted series of events would lead them to this horrific future? How could Aaron rise to the title of emperor? What would possess Isis, who loathed him with a passion, to agree to marry him?

Ariella tossed her head, shaking herself free of these thoughts. It would do her no good to speculate. As any Elition Prophet knew, down that path lay only madness. Instead, she tried to ground herself amongst the trees and paths she knew so well—and to wrap herself in fond memories.

To call Sundrop Loop the capital city of Zephyr was somewhat of an overstatement. At least compared to a Selpe city. Quietly tucked into the fold of a coastal forest of great, red-barked giants, Sundrop Loop was more an oversized village than anything else. But that was typical for Elitia. Even Laelia, the seat of the high king, was not much more than a glorified villa surrounded by an almost accidental accumulation of smaller houses. And rightly so. Elitions preferred tranquility and closely-knit groups to the hustle and bustle of those unsentimental monstrosities of sheer flamboyance the Selpes and Avans called cities.

Rather than a single palace, the rulers of Zephyr had decided long ago in favor of a more spread-out design—beautifully architected buildings blended amongst the trees such that they almost appeared to be part of the grove itself. Ariella passed by the Library, a ring of six rectangular houses with an open atrium at the center. The Treasury came next. Shining gold-brown in the torchlight, it resembled an oversized coin. The path to it zigzagged through a natural splattering of trees.

As Ariella paused to stare up at the temple, built in the shape of a sun, her pounding heart rate slowed and her breathing calmed. This was home. But it had not always been so.

Ten years ago, Queen Crystal and King Fathom had taken Ariella in and named her their daughter and heir. She now called them Mother and Father. Her old life was over; she did not dwell on it any longer. Now when she sought inner peace, her mind drifted to the red-barked giants, deliciously salty breeze, and creamy ocean foam of Zephyr.

Ariella had reached the edge of the grove and was about to backtrack along the path, when she sensed someone in the shadows. She couldn’t see him. Nor could she hear or smell him. But her mind told her someone was there, someone with the honed predatory movements of a hunter. Ariella felt herself being watched, which left her with only one sensible response: she drew her sword and braced herself to use it. It had been a few days since she’d drawn it, and she had to admit that the weight of it in her hand felt good. Reassuring. Her eyes scanned the trees, trying to pierce the predawn darkness.

A silvery flash of movement streaked forth from the wall of layered trunks. Ariella spun around, snatching a throwing knife mid-flight. And not a moment too soon. She’d narrowly missed it sinking into her back.

“Getting slow, Ariella,” a deep voice rumbled.

A moment later, an Elition man emerged from the shadows. Towering over a head taller than Ariella, he was built to deal damage. A lot of it. He was as muscular as she was willowy, the tree trunk to her flower stem figure. He wore a sleeveless blood-red leather shirt that showcased his massive muscular arms, and a pair of mahogany knee-high boots over black leather pants. Ariella spotted a few dozen knives strapped to his behemoth form, but she knew there were dozens more hidden away. His tangerine-orange hair spiked up like fiery flames, and as his gaze met hers, his pale blue eyes phased white.

Silas Thorn, Elition Phantom and former bodyguard of the late Emperor Ambrose Selpe.

Ariella threw the knife at the tree trunk behind him. It sank into the bark with a satisfying thump. Silas continued moving forward, unbothered by the blade that had nearly grazed his cheek. He hadn’t even blinked.

“Nice.” He drew two long knives with a grin. “Very cute.”

Perhaps knives was a bit of an understatement. Ariella’s eyes widened at the sight of the two Bloodfires, their blades inky black and their hilts blood red. Each of them was nearly as long as her own sword. A sword that could be reasonably wielded two-handed. Silas really was a giant.

“Cute?” she growled.

“Hold on there, kitten. No need to hiss.”

Ariella swung her sword forward but he blocked easily with just one of his knives, sending burning streams of pain down her arm. Ariella bared her teeth. Damn Phantoms. She was not especially strong for an Elition, but she was faster than most. Except Phantoms. They were too strong and too fast to best in a fair fight.

She turned slowly, and Silas mirrored her movements, keeping her in front of him. Step by step, Ariella backed up. He followed, stalking forward with the determination of a starving tiger, his eyes burning white-hot. Fallen pinecones cracked and slipped beneath her boots as she passed under a spiky canopy of dew-dropped needles.

Silas pressed forward, backing her into the forest. They passed the tree that had been on the receiving end of her splendid knife throw. Silas recovered the blade with uncommon ease, like sliding a hot knife through butter. He hardly had to tug. Everything was just too easy for Phantoms. It was so unfair.

As though he’d read her thoughts, Silas arched a brow and a sliver of amusement danced across his lips. Hell, he probably had read her thoughts. He was an Extractor, after all—a type of Phantom who could lift images from people’s heads. And that was just downright unsettling.

Well, I have no intention of letting him in there.

She swallowed hard and blanked her mind. Luckily, she was well-practiced at the task. It was a skill drilled into Prophets from an early age. Sometimes an empty mind was a Prophet’s only defense against the onslaught of foresights that would otherwise drive her mad.

“Enough running,” he said as Ariella’s back pressed up against a trunk.

She saw the amused twinkle in his eye a moment before he struck, and even then, she only nearly raised her sword in time. He hit harder this time. How was that even possible? Her sword arm felt like it was on fire. She bit back tears of pain and held onto her weapon for dear life.

When Silas struck again, Ariella opted to forego further punishment. She dodged and slipped through a narrow gap between two tree trunks. Silas’s muscle-ripped torso was too thick to fit through, so he had to go all the way around it. Ha.

He slashed forward with one blade, and when she evaded, he slapped her on the rump with the other.

“You have a sword, Ariella. Use it.”

She was not about to tell him her arm was still throbbing from his last attack. She hopped back.

With a martyred sigh, Silas cut around another tree. Ariella continued to back up. That’s right. Just a bit closer.

She swung her sword at him two-handed. He defended with nothing but one of his knives and a relaxed grin.

Who even does that? Ariella wondered as tremors split down both her arms. She managed not to snarl at him. It was a monumental effort.

Oh, to hell with it.

Ariella struck a final time. Silas lifted a knife to defend, but his smirk melted into bewilderment as her sword’s blade bit into the red bark of the tree.

“Temper. Temper,” he chuckled.

Ariella jumped back as the overhead net tipped over, dumping a few hundred apple-sized pinecones onto Silas’s head. Her parents were going to kill her for disturbing one of the collection nets, but it was absolutely worth it to see Silas Thorn, the tough and unflappable Phantom bodyguard, hop and scramble amongst the falling pinecones like a drowning man.

Once the shower was over, Ariella extended her hand down to him, reaching through the blanket of pinecones. As she pulled him to his feet, green needles and brown spiky balls rolled off of him.

“Are you quite through fooling around now?” she asked, inhaling the fresh earthy scent. “May I remind you that I am not a Phantom? You don’t need to play these ridiculous dominance games with me.”

Whenever two Phantoms met, they both felt the sudden urge to drop everything and establish who was higher in the pecking order. Usually, that meant cold piercing stares. Often, blows were even exchanged. If all involved were lucky, no one died. Phantoms were crazy like that.

Silas dusted off his hands, then glowered at her. “That hurt.”

“So does clashing blades with you. Remind me never to do that again,” Ariella countered, shaking out her arms. She trod over a carpet of pinecones to get to the tree that held her sword, then wrapped both hands around the hilt and gave it a solid heave. Wood splinters rained down as the blade burst free from the trunk.

Slowly, a smile replaced Silas’s grimace. “It’s good to see you again, Ariella.”

“Likewise.” She gave him a wicked grin in return. “I’m still trying to decide whether I preferred the sight of you flapping your arms uselessly under a barrage of pinecones, or that of you with your rear end planted in a pile of them.”

“Careful,” he warned. “You wouldn’t want to bruise my ego.”

“You can handle it.” She punched him in the shoulder, which truth be told hurt her more than it did him. “After being magnetically stuck to a tree by your entourage of knives, I don’t think you—”

“Emperor Hayden Selpe and his brother Ian are missing,” he cut in. “They’re presumed dead.”














CHAPTER TWO

~ Missing ~

526AX August 18, Sundrop Loop







SILAS MET ARIELLA’S wide-eyed stare and waited. The rustle of shifting pinecones beneath his feet and the faint hum of the crickets’ dying song were a cacophonous symphony of sound compared to her shocked silence.

“Could you say that again?” she finally said.

“Hayden and Ian Selpe are missing.”

“Didn’t we rescue them just last week?”

“The Selpe Advisory Council presumes them dead.”

“And didn’t we already fish out the traitor on the council? Again, just last week?”

Silas shrugged. Ariella hadn’t been around long enough to realize that it was never over until you were dead.

“Start from the beginning,” she sighed, kicking a melon-sized pinecone at a tree. It bounced off the red bark and nearly hit a squirrel square in the face.

“After we exposed Lady Cassandra as the traitor who conspired to assassinate the late Emperor Ambrose Selpe and abduct his sons, Hayden appointed Lady Rosalind Sappheiros as her replacement on the Selpe Advisory Council.”

“A wise choice,” said Ariella.

Silas had to agree. He didn’t care much for most of the Selpe men and women who professed themselves noble, but Lady Rosalind at least possessed some semblance of a moral compass. She’d helped them unravel Lady Cassandra’s conspiracy, and given her past ties with Ambrose Selpe, Silas knew she would look out for the best interests of his sons.

“Lady Rosalind didn’t waste any time settling into her new position. Before the coronation after-party was over, she had already landed Marin a prestigious airship research exchange post at the Hellean floating city of Oasis. It seems Marin had impressed her.”

“She’s the only person who has ever made an airship land and take off again inside the Elition Wilderness,” replied Ariella. “You know how much I loathe all those technological doodads, but even I understand that Marin’s accomplishment is no small one. And it goes without saying that I don’t like that the humans can do this now. I’m just waiting for the day that they start transporting hordes of soldiers to areas that were once inaccessible to them.”

Most of Elitia was covered by the Wilderness, an area where electronic devices failed to function. That meant no computers and no vehicles. Airplanes that flew over the Wilderness fell right out of the sky. For years, this had protected Elitia from Selpe or Avan attacks. Humans did not get on particularly well without their technological gadgets, and that went double for the world’s two large empires. Even if they’d wanted to, they couldn’t have mounted an invasion. And they very much wanted to.

“Lady Rosalind remained concerned for the boys’ safety, so she arranged for them to accompany Marin to the floating city when she left two days after the coronation. They were to spend two weeks there, which Rosalind considered sufficient time to root out any additional threats to them while keeping them at a safe distance. She is experienced and efficient. I have no doubt two weeks would have been enough time for her.”

“But things did not go as planned?”

“No. On the second day of their visit, there was an explosion in the lab where Marin was working. All three of them are unaccounted for.”

“You said the Selpes presume them to be dead?” Ariella asked.

“Yes, but no bodies have been found. The entire section of the city is still closed off for repairs. The Helleans don’t even know how long it will be before they’ll be able to get in there.”

“Silas—”

“They’re not dead,” he declared.

She set a hand gently on his shoulder. “I had a foresight. I saw Aaron Pall being crowned emperor.”

“Aaron Pall?”

“And I saw…” She choked up on the words. “I saw Isis being wedded to him.”

That made far less sense. “Was she being coerced?”

Ariella tossed her head, and the tip of her ponytail bounced off her shoulder and swung across her back. “I don’t know. But she must have been.”

Silas pushed Ariella’s foresight from his mind. It would not come to pass. Not if he had anything to say about it. “Foresights can change.”

“Not mine. Not usually,” she croaked out.

“I’m going after them,” he told her.

She sighed. “I knew you would. You are too stubborn.”

“I must go. This is all my fault. I should have been there with them.”

“Didn’t Hayden Selpe force you to take time off?”

“Yes. Paid time off. He thought I needed it. I refused. He insisted. When I refused again, he said if I didn’t take a vacation, he would assign me to one week on the Blue Plains, training the latest batch of recruits to the Imperial Guard.”

“Sounds important.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s an old man’s job, Ariella.”

“You are an old man, Silas,” she replied, the hint of a smile on her lips.

He frowned. There was no way she could know how old he really was.

“I wanted to be there with Hayden,” he said. “I should have been there to pull him out of danger.”

“And what could you have done against an explosion? You would have died too.”

“They’re not dead. Someone is only trying to kill them,” he insisted.

“But my foresight—”

“Do you know of the Crescent Order?” he cut in.

“The order of assassins?”

“Yes. They are the world’s most famous order of assassins and the most expensive—if you don’t count Jason Chanz’s order of one. The Crescent Order is an unusual order. Their members are either rogue Elitions or humans. They are a well-coordinated team that uses both magic and technology to devastating ends. I have seen them in action, and I can tell you I would not want to take them on alone.” He paused for effect. “And they were seen flying up to Oasis. I’ve learned they were contracted to go after Hayden and Ian Selpe.”

“Then the boys are as good as dead. And Marin too,” she added sadly.

“The Crescent Order’s plane was seen flying up to Oasis after the explosion,” he clarified.

Ariella’s eyes lit up, and she began tapping her sword against her leg. “They’re not dead yet.”

Silas nodded. “Whatever happened in the explosion, it didn’t kill them. The Crescent Order has been sent in to finish the job. And with your help, I’m going to make dead certain that they don’t succeed.”

“I see you’ve volunteered me for this suicide mission.”

Her tone was cold, but Silas could read the fire in her eyes. Foresight or not, she would not let those boys fall without a fight.

“Be sure to bring your sword.”

She laughed. “I’ll even bring a real one this time. The Crescent Order, ugh. Couldn’t they have sent the White Ravens again?”

“I take it you’ve heard about Lady Cassandra’s escape?”

A dark look crossed Ariella’s face. Apparently not then.

“She escaped her prison cell during the coronation party.”

“Where did she go?”

“No one knows, but she probably scuttled back to her Avan allies.”

“So she is behind this?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps not. The Selpes aren’t making any effort to ascertain whether Hayden and Ian are alive. So we can forget any help from them to get past the barricaded sections of Oasis. However, Lady Rosalind privately encouraged me to ‘kill the miscreants’. I assumed she meant the Crescent Order assassins, though perhaps she was referring to her Selpe colleagues.”

Ariella paced back and forth a few times, then stopped in front of him. She sheathed her sword, then extended her hand to him. “All right, Silas Thorn. I will help you. It’s not like I had any real plans for my month off anyway.”

He shook her hand. “Good.”

She chuckled at his curt response. “I suppose you have a plan for getting into the blocked-off part of the city?”

“Of course. My plan is Leonidas Chase.”

Ariella frowned. “Have you forgotten that he betrayed us last time?”

Technically, the Selpe spy hadn’t betrayed them so much as neglected to tell them that he’d played a part—however small—in the abduction of Hayden and Ian Selpe. Since their job had been to uncover the Selpe conspiracy to murder Ambrose and kill his sons, Silas hadn’t taken his omission well. He would have ended him right then and there had Marin not pleaded with Ariella to keep him safe. Marin and Leonidas had known each other since childhood, a relationship that seemed to entail her being teased and left behind at every opportunity. Silas didn’t get it. But he knew Leonidas would want to protect Marin too.

“When we tell him Marin is in danger, he’ll help us,” Silas assured her. “Now where is Leonidas?”

Ariella had neglected to tell him where she was sending the spy. He knew only that he was imprisoned somewhere in Elitia, far enough out of reach should any of his Selpe coconspirators decide to tie off that loose end as they had so many others. Perhaps with Lady Cassandra exposed, it was an unnecessary precaution. Then again, the former Lady of Seadusk had escaped almost immediately, which seemed to hint that she still had friends within the Selpe ranks. And considering Leonidas had betrayed the current emperor of the Selpe Empire, he was better off far away anyway.

“Precipice,” Ariella told him.

Precipice was the only school and temple in the Peaks, a small kingdom along the northeastern coast of Elitia. It was about as remote as you could get without tailing off to the Western Continent. That made it the perfect spot to incarcerate a disgraced Selpe spy hunted by his own people.

“What, was Winter’s Gate full?” he teased.

Ariella wrapped her arms around herself and trembled with suppressed shivers. “Thank goodness we don’t need to go there. With summer coming to an end, it should soon be getting really cold on the Tundra. They might even have snow already.”

“If you like it warm, you’ll be pleased to know that Oasis is over the Emerald Sea, between the Avan eastern and southern continents.”

“That is something at least,” she said. “Precipice was actually Isis’s doing. She went to school there before transferring to Rosewater. On our way out of Evergreen, I asked for her help in finding a suitable spot for Leonidas. She suggested Precipice, and she talked to them to make it happen.”

“Have you heard from her recently?”

“No, I took the portal out of Orion before the coronation party was over. Why?”

“I went looking for her as soon as I decided to go to Oasis,” he said. “I thought she would want to help. But she wasn’t around.”

“Am I to understand that you tried to recruit Isis before me?” A mischievous grin spread across her face. “And here I thought I was your favorite blonde.”

“She was closer,” Silas said. He tended to be more practical than sentimental. “Or so I thought. But I suppose Hayden forced her to take time off as well. I wouldn’t be surprised if she used the opportunity to arrange a clandestine meet with her new assassin friend.”

“Ah, so you noticed that too.”

What wasn’t there to notice? They had spent the entirety of their time on the airship and the assassin’s stay in Orion making eyes at each other. There was enough tension there to melt a glacier.

“Isis is a nice girl,” he said. “She couldn’t kill someone if her life depended on it.”

“And Jason is a professional killer,” replied Ariella.

Silas shrugged. “Stranger couples have been made.”

Ariella sighed.

“How’s your own relationship going?” he asked.

“What relationship? Half the time, it feels like he hardly knows I exist,” she muttered.

“As soon as we get Hayden and Ian back, my next mission will be to thump Davin Storm upside the head.”

“Don’t get yourself into trouble on my account.”

“It will be worth it.” He flashed her his deranged smile. “But one crisis at a time. Let’s start with Precipice.”














CHAPTER THREE

~ Leonidas Chase ~

526AX August 18, Precipice







THE DULL GREY sea crashed against the rocky beach, sliding over jagged stones to lap at Silas’s boots. He ignored the watery intrusion and pressed on. His boots were waterproof anyway. Beside him, Ariella looked out across the water and shivered.

“I can’t believe Isis survived here for so long,” she said.

Silas didn’t laugh. Not that he wasn’t tempted to.

She rubbed her hands against her shoulders, trying to warm herself. “I would have transferred too.”

It was still August, but northern Elitia didn’t have a real summer. It didn’t have much of a spring or autumn either. Especially here at the Peaks. A bone-chilling gust blasted icy wind and water from the north down onto the shoreside kingdom.

“You transferred to Rosewater yourself, didn’t you?” he asked, tossing her a hat. She wasn’t wearing nearly enough layers.

She slipped the hat onto her head, and it slumped down, sliding over her eyes. She rolled the edge back far enough to see. “Yes, from Sundrop Loop.”

Sundrop Loop wasn’t much colder than Rosewater. “Have you ever even seen snow?”

Ariella planted her hands on her hips. “Yes, Silas Thorn. I have seen snow.”

He chuckled—then stopped as he caught a strong scent on the wind. It was coming from just over the hill. A potent mixture of spice and Winter’s Mint, the scent hung thick and heavy in the air. Silas could taste the burn of it on his tongue. Phantom. And not just any Phantom. Jason Chanz. Magus.

They ascended the hill, the electric spark of Magus’s resonance crackling across Silas’s skin. The kid certainly was a powerhouse of magical energy. But Silas had known that since the day he first saw him as a nine-year-old boy already more powerful than most grown Phantoms.

Behind Silas, Ariella walked along, oblivious to all but the cold. She hadn’t picked up on the assassin yet.

Magus stood at the top of the hill, two others with him. And to Silas’s surprise, Isis wasn’t one of them. To the assassin’s right stood the Rev mercenary he had worked with to track down Hayden and Ian. To his left stood Cameron Storm, King River’s younger son. The assassin had his work face on, which meant he wasn’t there to have fun. If he even knew how to have fun. Which Silas very much doubted. Well, Isis knew how to have fun. He should have been hanging out with her.

The assassin’s dark eyes honed in on Ariella like he’d selected his next target. Silas slid his hand over the hilt of the Everlast Ripper knife strapped to his chest.

Magus’s eyes shifted to the jagged-edged knife, one of Silas’s most intimidating weapons. “Wait. I mean you no harm.”

He lifted his hands. They held no weapons. So Silas allowed Ariella to press her hand against his knife, holding him back. But he did not relax. Blades were not the only weapons in a Phantom’s arsenal. Silas knew that all too well. He crossed his arms against his chest, keeping his eyes locked on the assassin. Magus did not miss a thing. He kept his knives sheathed, but his eyes hardened with cold dark fire. A fighting fire.

Silas grinned at him. “Any time, junior.”

As Magus’s eyes darkened further, Ariella stepped between them. “Now, now. We’re all friends here.” She looked at the assassin. “We, too, mean no harm. Silas is just overprotective. It’s his bodyguard instincts kicking in. One can never be too careful with the infamous Jason Chanz.” An embarrassed smile cracked her lips. “Ah, forgive me. It seems that even I slip at times. Magus.”

Magus surprised Silas by replying, “You are Isis’s friend, so you may call me Jason.”

Wow, the assassin has it bad, Silas laughed to himself. But he kept the laugh contained, maintaining his hard glare.

“And you are hers, or is it more than that?” she asked.

Even lovestruck, Magus’s face was unreadable. Silas couldn’t help but be impressed. It had taken him centuries to perfect his own granite mask. Jason was just a kid and he put it on like it was his only face. And Silas really would have thought it was—if only he hadn’t seen the way the assassin looked at Isis.

“In any case, you may call me Ariella.”

“Ariella, I would like to speak with you for a moment.” Magus looked at Silas. “Alone.”

No. Silas drew his knife, a Bloodfire whose blade shone as obsidian as the assassin’s eyes.

“I’ll be fine, Silas.” Ariella turned to Magus. “Let’s take a walk, Jason.”

But before Silas could protest, they turned their backs on him and took off on a spiraling path up the hill and out of sight.




* * *

526AX August 18, Precipice




Ariella was gone for a long time. Too long. Silas knew that she could take care of herself—and that it was very unlikely the assassin would try to kill Isis’s kindred—but chitchatting with the assassin was a waste of time. They had things to do. Silas was just about ready to run up the trail after her when she appeared around the bend.

She and Magus were chatting as merrily as one could with an assassin. They were a dour bunch, those assassins. There was a time some years ago that Silas had been tempted by the lure of an assassin’s paycheck, but he was glad he’d taken the position of Ambrose Selpe’s bodyguard instead. The pay was just as good, and he was permitted to retain his sense of humor.

Once they reached the bottom of the hill, Magus wasted no time in rushing off with his two comrades, the Rev mercenary and Cameron Storm. Silas had spoken to them while they were waiting for Magus and Ariella.

He liked the Rev named Everett. He was a funny man with an appreciation for money. And, more importantly, for earning his money. He also had a satisfactory familiarity with weapons, something he’d demonstrated as he looked over Silas’s knives, especially complimenting the frightening effect of the saw-toothed knife that shimmered blood red, a cross between a Bloodfire and an Everlast Ripper. Silas could not help but like a man who truly appreciated blades—and the utility of mentally disarming his opponents.

Cameron Storm had impressed him as well. Silas didn’t think he was nearly as helpless as he put on. His balance was too honed to make him anything other than a superb swordsman. If only Magus would bother to put a sword in the kid’s hand once in a while, Cameron might surprise him. Considering the sort of unsavory people after him, sword training’s the first thing Silas would have pushed on Cameron once he could walk. But Silas could forgive Magus’s oversight. Nefarious reputation or not, he still was, after all, hardly more than a child himself. Five years as an assassin did not change that.

Silas and Ariella continued down the hill. Looking toward the front entrance of Precipice, two grey wooden doors set inside an opening in the grey rock, Ariella gasped. Like all Elition temples, it was unique, perfectly suited to the surrounding area. Precipice had been built into the mountain. Even its eight spiked towers, the only things protruding from the lumpy rock face, were cut from the same grey stones. 

“You have never visited Precipice?” he guessed.

“No.”

He wouldn’t say he was at home there, but he certainly knew his way around. He pushed through the double doors and led her down the first staircase to the prison. It was three floors below the entrance, but small round windows chiseled into the rock along the ocean side, coupled with wall torches, brought in sufficient light to navigate the winding halls. They came to a dead end, a dark corner illuminated by a single torch.

An Elition with a long rose-gold beard leaned back in his chair before the prison block gate, one leg crossed over the other knee. The man was old—really old. Even Silas hadn’t yet aged enough to grow facial hair. That usually didn’t start to happen until an Elition reached well over seven hundred years old. So considering the belt-length cascade of the man’s beard, he had to be closer to one thousand. That was nearly unheard of amongst Elitions, whose longevity tended to be cut short by either recklessness or insanity. And the more immersed they’d become in the trivialities of the Selpe and Avan Empires, the worse the problem had gotten. Nowadays, many Elitions didn’t live much longer than humans.

Dull orange firelight danced across the bearded Elition’s sea green eyes as he looked at them. He crossed his arms, and a wide smile broke across his face. Still, he said nothing.

“We’re here to see Leonidas Chase,” Ariella told him. She waited for him to respond. When he didn’t, she added, “The human.”

“The Selpe spy,” his smooth voice said. “Yes, we’ve had a lot of excitement since his arrival.”

“What kind of excitement?” Silas asked. “Did he try to escape?”

The man’s smile grew wider as he shook his head. “Oh, no. He knows he’s safer in here. He has, however, accrued quite a fans at Precipice.”

“Let me guess. He tried to seduce one of the women,” Ariella said.

The old man held up eight fingers.

“Eight women?” she gasped.

“Two priestesses, the librarian, three guards, and two of our students.”

“Was he successful?”

“For the most part, yes. The scoundrel has a silver tongue.”

He sounded amused. Likely, it was the most excitement Precipice had seen in years. Silas wasn’t surprised to find an Elition so old there. In that dull temple, the man would die of boredom long before he had the chance to do anything even remotely reckless.

“We need to see your scoundrel now,” Silas told him.

“I recommend you don’t leave him alone with your friend,” he replied, winking at Ariella.

“She has proved herself immune to his powers.”

The man shrugged, his beard scrunching up. Then he stood and grabbed a hold of the clank beside the door. As he turned it, metal creaked and screeched in a deafening symphony of age-old rusted parts. The sounds bellowed down the hall, bouncing off the stone walls, and scraped the inside of Silas’s eardrums. He gritted his teeth and waited for the end to come. Finally, the gate rose all the way into the rock and clunked into place.

The guard extended his arm forward, and Silas and Ariella passed under the open gate. The passageway was so narrow that Silas’s elbows brushed against cold rock as he moved forward. There were but two cells here, and only one was occupied.

Inside, two wall torches lit either side of the small chamber. An extravagant carpet woven from shades of brilliant blue lay upon the floor before the cell door. In the corner to the left was a feather bed with lush multicolored blankets layered high. To the right was a beige-toned wooden desk with a neat stack of leather-bound books atop it. The blue and green curtains had been drawn to either side of the window. There was more color in that cell than in all of Precipice put together. In fact, it wasn’t so much a cell as a suite. Leonidas had chosen his targets of flattery well.

The spy sat upon a red cushioned chair, a book in his hand. His dark brown eyes were not focused on its pages, however; he was looking straight at Ariella.

“The lovely Ariella Steele!” he exclaimed, shutting his book with a wide smile. He stood. “And Silas Thorn.” The smile remained, but his eyes betrayed a hint of fear. “How lovely to finally have visitors from the outside. What has brought you to my doorstep?”

“You lied to us,” Silas said.

Leonidas’s smile waned. “And so you have finally come to throw me out of this window?”

“I was not done. You lied to us. And you betrayed your rightful emperor because his mother happened to be Elition. I want to know if you’ve reconsidered your prejudice.”

Leonidas paced three laps around his tiny cell, his heels clicking against the rock floor. Silas watched his feet. The spy had managed to convince them to let him keep his shiny black dress shoes. He squeaked to an abrupt stop and looked Silas in the eye.

“Emperor Hayden Selpe is half-Elition. I don’t like it, but I won’t make a move against him.”

Which meant he would do nothing to help Hayden. Only his need to protect Marin would compel him to join them. Or at least that’s what Silas was betting on.

“Do you hate us all so much?” Ariella asked.

“No, not you, my dear.” He shone his white teeth at her. “But Elitions are a mixed bag. You have your psychotic killers and lovely ladies.”

“Just like humans,” Silas observed.

“Perhaps, but Elitions have certain abilities that make those of you on the devious end of the spectrum far more dangerous than any human could be.”

Silas wasn’t so sure about that. Lady Cassandra, the Selpe aristocrat who had spearheaded the death of Ambrose Selpe and the abduction of his sons, was human, and she’d nearly disrupted an entire empire with her masterful manipulations.

Ariella closed her fingers around the steel bars. “An Elition once wronged you.”

As soon as she said it, Silas knew it had to be true. Leonidas’s eyes confirmed it. This was no propaganda-slurping fool. He was a man with a personal grudge.

“There was this Elition who hung me out of a window. Twice,” he added, glaring at Silas.

“No, this is not about me.” He caught the flash of an ivory-colored skirt and knee-high brown leather boots. “It’s about a woman.”

Leonidas stumbled back, nearly tripping over his bed. “Stop plundering through my head,” he growled through clenched teeth, gripping his head tightly with both hands.

“Spit it out, and I won’t have to.”

The spy let out a melodramatic sigh. “It happened not long ago, just a few months before Ambrose Selpe’s death. I’d been stationed in Lear for just under a year. At first, I thought it was a promotion. It turned out to be nothing of the sort. But slowly I began to gather intelligence on my halfwitted Avan counterpart. One day, I was given the task to steal some mysterious technological doodad that Corse had gotten his hands on. I was sure that if only I could succeed, I’d be promoted out of that horrid hellhole. I had the piece in my hands, but it was stolen by an Elition pair before I could deliver it to my superiors.”

“Two women?” Ariella asked.

“A man and a woman. The woman seduced me, then she and her husband partner stole it. Seduced me. Stole from me.”

So that’s what this was about. The suave Selpe spy didn’t take well to being beaten at his own game. He considered seduction and theft to be his sole domain. The Elition pair had wounded his ego.

“You’re being a bit superficial, don’t you think?” said Ariella. “Surely, you can’t dislike all Elitions simply because two of us once embarrassed you.”

“And cost me my promotion.”

“Is this for real?” Ariella asked Silas.

“He’s definitely still upset about the incident, though I suspect there’s more to the story than he’s letting on. Even Leonidas Chase is not that self-absorbed.”

“Oh, yes I am!” protested the spy. At a hard look from Silas, he unclenched his fists and sat down on the edge of his bed. “But I do regret my part in Lady Cassandra’s power play.”

Because he did not like being manipulated.

“My career has only suffered since.”

And that too.

“I don’t enjoy being a wanted man. It doesn’t suit my temperament.”

“How would you like to go home?” Silas said.

“Uh-huh. Right. I wouldn’t make it two steps into the Selpe Empire before the Diamond Edges hauled me off to one of Lord Adrian’s secret dungeons. I’ve met Aaron Pall, and he’d give even you a run for your money, Silas. He’s a twisted bastard, and his creativity with a blade is just downright unnerving. I have no desire to be tortured by the likes of him. I think I’ll just stay right where I am, thank you very much.”

“Don’t you find it ironic that you’re now hiding yourself behind the very people you profess to hate?” asked Ariella.

“As I told you, I don’t hate Elitions.” His sigh was heavy and deep. “I said I made a mistake. What more do you want? Shall I apologize to every Elition I meet for the rest of my life?”

“As amusing as that would be to watch, I have a more suitable redemption in mind for you,” Silas replied.

“Let me guess. It involves impossible odds and certain death.”

“Nothing so dramatic. Merely slim odds and probable death.”

Leonidas frowned. “Fabulous. What’s the suicide mission?”

“Two days ago, Hayden and Ian Selpe went on a visit to the Hellean floating city of Oasis. Yesterday, just one day into their trip, there was an explosion in one of the labs. They are now missing. We are going up there to find them.”

“Is that all?”

“Members of the Crescent Order were seen entering the city. We believe they were sent in to finish the job. We’ll stop them,” Silas said.

“The Crescent Order? They’re worse than the Diamond Edges.” Leonidas stood and began to pace. “Worse than you, Silas.” He tapped his fingers against the wall as he moved. “I think I’ll pass. Even a chance at an imperial pardon is not worth that.” He turned his back on them.

“Marin was with them,” Ariella told him.

Leonidas swiveled back around so fast that he nearly tripped over his own feet. “What?”

“Marin was with Hayden and Ian Selpe in Oasis when an explosion blew a big hole in the city,” she clarified. “She’s also missing.”

Silas watched Leonidas’s jaw shift, setting into stubborn determination. Marin was reason enough. He was going to do it. He was going to risk his life to save hers. Leonidas kicked a cracked tile in the floor with the toe of his pristine shoe.

“I’m going to need the stuff the guards confiscated from me when I was brought here.”
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THERE WAS ONLY one way to get to a floating city, and that was to fly there. Since that didn’t seem to be on the very long list of Elition superhuman powers, Ariella and Silas had nominated Leonidas to solve this minor problem. That was what Silas had called it. A minor problem. And then he’d handed Leonidas a mere two thousand Crowns to fix it. As it turned out, the crazy Elition actually did have a sense of humor.

All this time, I must have been confusing Silas’s demented stare with his tickled-pink stare, thought Leonidas as he slunk down the back alley.

Airships were not taxis. They had their designated routes, and they didn’t deviate from them. Period. Leonidas could no more bribe the pilot to make a detour to Oasis than he could buy his own airship. Only the very richest Selpe lords could afford that indulgence.

The other way to fly was with a plane, but those were the sole domain of the military. The sale of them was highly restricted. The only people who could get their hands on one were highly ranked officers or aristocrats with enough money to pay off all the right people. Neither of which applied to the three of them. Nonetheless, Leonidas knew his best bet was still an airplane. Or more specifically, his best bet was to borrow an airplane from his old friend Darren Hollen in the city of Auster. There were only two problems with that.

First, Auster was a Selpe city, and Leonidas was not entirely certain his likeness had not been plastered all over the empire, right up beside the wanted posters of colorful characters such as the Rev pirate called ‘Ryder’ and the notoriously nefarious Elition assassin Jason Chanz.

Second, Darren was a former colleague in the Selpe Intelligence Network. Leonidas was pretty sure his poster did hang on the board at the Auster SIN office—and on the board at every other one in the empire. He had been, after all, one of their own, and the Selpe Intelligence Network did not look kindly on fallen spies.

Leonidas passed the backside of the Auster SIN office, a white concrete box building that blended in seamlessly with the other white concrete box buildings in that sector of the city. The houses along the waterfront boasted reds and oranges and yellows, but once you moved past that inviting facade, it was nothing but a ring of unimaginative grey, fading away each block until by the time you reached the center of Auster, the houses shone a uniform white. Leonidas slipped on his sunglasses to mitigate the blinding effect of a harsh afternoon sun bouncing off a sea of white sugar cubes.

A few blocks past the office, the alley dead-ended at a building of palace-like proportions. The street fed into a trio of broad steps that led up to a square platform with red doors on three sides. Over the entrance read the word ‘Pulse’. On each of the doors, a different symbol was stenciled in gold: a fork, a pillow, and a high-heeled shoe. Even for Darren, it was too early to hit the dance club or hotel, so Leonidas turned the knob of the door with the fork and went inside. A long hall, lined with pictures of famous people who’d visited Pulse since its establishment two hundred years ago, brought him to the building’s west wing.

A restaurant decorated to resemble a boat took up that entire section of the building. Echoing thumps reverberated beneath Leonidas’s boots as he walked across the wooden deck to a spiraling staircase made of the same material. He coiled his way up, passing a level dotted with flat-topped treasure chests refashioned to serve as tea tables.

On the next level, Summerland territory banners and Selpe imperial banners hung from clotheslines in an alternating pattern. The pale blue strings dripped down from ceiling beams. Down below on the ground were rows of tables, each one a different height, each one resembling the plank of a pirate’s ship.

The curling line of tables on the third level up coiled in toward the staircase like the pattern on a snail shell.

On the fourth level, the window fronts together formed one gigantic aquarium, and schools of fish swam the stream in a never-ending loop around the diners.

As Leonidas’s head crested the top of the staircase of the final level, he was flooded with a spectacular panoramic view of the bay and the city. Booths made of artistically faded wood lined the outer edge of the room, and a bar was set up just beside the stairs.

At the moment, there were but two diners, sitting at opposite ends of the room. Leonidas gave the redhead in an ink-black skirt suit an appraising once-over before turning to walk over to Darren. His friend sat facing the room, with his back against the cushioned corner and his eyes glued to a well-worn paperback. Leonidas read the title off the spine and chuckled to himself.

“You know, ten years is a long time to spend on a single book,” he said.

Darren’s olive-green eyes panned up from the page. “It depends on the book.”

Leonidas tilted his head.

“Classics of philosophy are meant to be slowly digested,” said Darren.

Leonidas gave him an indulgent nod.

“To be thought-provoking.”

Leonidas smiled.

“Oh, what do you know, you ignorant buffoon! Your idea of a thought-provoking book is one that contains explicit photos,” Darren hissed, throwing the old book at him.

Leonidas caught it in his hand just long enough to toss it back. “Or illustrations.” He grinned. “I’m not at all particular.”

Shaking his head, Darren stacked the book on top of his bag. “All right, you scoundrel. You might as well sit down before Amelia looks up from her peppermint tea long enough to figure out who you are.”

“Amelia?”

“The redhead you’ve been ogling at since you stepped foot in the room.”

“Was I that obvious?”

“When are you not obvious, Leonidas?” countered Darren.

“True,” Leonidas allowed, adding, “But the girls like it that way.”

Darren sighed. “Not that one. She may be easy on the eyes, but I swear she’s a demon’s spawn. If it meant a promotion, she’d turn you in in a heartbeat. Hell, she’d turn me in too.”

“And am I worth a promotion?”

“Nah, you’re not that spectacular. But your picture is up on the board.”

“A flattering one, I hope.”

“The one taken seven-and-a-half years ago outside the Castrated Pig in Cypress.”

Leonidas cringed. He’d been so wasted that night. Actually, he’d been completely wasted the entire trip. It was the week his and Darren’s younger and much stupider selves had personally discovered the secret of Cowboy Cocktails. The drinks scorched on the way down because one of the territory’s sadistic bartenders had come up with the idea to mix fire root and a bunch of other Elition drugs into them. Hallucination-inducing drugs. Leonidas and Darren had woken up one morning in a dirty alley outside the city with absolutely no memory of the previous twelve hours. As they dragged their reeking bodies and muddled minds back to their hotel, they’d agreed to swear off those cocktails forever.

“I suppose they wanted something that made me look feral,” Leonidas said.

“Yeah, well, you know how it goes. A crazy sociopath in rags makes a better villain than a well-groomed gentleman in a pressed suit.” Darren slapped him on the shoulder. “Your poster looks right at home next to the one of Jason Chanz.”

Ariella and Silas had met the assassin, but Leonidas had managed to avoid that honor so far. Still, dealing with Elitions was messy business. They were like some kind of gang, and they all seemed to know one another. Sooner or later, it was inevitable that his group would cross paths with Jason Chanz. He dreaded that day. There would probably be bodies. Lots and lots of bodies.

“Leonidas,” Darren said seriously. He looked around, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “Are you going to tell me how you ended up on that board? Because the Leonidas I know would never have betrayed the Empire.”

“It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, I thought I was acting in the best interests of the Empire, but I was only acting stupid. I was manipulated, used, and then discarded to the hounds. I’m trying to redeem myself. To clear my name. And that’s why I’m here, Darren. I need your help.”

“The Selpe Intelligence Network, my employer, considers you a criminal. I’m supposed to apprehend you. Or shoot you on sight. They’re not too particular about it. I’m most certainly not supposed to help you. Just by talking to you here, I risk being labelled as an accomplice and having my poster stuck to the board right next to yours.”

Leonidas swore that when this was all over and his name was finally cleared, he would track down Lady Cassandra and shoot that vile harpy in the head. She’d played them all like puppets, and when her scheme was thwarted, she managed to escape her prison cell, leaving her few remaining loose ends to rot or to die. She’d even had her lover’s head blown off, which made Leonidas thank his lucky stars that he’d never slept with her. You don’t dance the horizontal tango with someone and then turn right around and have him blown to bits. That’s just not good manners.

“You owe me on account of that nasty shooting incident in Timberland,” Leonidas told Darren.

“You’re not going to bring up that now, are—”

“I saved your life.”

“You bastard.” Darren showed his angry face, which made him look more constipated than scary. “What do you want?”

“I need to borrow an airplane.”

Darren looked as though he’d just asked for the moon. “Don’t ask for much, do you?”

Leonidas shrugged. “I wouldn’t waste that favor you owe me on just anything.”

Darren stared at him for several seconds, all the while scraping his teeth together. Finally, he said, “I don’t have an airplane to give you.”

“There’s one sitting at the docks with gigantic garish SIN logos plastered all over its bright and shiny hull.”

“Again, I say it. I don’t have an airplane to give you.”

“Fine, you don’t have to get me the keys. Just tell me the code to turn off the security system. I can hotwire a stupid plane.”

Darren gave him a hard look. “And how exactly do you think stealing from the Selpe Intelligence Network will help you clear your name?”

“It’s all part of the plan.”

“Dare I ask what this plan is?”

“Better not. You don’t want to incriminate yourself,” said Leonidas.

“Probably too late for that anyway,” he grumbled. “Ok, Leonidas. Fine. I’ll help you.”

Finally, a bit of luck.

“But I can’t give you the codes. Each of us has a different code to unlock the plane. If I give you mine, they’ll know. And it will all come back to me.”

Trust it to spies to be so paranoid. If only Marin were here, Leonidas wouldn’t need any stinking codes. She would just hack the damn thing. Of course, if Marin were here, he wouldn’t need to be.

“Give me her code,” Leonidas suggested, nodding toward the redheaded spy. She was still absorbed with whatever was on her screen and didn’t seem to notice.

“Sadly, I don’t know it.” Darren actually did look genuinely disappointed.

“You’re slipping, my friend.”

“Spare me,” he retorted, picking at the worn edges of his book.

Leonidas watched him, and then it hit him. “You like her.”

“What?” Darren straightened. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Yes, you do.” Why didn’t I see it right away? He, too, was slipping. “You bring out that stupid book whenever a new infatuation hits. And you always read it in front of the girl you like, thinking it makes you look like an intellectual.”

“I am an intellectual.”

“Sure, sure.” Leonidas chuckled. “Then, tell me. What’s your favorite part of the job, Darren? Sitting in your office? Or being out in the field, really living it?”

Darren frowned. “That doesn’t prove anything. And if you want my help in your misguided scheme, you’ll stop teasing me.”

Leonidas intertwined his fingers together and set his hands on the table. He gave Darren a congenial smile and began to hum a tune under his breath.

“That’s better. So, I can’t get you that plane, but I can tell you where in Auster you can find another one.”

“I’m listening.”

“Right at the docks at the outer eastern edge of town is the city junkyard.”

A junkyard? He could not be serious. Leonidas sighed. “Continue.”

“It turns out the proprietor has gotten his hands on an old Seabird. He’s hidden it away inside the dome-shaped shack at the waterfront edge of his property.”

“Do the soldiers patrolling the docks know he’s storing illegal goods?”

Darren smiled. “I saw no reason to tell them.”

Leonidas didn’t need to ask why. Selpe soldiers and spies did not get along.

“It’s their job to keep an eye on the Avans, not police the streets of Auster,” Darren added.

“And do the city guards know?”

“I saw even less reason to tell them. Not after they confiscated my electric scooter. It was not that loud, I tell you. There’s no way it broke any city noise level ordinance. Nitpicking ninnies.”

“So, what kind of Seabird is sitting in this junkyard?” Leonidas asked. Please don’t say the Seabird-4. Please, please—

“A Seabird-4.”

Damn. “A series of superb planes, and it had to be the lemon of the line. You know, it was the Seabird-4 that killed the line.”

Darren shrugged. “The one in the junkyard seemed mostly functional when I saw it.”

“When was that?”

“About four months ago.”

In other words, an eternity in scrapyard parts time. “Someone just shoot me now,” sighed Leonidas.

“Careful, man. With that bounty on your head, you might just get your wish.”

“I thought I was just another poster on the SIN board.”

Darren snorted at the word ‘just’. “Inside the Selpe Intelligence Network, yes. But to the scavengers of the world, you’re worth twenty thousand Crowns. You really haven’t seen the posters? They’re plastered all over the main street.”

Leonidas had been avoiding the main street. He dropped his face into his hands. “No.”

“SIN didn’t want them put up. You know how it is. We deal with our own traitors,” Darren said. “But this came directly from the Selpe Advisory Council just last week. They put the bounty on your head.”

Leonidas tried to pinpoint which person on the council he had managed to piss off, but it was no use. He was pretty sure he’d annoyed all of them. Well, never mind. He’d deal with that problem. Eventually. Or he’d save Marin and the Selpe boys and then not have to. Maybe it wasn’t so bad after all that Ariella and Silas had come to get him from Precipice.

“Ok, I’ll check out the junkyard. But I’m still going to need to borrow a few SIN stickers from you,” he told Darren.

“I hope you’re not planning on impersonating an agent of the Selpe Intelligence Network.”

“Darren, I am an agent of the Selpe Intelligence Network.”

“No, you were an agent. But you aren’t any more,” Darren reminded him. As though he needed the reminder.

“Well, then it wouldn’t be hard to impersonate one.”

“I hope you’re not planning on impersonating an agent of the Selpe Intelligence Network,” Darren repeated, this time deadpan.

“No, I’d just like a few of those snazzy SIN stickers for my bed’s headboard, so I can play spy whenever I have nocturnal visitors.”

Darren stared at him blankly, then managed to stammer out, “Sometimes, I don’t know whether to take you seriously, Leonidas.”

Join the club. “Stickers, please.”

Darren leaned over to reach into his bag. “And then we’re even.”

As soon as Darren’s back was turned, Leonidas slipped the SIN identification badge out of his pocket. “Sure. If the plane is actually flight-worthy,” he added, making a fist to hide the pilfered badge.

Leonidas waited for his friend to hand him the stickers, then tucked the badge between the papers as he stuffed the stack into his backpack. He stood and swung a strap over his shoulder.

“Well, good luck, Leonidas,” Darren said, raising his glass. “You will most certainly be needing it.”

 “Thanks. It’s always nice to have someone rooting for me,” replied Leonidas, and then he walked back to the staircase and spiraled his way down, stealing one final glance at the redhead.
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SILAS DIDN’T TRUST the spy. In fact, he didn’t trust most people. Especially Selpes. Even less so Selpe spies. And least of all that particular Selpe spy, who’d already lied to them.

What Silas did trust was Leonidas’s sense of preservation and his desire to see Marin safe again. That’s why he was indulging this detour to Auster, even as the days slipped away. Three days. Nearly half a week. That was how long it had been since the explosion in Oasis and how long since the Crescent Order had flown up there. The assassins were after Hayden and Ian Selpe. The question was why? Who had hired them, and what did they want?

Half a week was no more than the blink of an eye in Silas’s long life, but he knew it felt like a lifetime to two boys being pursued by assassins. And the human world moved quickly. The Selpes had already written Hayden and Ian off as dead. They would crown a new emperor before winter. Silas knew the potential candidates for the job—those few remaining relations of Ambrose Selpe—and he didn’t trust a single one of them. He wouldn’t let it come to that.

Not if I can help it, Silas thought to himself as he walked beside Leonidas on the way to the city junkyard. He knew the spy would have preferred to bring along Ariella, but she’d bolted at the suggestion of visiting a ‘graveyard of mechanical menaces’.

Now that Leonidas had a bounty on his head—a well-deserved bounty as far as Silas was concerned—it was prudent to bring someone along to watch his back as he tried to talk the proprietor of the junkyard into illegally selling him an airplane. Since that plane seemed to be their only way up to Oasis, Silas didn’t really mind going with him. Leonidas was usually smart enough not to provoke him needlessly. Silas had long since learned to control his Phantom rage, but that didn’t mean doing so wasn’t a strain on his mental faculties. Ambrose had been all right, but the same could not be said for all those brain-splitting lords that swarmed around him, filling his schedule—and, by extension, Silas’s—with needless meetings. They had made those sixteen years one gigantic, never-ending migraine.

“Here it is. I think I should go first,” Leonidas said as they reached a lopsided rusty sign dangling from the chain-link fence by a single loose screw.

The sign read, ‘Welcome to Master Dominick’s Metal Works and Parts, Dock 192, Auster. Please ring the bell before entering. Trespassers and thieves will be shot dead on sight.’

Leonidas blinked. “On second thought, maybe you should go first. You look rather bulletproof.”

Silas smirked at the spy, then walked past him. He pounded both chain-link doors, and they swung open so far that they bounced off the back side of the fence with clanging accompaniment.

Silas and Leonidas passed by an alley of old kitchen and bathroom parts, then turned the corner. The narrow path opened up into a field of neatly stacked cars. Too neatly stacked. The missing glass, rusted bodies, and overall shabby state of the vehicles was not worthy of the time someone had invested in arranging them so precisely.

There were three of these car walls, each one six cars high and a single car wide. The length of the stacks extended anywhere between twenty to thirty cars, nearly from one edge of the yard to the other. In short, the area was a party of a million blind spots. And that grated on Silas’s sensibilities—both Phantom and bodyguard. One didn’t simply stroll onto a scene such as this.

Those same instincts were also screaming for him to notice a wheezy, raspy cough that was coming from behind the first wall of cars. The cough belonged to a man who’d inhaled enough smoke and fumes in his lifetime to kill him three times over. It was a wonder he was still alive. His heart and the hearts of his three companions beat out a steady rhythm. They were calm, which told Silas two things. First, the four men had set up this same ambush before. And second, they were complete morons. They thought those stacked car barricades made them impervious.

“So, do you want to shoot them, or shall I?” Leonidas whispered.

Well, what do you know, the spy has skills after all. Silas looked at him. “How many do you count?”

“Four,” he answered without pause. “Two in the red car with the roof torn off and two inside that yellow truck without a back bumper. They’re armed.”

“Yes, I heard the guns.”

Silas scanned the area surrounding the two vehicles. From a superficial glance, they appeared to be integrated into the stack of cars, but they’d merely been neatly tucked into gaps in the wall. Neither the bus above the red car, nor the taxi above the truck were putting any weight on them. They could drive in and out of those camouflaged parking spots with relative ease. So that was their game.

“They’re far too cozy to be just any common thugs. They’re acting like this is their territory. Like they’re guarding it,” said Silas. “I think we’re about to be greeted by Master Dominick’s welcoming party.”

“Ok.” Leonidas’s face hardened into one of dispassionate professionalism. “How do you want to play this?”

“You step out there and get them to focus their attention on you.”

“You mean, focus their guns on me.”

“Just for a few seconds until I can get behind the next stack of cars.”

“And then?”

“And then you wait for the crash.”

Leonidas bit down on his lip. “Fine. But you’d better not dilly-dally while I’m being shot through with bullets.”

“Don’t get shot then.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Leonidas said, and he walked toward the first car wall.

Silas ran up the fence, darted across the top edge, then ran back down to land behind the second stack. As two engines revved up, he peeked through a gap to see the cars occupied by the junkyard bouncers drive out of their coves in opposite directions. They passed through the narrow opening on each side without even braking. This was certainly not their first time. The men expelled crass jeers at Leonidas, and their engines roared in accompaniment. They began to drive in wide circles around him. With each lap, the cars moved in closer.

It was an intimidation game, and it wouldn’t be long before they moved from pounding their chests and waving their guns in the air like delinquent teenagers, to shooting something a bit more potent than insults at Leonidas. Silas dashed off to stand behind the first wall. He pressed his palms against the car wall, and it tottered. Neat lines or not, the thing was as unstable as cake pudding.

As the cars curled around, their tires screeched and their engines roared. His hands still pressed against the wall, Silas waited for the two cars to cross paths, and then he gave it a forceful shove. The wall toppled over and smacked down hard against the tops of the thugs’ two cars, trapping them beneath the weight of several dozen vehicles. Surprised gasps turned into indignant curses.

At the edge of the wall, Leonidas dove through an opening in the falling cars. He turned the dive into a roll and bounced back to his feet.

“Thanks for the warning,” Leonidas grumbled, dusting off his fancy suit.

“I did mention a crash,” said Silas.

“Yes, but I didn’t realize that involved me dodging falling cars.”

“You performed the maneuver as though you’ve done it many times before.”

“I have.”

“Then I’m not sure what the problem is.”

Leonidas shook his head but didn’t comment. Instead, he looked to the four men shifting about, trying to free themselves from the pile of cars pressing down on their intimidation vehicles. “What should we do about them?”

“Leave them. It will take them a long time to get out of there, and by the time they do, we’ll already be gone.”

Silas pressed his arms against his chest and glared at the four buried men, allowing his eyes to go white. The men desisted in their efforts to swim through the debris.

“We’re going to pay a visit to your boss to see about buying a plane,” Silas told them.

In response, one of the men tried to shoot him with his buried gun. An echoing clink told Silas that the bullet had bounced off a metal rod. And the squeal from one of the other men told him it had found a different target.

“If this is the way they greet all their boss’s customers, then it’s no wonder he doesn’t have enough money to repair that rusted sign at the entrance,” Leonidas said.

Silas pointed to the shack with a chalkboard of scribbled prices posted outside. “You can share that business advice with Master Dominick when we meet him.”

Leonidas frowned at the buried men, likely anticipating a similarly warm welcome. “Peachy.”
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As it turned out, Master Dominick was about as meek as Davin Storm—no, wait, that wasn’t right. The prince of Elitia was just an idiot.

But getting back to the junkyard, the owner’s meekness certainly explained the hired muscle. He was overcompensating.

Silas looked around the office. Framed photographs of vintage vehicles were hung up on the wood walls in an evenly spaced line, one above each metal grey filing cabinet. A selection of folders, ordered by color, sat in one basket on the desk, a neat stack of typed pages in the other. A bundle of pencils stood upright in a jar, each one sharpened to precisely the same height. The man was an obsessive compulsive hermit.

He was also a stuttering ball of nervous energy. Within half a sentence, Leonidas had convinced him to show them to the hangar hiding the airplane. It was an enormous white dome built over the water, a private enclosed parking lot of watercraft. Several boats were tied to the dock, innocuous pieces of wood, metal, and plastic surrounding the old water plane.

The fact that Master Dominick was in possession of illegal goods told Silas that he got off on the thought of subverting authority. His hiding of the plane—and the irregular twitch of his eye as he looked at it—meant he would turn and run should that authority ever come knocking. Clearly, he wasn’t cut out for dealing on the black market.

Leonidas had honed in on that same weakness, and was now exploiting it to attempt to buy the plane off of him.

“Master Dominick, this Seabird-4 is hardly worth the trouble it’s putting you through,” Leonidas purred, turning his eyes on the muddy-splattered white and blue seaplane. There were more than a few dents in its body, as though every pilot who had ever flown it had crashed into one thing or another.

The junkyard proprietor gave Leonidas a suspicious squint through tiny round spectacles. “Trouble you boys caused.”

Leonidas tilted his head toward Silas. “Big Bob here didn’t mean any harm. When those men started circling around us, he panicked and ran straight into that car wall. He’s a strong fellow, but he’s rather lacking in the brains department. It’s a problematic combination.”

Master Dominick grunted in agreement. “That’s for sure.”

Silas felt his eyes starting to phase white, burning his face. It took every drop of willpower he had to keep them blue. He and Leonidas would be having a little chat when they were through with the junkyard.

“We, however, would be willing to put an end to all your troubles and take this wretched plane off your hands,” Leonidas offered.

Master Dominick frowned, his nose cringed in suspicion. “If it’s so ‘wretched’, then why do you want it so much?”

“Want it?” Leonidas favored him with an indulgent smile. “No, you misunderstand. Our employer simply requires a few cheap and disposable aircraft for a bit of target practice, is all.”

“Your employer wouldn’t happen to be a Selpe lord, would he?”

“Oh, no. Of course not. No Selpe lord would ever tarnish himself by purchasing illegal goods.” Leonidas winked at him. “So, are you looking to sell or not? We’d like to get out of here before the Auster City Guard comes marching in.”

Paling, Master Dominick asked, “They know about it?”

“Unless they’re all asleep, they certainly should by now,” replied Leonidas. “News of the plane has spread all over the city. Now, we heard it from this old man at the flea market, but he says he heard it from a barmaid, who heard it from—”

“You can have it,” Master Dominick cut in. “Ten thousand Crowns.”

“We’ll give you two thousand,” countered Leonidas. 

“Two…thousand?” stuttered Master Dominick. “Now, see here, sonny. That plane cost me—”

“Oh, you’re right. What was I thinking?” Leonidas smiled. “I’m sure the Auster City Guard has a much better offer in mind for you.”

Master Dominick’s mouth fell open. He moved his lips, but nothing more than a pop came out. Leonidas smiled and waited.

“Take it,” Master Dominick said finally, his shoulders slumped over. “Just get that damn thing off my property.”

“Fabulous.” Leonidas set a stack of bills in his hand, then walked down the dock. He stopped before the plane and turned back around to wave Silas forward. “Come, Big Bob.”

Oh, yes, Silas thought with grim satisfaction. I’m really going to have to kill the spy when this is all over. But for now, he joined him at the plane.

Master Dominick hit the button to open the hangar doors. As they spread, spilling in streams of daylight, he stared at Silas and Leonidas and scratched his head. They’d only just climbed inside when the junkyard proprietor’s eyes lit up in recognition and locked on the spy.

“He’s identified you,” Silas told Leonidas.

“Too late,” he replied.

The plane’s engine roared to life, its propellers began to spin, and Leonidas drove it out into the bay before Master Dominick could do so much as close his unlatched jaw.
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THE SEAPLANE SHUDDERED and dipped. It lasted only a second, but that was long enough for Silas to aim a hard stare at Leonidas.

“Sorry about that.”

The giant Elition continued to stare, his eyes pulsing white. Leonidas had the unsettling suspicion that those eyes could burn a hole through his head. Considering what he knew Elitions could do, it was not a mad thought.

“Just a sticky lever.”

Silas arched an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed.

“I’m not so familiar with this particular plane model.”

Because it is over fifty years old, he wanted to add. They didn’t even make the Seabird-4 anymore. No one wanted it, and it was no wonder. Turning the steering wheel was like churning butter. It jerked and hiccuped and belched dubious black smoke out of its tail end. Leonidas was fairly certain it would survive the flight to Oasis, but he was less optimistic about his chances of getting it up in the air again. Once they found Marin, maybe she could work some of her mechanical magic to spit some life into the dilapidated plane. Leonidas gritted his teeth. Marin…

“Leonidas, is this truly the best vehicle you could find us?” Ariella asked for the two-hundred-and-fifty-seventh time. She was a beautiful woman, but she was also really starting to grate on Leonidas’s nerves.

He sighed and counted back slowly from ten before speaking. He could not afford to snap at the Elitions. Silas would toss him overboard.

“As I explained before, planes are the domain of the military. The only people who can get their hands on one are highly ranked officers and filthy rich aristocrats who have bought off anyone who matters inside the military. You put two thousand Crowns in my hand and told me to get you a plane. That’s not enough money to buy off anyone. In fact, that’s not even enough to buy a car, let alone a plane. We were lucky to get this miracle of aeronautic mastery.”

Miracle because it was a wonder the hunk of metal could fly. Nervous Master Dominick had parted with it easily enough. Leonidas probably could have kept the two thousand, now that he thought about it. A shame. One could buy a hell of a lot of shoes with two thousand Crowns.

“I keep seeing this plane crash. I can’t get the image out of my head,” Ariella told Silas.

“A foresight?”

“No, just my own gruesome imagination.” She swallowed hard. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t crash. Last time I was in Orion, I watched one of those news reports about a plane crash. Everyone on board died.”

“Our chances of surviving a crash are significantly higher than those of a human.”

Well, it was certainly always nice to see the silver lining.

Ariella gripped her armrests. “Maybe I’ll just close my eyes until it’s over.”

“As you wish.” Silas turned to Leonidas. “How long until we reach Oasis?”

So they did remember he was sitting right there. Hmm.

“We’re nearly around the Carmine Peninsula. Once we’re clear of it, we should be able to catch our first glimpse of Oasis,” he replied.

Leonidas looked out of the side window. Below them, sparkling blue waves lapped the coastline, rolling over a beach of pale pink sand. Most of the world’s beaches were golden, white, or rocky grey; those of the Carmine Peninsula, the Avan Empire’s foothold in the east, were pink. The Avans had early on recognized the novelty, transforming the coastal region into a bustling tourist hub of all-inclusive beachfront resorts. Dubbed Pink Sands, it was the only Avan territory completely open to outsiders.

As the plane slipped around the peninsula’s southern tip, the open ocean spread out before them like a silken sheet of shimmering ultramarine. A layer of sunny sky sat above it, unblemished but for a perfectly round disc that hovered a few hundred meters over the water, the morning light bouncing off its smooth silver surface. From a distance, the disc was unremarkable, but as they drew nearer, its unsettling elegance became obvious.

A row of perfectly spaced gargantuan windows punctuated the smooth outer walls of the lowest level. It was topped by a section several times as high and windowless but for a few tiny circles; within those were the service shafts and other internal workings. Another few levels of full-height windows came next, and trees shot out the top of the city like flowers inside an oversized silver pot. Or toppings on a pizza. A gigantic flying pizza.

“Are we falling?” Ariella asked, looking horrified as she took a quick peek. She promptly clamped her eyelids down.

“Not falling, just descending slightly,” Leonidas told her. “We need to fly under the city.”

That’s what the monotoned voice who’d answered his call to Oasis had instructed him to do earlier. He’d called the Hellean city from Auster, passing himself off as an investigator from the Selpe Intelligence Network who was looking into the accident that had resulted in the disappearances of Emperor Selpe and his brother. He hadn’t mentioned Marin. No one would believe an agent of the Selpe Empire would care a hoot about a missing research scientist, no matter how brilliant she was.

“Why?” Silas demanded.

“Because that’s what they told me to do. And the Helleans have been known to shoot down planes for not following their docking procedure to the letter.”

As the plane passed under the city, Leonidas looked up through a grid of metal-framed glass panels. That right there just redefined the whole concept of ‘ocean view’ apartment. The citizens of Oasis sure were living well.

Silas glared up through the city’s glass floor, his eyes hard and suspicious. He pointed up at the city, whose shadow completely swallowed their tiny plane. “This position is vulnerable. It’s unlikely we could evade them should they target us with their weapons, and there’s no way for us to retaliate.”

“I guess that’s sort of the point. The Helleans don’t want to expose themselves to attack, so they immediately shoot any plane out of the sky that tries to fly over one of their cities—or even dares to fly level with them. It’s all about maintaining the upper hand,” said Leonidas.

“I don’t like it,” Silas declared.

“We’re no match for them in this old rust bucket anyway. Even the Selpe military’s fancy fighter jets are no match for the Helleans. You know that.”

Silas chose to ignore this revelation of reality. “What are you doing now?”

Leonidas flew out past the city, then looped the plane back around. “Bringing us to the hangar,” he explained.

Two doors spread open in the city’s smooth silver surface, creating a gap in the service layer. Leonidas took a deep breath and flew the plane inside the bay.

In his call with Oasis, Leonidas had introduced himself as Darren Hollen. He hoped Darren wouldn’t hold that against him. Though they had been friends for a long time, Leonidas had to admit that Darren had likely only foregone shooting him on sight because of that incident in Timberland. Seeing as Darren now considered that debt paid in full, Leonidas hoped his friend had waited at least an hour before making the call to SIN headquarters. They’d been through a lot together. He damn well owed Leonidas an hour’s head start.

The Helleans had agreed to receive him in Oasis, though it was unlikely they would take kindly to his sort of snooping. Their government’s official line was that they were neutral in the world’s politics.

In other words, they would sell to anyone for the right price.

Not that there was anything the Selpes or Avans, their two largest customers, could do about it. Hellean technology was the most advanced in the world, particularly in the field of airship engineering. They designed and built most of the world’s airships. They even oversaw the operation of all the stations where the two empires’ ships landed and disembarked. Even more impressive yet, the Helleans had built the world’s floating cities, and their entire population lived inside those gravity-defying installations, high above land and ocean.

“It’s showtime,” Leonidas said as soon as the plane had landed.

Ariella stood and strapped her sword to her back. “What does that even mean?”

Leonidas turned back to check if she were truly serious. Her violet eyes sparkled with skepticism. Yep, dead serious. Elitions might have been the masters of gravity defying acrobatics, but some things just went right over their heads.

He sighed. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

Leonidas patted down his suit and led the way out. He donned the signature threads of the Selpe Intelligence Network, right down to the twin daggers attached to his gold-buckled black belt. Mahogany-brown leather boots peeked out from pants that were shimmery silver with a subtle blue undertone. The matching jacket was buttoned low to reveal the fitted blue-black shirt beneath. The stretchy shirt, which adjusted marvelously to his every movement, was high-collared, but Leonidas had left the top button undone, aiming for a neat but slightly manic appearance.

Alongside the daggers, he’d added his Boar Hunter. At two-hundred-and-fifty millimeters long of sleek silver metal, the pistol was more portable than a rifle but still looked imposing enough to make most people think twice about messing with him. And since Leonidas’s life often depended on shooting fast, he was also particularly fond of the Boar Hunter’s laser sight.

He hoped these extra wardrobe and weaponry touches—plus the two Elitions flanking him, dressed in ultra-black hypermodern skintight synthetic bodysuits, high leather boots, and an armory’s worth of blades—would convey that he wasn’t afraid to bash a few heads together to get what he wanted.

The door out of the docking bay slid open before them, and Leonidas stumbled back from the flood of light streaming in from the hallway, stomping on Silas’s foot. The Elition giant gave him a cold glare, pushing him back into the hall.

White and blinding, the hallway lights bounced off the bleached walls and snow white marble floors. It was like stepping into a snowstorm—a snowstorm blasted with floodlights. He slipped on his dark sunglasses and continued. The sharp click of his boots echoed in the wide corridor, but behind him the Elitions were as silent as ghosts.

At the end of the very long hallway, two guards in formfitting white uniforms stood before the door. Two white guns blended in with the men and the hall. It was all one big white mess. Who even carried white guns? Leonidas almost snorted, but he resisted the urge. The guards’ uniforms hugged every curve of their muscle-bound bodies. They looked like they demolished cars for a living—with their bare hands.

Leonidas stole a look back at Silas and was satisfied that his muscle man was even bigger. Ariella looked like she could be snapped in half with two fingers, but Leonidas knew she could probably throw the two human guards across the room without getting a single strand of that pretty silver ponytail out of place. But the Elitions were behind him. And he was nearly nose-to-nose with Snowflake and Icicle. Perhaps, he should have had the Elitions take the lead.

“This section is off limits until further notice,” said Snowflake.

“If you wish to experience the many wonders Oasis has to offer, take the south exit from the hallway. That will take you to an elevator that brings you to the tourism district. Highlights of Oasis include the upper deck parks, the Glass Restaurant, and the Flying Tunnels,” Icicle spouted off with the enthusiasm of a computer.

“I am Agent Darren Hollen with the Selpe Intelligence Network,” Leonidas told them. That’s who the badge he’d swiped off Darren—and doctored to display his photo instead—said he was.

The guards seemed unimpressed, but Leonidas couldn’t let that deter him. He folded his sunglasses neatly into his breast pocket and turned his eyes on them.

“I’m here to investigate the accident in your lab that resulted in the disappearance of His Imperial Majesty, Hayden Selpe, and the Crown Prince Ian Selpe, his heir and brother,” Leonidas declared, trying to load steel into his voice. “My team and I require access to the scene of the incident.”

Snowflake’s eyes darted back to the two Elitions that made up his ‘team’. Leonidas kept his gaze fixed on the guards, but he hoped Silas had taken the hint to look menacing. Perhaps for dramatic effect he could even turn his eyes white, as he was so fond of doing. Or at least flex the muscles in those tree trunk arms. Something. Anything.

As one, the guards shifted their weight uneasily. Silas must have figured it out, or maybe he’d simply read Leonidas’s mind. Now that was a disturbing thought.

Icicle exchanged glances with Snowflake, then said, “I’ll need to clear this first.”

“You do that. We’ll be right here,” Leonidas told him, indicating himself and the two Elitions.

Icicle dashed off, and Snowflake moved in front of the door. Leonidas glanced back to see that Silas had indeed made his eyes go white, and he was staring at the guard with arms crossed against his chest, his fingers lightly tapping the arsenal of knives strapped to his thick arms. They were on the same team, and even Leonidas could barely suppress the shiver in his bones.

Snowflake was making a valiant effort not to look intimidated, but he couldn’t hide the nervous flicker of his eyes. Silas was always scary, but he could really make himself look like a hellfire demon when he wanted to.

The door slid open, and Icicle reappeared, accompanied by a man in a freshly ironed white suit with rows of diamond borders along his lapels. Ok, then. Someone had far too much money.

“I will show you to the lab,” the man said. His voice was as smooth as whipped cream. “You will have fifteen minutes.”

That was better than Leonidas had expected. Technically speaking, the Helleans didn’t have to humor them at all. If anything, the Selpes and Avans had to make sure to stay on their good side, lest the shipments of technological wonders suddenly stopped. Were the two empires to go to war again, the Helleans could easily pick the winner. All they’d have to do is send their preferred choice ships and guns. No one could make ships and guns better than the Helleans. But they only shared the ships. The guns they kept entirely to themselves.

Leonidas was so distracted by the thought that he nearly bumped into their diamond host. The Hellean had stopped outside of a room marked ‘Laboratory 26’ on the door.

“I will wait outside,” the man said, stepping aside.

That was even more unexpected. He didn’t seem the least bit concerned that Leonidas’s team would poach their technology. Then again, neither the Selpes nor the Avans had managed to reverse engineer anything of Hellean design. Perhaps—just perhaps—Marin could do it. The Helleans had obviously seen potential in her if they’d offered her a collaborative position there. Had she maybe learned too much? Is that why she’d mysteriously disappeared from the lab? Maybe this wasn’t about the Emperor and his brother at all. Maybe they’d just been caught in the crossfire.

Silas pushed past Leonidas, bumping him on his way into the lab. Ariella paused just long enough to give him a ‘what are you doing just standing there?’ kind of look, then followed Silas inside. But Leonidas had questions. He turned to the man.

“What happened in the lab?”

The man arched a bored blond eyebrow. “You have read the reports.”

“I want to hear it from you.”

“At 15:50 on the 28th of August, there was an explosion in the lab. As per our security procedures, the doors into the lab was automatically sealed off to protect the rest of the city. The automatic sprinklers put out the fire, and then the computer commenced with the decontamination procedure. Once the scene was determined safe, the doors were unlocked. A team entered the lab at 16:35 to discover the three people inside were gone.”

The written intelligence report had contained more feeling than this man’s retelling.

“For the record, please state the people who went missing from the lab,” said Leonidas.

“Emperor Hayden Selpe. Prince Ian Selpe. Dr. Aquamarine Graunt.”

“Were there any other people present? Ones who did not go missing?”

In other words, witnesses.

“No, only those three were inside the lab at the time of the accident. The corridor was empty. The adjacent labs in this section were unoccupied.”

Well, that was a bit too neat for comfort.

“Are laboratory accidents common in Oasis?”

The man didn’t even bother to look insulted. Maybe he honestly didn’t care. “No.”

“How many have you had in the last year?”

“One.”

Ok, then. “How many besides that one have you ever had in Oasis?”

“None.”

“Besides Hayden and Ian Selpe, how many visits from the Selpe imperial family have you had in Oasis?”

“None.”

Leonidas couldn’t help himself. The words begged to be spoken. “And you don’t find that at all suspicious?”

The man merely checked his watch. “You have twelve minutes remaining. It would be wise to make the most of them.”

Certain he was not going to get anything else remotely useful out of the man, Leonidas stepped through the door. The lab wasn’t just one room. It was a continuous corridor of three rooms, the first two connected by a typical white door and the second by a clear glass door. The sterile white walls were as spotless as anything Leonidas had come to expect of the Helleans. The wood floor, so pale it was nearly white, reflected the ceiling spotlights.

Ariella and Silas stood at the far wall of the first room, peering down at the floor. Past them, both doors were open, giving Leonidas a good look at the gigantic hole blown out of the back window. No, not blown. The Helleans had taped it shut with thick white bands, but sun shone through the opening, highlighting the clean edges of the hole. The glass had been cut. This was no explosion.

He took a step forward, shivering from the nip of a chilly ocean breeze against his skin. The hair on his hands stood on end. It was more than just the breeze. The lab felt like a tomb. A tomb without bodies or blood. A hand gripped his shoulder, and he nearly jumped out of his shoes.

“Leonidas, we found something,” Ariella said. “Over here.”

He followed her over to the door. As they stopped, Silas extended his hand, which held a clump of purple-black hair fifty centimeters in length. From one end dangled a bloody wad of scalp.
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“NEITHER HAYDEN NOR Ian nor Marin has black hair,” Silas pointed out, tossing the hair clump onto the nearest table.

If for nothing else, Ariella could at least be thankful for that. Of course, the absence of their detached body parts was hardly proof in and of itself that Marin and the Selpe brothers were unhurt.

“What do you figure?” she asked him.

Silas’s blue-white eyes scanned the three rooms. “There are no signs of an explosion.”

Ariella followed his gaze and nodded. She’d noticed that too. No scorch marks, no broken furniture, no blood. Perhaps, the Helleans had simply lived up to their meticulous reputation and repaired the damage, but then why was there still a hole in the window? Ariella could hardly imagine they would scrub down a few internal walls before patching up a gaping hole in their city’s facade.

Leonidas had already wandered over to the window and was walking slowly back to them, his thoughtful gaze pausing to focus on things several times along the way. By the time he was standing before them, his face was both relieved and perplexed.

“There was no explosion. It was an attack,” he declared. “My guess would be the Crescent Order.”

“They were seen entering the city after Marin, Hayden, and Ian disappeared—not before,” Ariella reminded him.

He shrugged. “Then there were two waves of them. The second assassin group could have been reinforcements for the first…” His eyes drifted up in thoughtful silence. “Yes, that makes sense. They would need more bodies after what happened to their comrades.”

“Which was?”

Leonidas leaned over and extracted something from the floor border. “Their prey fought back.”

“How do you know?”

Silas’s hard eyes shifted from Ariella to Leonidas. “Explain.”

“Much as you would like to discount my skills, they are quite useful,” he began, puffing out his chest defensively. “In this case, my keen detective skills.”

The confusion must have shown plain and simple on her face because Leonidas let out a heavy sigh. “I can decipher the clues of the scene.”

“Like a Cipher?” Ariella wondered aloud. Elition Ciphers were particularly adept at solving puzzles and codes.

“In this case, very much like a Prior,” Silas told her.

“Ah.”

Elition Priors could peer into the past. A select few could even see events unfold in their entirety. One of those Priors would have been useful to have along on this trip. They could have followed the Memory breadcrumbs to Hayden, Ian, and Marin.

Leonidas glared at Silas. “Why do you always do that?”

“What?”

“Box whatever I say into some Elition ability compartment.”

Ariella stepped between the men, who both looked about half a second away from exchanging blows. “Please tell us what you believe happened here, Leonidas.”

He continued to glare at Silas for a few seconds, then flashed a charming grin at Ariella. “Gladly.” He tapped a finger on the desk. “We’ll start at the beginning. The assassins rushed into the lab from the hall, catching Marin and the Selpe brothers by surprise. While Marin mixed up a smoke bomb inside a bowl, Hayden and Ian threw objects at the six assassins to buy her some time to finish. Marin set the bowl on the table, ignited it, and they used the smoke cover to retreat into the next room back.”

“How did you figure that out?” she asked.

His grin widened. “Ah, simple deduction. The room has been for the most part sanitized and repaired, but there are nearly always some signs left behind.”

He tapped the table again, this time nodding toward it. Ariella saw a noticeable chip in the otherwise smooth corner.

“Something hit this desk. Something heavy. I’m guessing a chair, as that was likely the heaviest liftable object the boys would have had at their disposal to throw at their incoming attackers. Which means we can also deduce that Marin and the boys were taken by surprise. Had they been prepared for an attack, they’d have foregone throwing of accessible objects in favor of just setting off the smoke before the assassins even entered the lab. That would have masked their retreat far better. As it was, Marin is thankfully a quick thinker, and they managed to make it into the next room while the assassins fumbled around in the smoke.”

“What makes you believe there was smoke? Or do you simply think that’s the only way to get out of a room? There are others,” Silas said.

Glass clinked against the table as Leonidas dropped a shard onto it. It was a large shard that did in fact resemble a piece from a bowl, and the glass was tinted purple.

“That is hardly proof,” commented Silas. “But your explanation is the most reasonable given what little evidence we do have. Continue.”

Ariella bit back a smile. Considering Silas’s distaste for Leonidas, that was high praise.

Leonidas led them through the doorway into the second room. He swung the door partially closed, just enough to see its back side.

“Once here, Marin and the boys locked the door,” he said. “And piled desks and chairs against it.” 

His finger traced shallow nicks in the door, then he squatted down to do the same to the floor. Tracks of superficial scratches in the wood indicated that heavy objects had been dragged across the floor. He led them back through the door.

“Considering that the door opens the wrong way for barring it—opening in the direction of the first room, not the second—it appears they had a different idea in mind.”

Leonidas shut the door, then pointed to the hinges. Ariella craned her neck to follow his gaze onto the bottom pin of the upper hinge. A tiny indent and several scratches marred the otherwise shiny part.

“The Crescent Order assassins, clever fiends that they are, removed the door from its hinges. This is a fairly simplistic door, meaning they had only to push the pins of the lower and upper hinges out.They might have used a key or other sturdy object to do it. An Elition maybe could have done it by hand.”

At that, he looked at Silas, who nodded smugly. Ariella had a hard time imagining such subtlety from a man who ran around with fifty knives strapped to his body. On the other hand, she could very clearly picture him tearing the door off its hinges and throwing it overhead through the window, all the while bellowing out a blood-curdling war cry. She swallowed a giggle, which erupted as a snort. Silas shot her a hard, knowing look. Ariella responded by batting her eyelashes innocently at him, wondering just how much of that amusing image he’d caught from her head.

“Once they had the pins out, I think they were in for a real surprise,” Leonidas said.

He tapped the toe of his boot against a long slender depression in the floor panel. Its shape matched that of the door handle’s edge perfectly. The door had hit the floor like a pancake. Ariella smirked. Marin knew they would remove the door and had engineered an avalanche of office furniture.

“Idiots,” grunted Silas, and even he looked amused.

Leonidas opened the door again and took one step into the next room. It was nearly identical in size to the first room. The only difference was the glass door set inside a glass wall at the far end.

“Ok. By the time the assassins dug themselves out, Marin and the boys had retreated to the third and final room.” He pointed toward the glass wall. “As you can see, that wall is not much of a deterrent to an attacking party. Not only would bullets pass relatively unhindered through the glass, its transparency does not allow one much privacy for setting up clever traps. Knowing Marin, she would have filled this second room with a gas that made any encroaching aggressors pass out.”

He crouched down to tap two punctures in the floor. They appeared to have been made by two heavy-duty blades. Maybe a Wing knife or even a Crescent sword, which had once been the weapon of choice for members of the Crescent Order.

“The first two assassins rushed in and abruptly tripped and passed out, their drawn blades denting the floor. At which point, the rest of the assassins withdrew back to the first room.”

Leonidas took two steps back, then turned toward a door on the side wall. He opened it up into another lab, the exact mirror image of the one they’d been investigating. Leonidas walked through the empty lab until he reached the back window, Ariella and Silas following closely behind.

“Some of the assassins went this way.” He fingered the window handle. “They climbed out through here and shimmied over to the window of the adjacent lab.”

Leonidas retraced his steps, leading them back through the rooms until they stood before the glass wall. He paused to stare for a moment, then passed through the door and continued on toward the back window.

“Marin must have seen the assassins coming from the outside,” he said, biting his lip in thought.

He pressed a button on the wall. Water and soap squirted out from all directions, covering the outside pane. Large wiping blades swept across the surface, cleaning the fluids away.

So, that’s how the Helleans cleaned the outside windows of their floating cities. Ariella had often wondered. Considering the substantial drop down into the middle of the ocean, she couldn’t imagine anyone venturing outside, clinging to the walls as they cleaned.

“Interesting,” Leonidas commented, leaning so close to the window that his nose nearly pressed against it.

“Black residue?” Ariella wondered, coming in for a closer look at the dark particles sprinkled across the glass. They were nearly invisible.

Leonidas considered the residue briefly, then broke into a smile. “Marin. She mixed up some concoction and squirted them with it. I’d imagine something that burns. She likes that sort of thing.”

Ariella nodded. That sounded just like Marin.

Leonidas pushed once on a square metal panel mounted to the wall, and it popped out. Inside was a compartment just large enough for a few spoonfuls of soap—or Marin’s burning solution. It seemed to be what fed the window cleaning sprinklers. That’s how Marin had gotten her spray to its targets.

“During this time, the assassins past the glass door must have been trying to distract Marin and the boys.”

Leonidas pointed at the desktop. Five bullet-sized craters had been filled in. It was a clean repair job, but still noticeable in the harsh direct sunlight streaming in through the window. Leonidas ran to the glass wall. Ariella looked over his shoulder as his finger passed over another five patched holes.

“The assassins took five single shots into the room. They didn’t want to risk killing their targets, which means their contract stipulates that they bring them in alive,” he decided.

“Good,” Silas said. “It means we can still save them.”

Leonidas turned and darted once again through the door, heading back to the first room. He seemed to be following the flow of his thoughts, racing to wherever they brought him. His eyes scanned back and forth across the floor as he walked. He stopped close to where Silas had found the bloody ponytail, then bent down to brush his fingertips against the floor. Ariella caught the faint after-scent of pepper as he lifted up his red-powdered index finger.

“Marin had the Selpe brothers continue to spray the assassins outside the window, while she opened the door just long enough to throw chili pepper bombs at the assassins approaching from the inside. She always did love those chili pepper bombs. She thought she was being so clever.”

Ariella remembered Marin’s chili pepper bombs. She’d used them at the Solstice Games to infect five people with a chronic case of sneezing, causing them to drop from the treetops. Since those bombs had saved her and Silas from poisoned bolts, Ariella actually did find the trick quite clever.

Leonidas rose and indicated the black hair on the table. “But it looks like at least one of the bombs was more potent than Marin had intended.”

Ariella nodded in agreement. Marin might have enjoyed the thrill of the Solstice Games, but she definitely preferred amusing pyromanic displays to dealing actual damage. She would have made the chili bombs to incapacitate, not wound or much less kill. She must have been so rushed that she mixed one overly strong. Ariella guessed the bearer of the purple-black ponytail, clearly an Elition, had probably survived. But she didn’t want to think about how much it hurt to go around with bits of her scalp hanging off, at least until the injury had healed.

Leonidas had already returned to the back window, and Ariella followed. Silas stood with his back to the wall, his eyes sliding across the room from window to door, taking in everything around him. Ever the threat seeker. Ever the bodyguard.

“And this is where the trail of clues effectively ends,” declared Leonidas as he stared at the window.

Ariella noted the frustration on his face. Now they were getting to the perplexing part.

“Marin and the Selpe brothers just disappeared.”

“Surely, you have just missed—”

“No,” he interrupted her, pointing at the window. “Look there. The assassins were attempting to cut a hole in the glass to get inside. The start of the hole is jagged, as though the cutter had been frequently interrupted in his work. That would be the burning window spray. But then see that? The last third of the cut is neat and smooth, work completed without any such interruptions.”

Ariella took a closer look at the patched hole. Leonidas was right. And if the assassins inside had captured Marin, there would have been no need to continue the tedious task of cutting into the window. They could have just gone back the way they’d come.

“Marin and the Selpe brothers disappeared. Suddenly.” Leonidas began to pace. “As though the floor opened up and swallowed them whole.”

“No, not the floor. A portal,” said Silas.

Except that portals did not randomly appear out of nowhere and suck people inside. Portals were permanent. Ever present and always in the same place. Peek-a-boo portals would not provide a very useful form of transportation, now would they?

In response to her unvoiced protestation, Silas added, “There are tales of vanishing portals, Ariella. Portals that appear only every few hours or even days.”

She cringed. Perhaps, he’d read the skepticism on her face, or perhaps he’d just read her thoughts. She hated not knowing which.

“Those are old stories, Silas. Just whimsical fairy tales.”

“Perhaps.” He shrugged. “Or perhaps not.”

“No one has ever seen one of these vanishing portals. No one can even create any sort of portal anymore. It’s a magic long since gone from this world.” And the last time she’d seen someone try, it hadn’t ended well.

His face remained set. There was no question of what he believed.

Ariella sighed. “The Helleans have been around only since about a decade after the Xenen expulsion, right?” she asked Leonidas.

“Yes. They showed up around the same time as the Avan and Selpe empires were formed. It was a busy time.”

“That was over five centuries ago, which is nearly another two centuries after the Elition portal system was formed. Seven hundred years,” she stated. “No new portals have been created since then. No one knew how to do it. Do you see where I’m going with this, Silas? You’re speculating that someone created a highly unusual and never before seen type of portal in a floating city that was built two centuries after the only person who knew how to create portals died. Died in the process of creating the portals, I might add.”

“Actually, the floating cities didn’t start popping up until just over a hundred years ago,” Leonidas pointed out. “It’s a fascinating tale. Packed with plenty of action and espionage, of course.”

His eyes drifted upward in an expression of blissful contemplation that reminded Ariella of Marin. She always looked like that whenever she was prattling on about some technological doodad or another.

“Ok, then six hundred years after the creation of our portals. Better yet,” she said, arching an eyebrow at Silas.

“I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe possible,” was his cryptic reply.

Ariella certainly didn’t doubt that. “But have you seen a vanishing portal? Or have you seen anyone create a portal recently?”

He said nothing. That answered that then.

“We still have two minutes,” Leonidas said, checking his watch. “Maybe I can still get some answers out of that man outside the room.”

“You are asking the wrong questions,” Silas spoke suddenly, his eyes whitening as he looked at Ariella. “What you should be asking is why this window hasn’t been repaired when everything else was.”

“Actually, I was wondering just that,” said Leonidas. “Enlighten us.”

“A lure. Something to keep us standing here, contemplating the nonsensical. Something to…”

“Silas?” Ariella asked.

She extended a hand toward him. Not only had his eyes gone white, but his face flushed pink and his chest heaved, as though he were breathing the thin air of a mountaintop terrain. Except he was an Elition Phantom. And he was Silas. Silas Thorn was never flushed, and he was never out of breath.

“Silas, what’s going on?” she asked.

“It’s been so long,” he grunted, holding onto the wall for support. The plaster split and crumbled between his fingers. “It’s happening.”

Leonidas rolled his eyes. “Well, that’s not vague at all.”

“Enough,” Silas spat through clenched teeth. “Look.”

Ariella turned, gasping as she saw it, a ripple in the air. It was a distortion that twisted everything around it, like looking through a pool of thick soapy liquid. Silas’s shoulders drooped, as though the weight of a building sat upon them.

A moment after Ariella saw it, she felt it—not a weight but a dizzying whirl of screeches and colors. She stumbled and would have tumbled to the floor had Leonidas not caught her arm.

“What the hell is going on here?!” he shouted at them.

Ariella closed her eyes, and the next moment the vertigo vanished. A familiar—yet unfamiliar—jolt shot through her body. She knew what she would see—or not see—before she even opened her eyes.

The lab had vanished. Silas was right. She looked at him long enough to receive a cool stare, then turned around to take in the scenery.

In place of the sterile lab, they stood in the middle of a forest of trees so tall and thick that they blocked out most of the sunlight. She tried to place the plants, but they were all unknown to her.

So Silas’s vanishing portal had spat them out inside an unknown forest that stretched on for as far as she could see. Marin and the Selpe brothers were in there. Maybe. Somewhere.
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“I’M TELLING YOU, Lady Cassandra must have had help.”

Ariella looked at Leonidas, bouncing each of her feet against a boulder in turn to stretch out her muscles. Beside her, Silas tapped his fingers along one of his knives, just as he tended to do whenever he was thinking something through.

“She couldn’t have just broken out of that prison cell alone,” Leonidas continued. “I’m pretty sure her powers of persuasion don’t work on metal bars.”

“But they do work on people. She probably talked the prison guard into letting her out,” said Silas.

It had been a day since the vanishing portal had dumped them off in this odd forest. Silas said it was a one-way portal—that it wouldn’t be coming back for them—but Ariella had insisted they wait anyway. Perhaps, it was stubbornness, but she wasn’t ready to give up so soon. Fourteen hours of waiting without even the slightest hint of the portal returning had forced her to consider alternative ways home.

The problem was none of them had the slightest clue where they were. Thick, unbroken forest stretched out as far as the eye could see. Silas had set down the twisting narrow path of mud between the trees, the only thing remotely resembling a trail. With lack of a better idea, Ariella had followed his lead. They’d marched for hours and still found nothing but trees. And more trees. For all she knew, they were heading deeper into an unending forest. They’d passed the time by discussing every topic from Emperor Avan’s assassination ten years ago, to the fall of Pegasus, to Emperor Selpe’s assassination this year. That last one had segued into a discussion of Lady Cassandra’s escape from her Orion prison cell the previous week.

“No, Lord Adrian instructed the guards not to be within speaking distance of her,” Ariella reminded him.

“And Lord Adrian never says one thing and does another,” Silas said with sarcastic bite.

He had a point.

“Lady Cassandra and Lord Adrian were always very tight,” Leonidas said. “But still, the man is a zealous patriot. Had he known that vile woman was working for the Avans, the whole thing would have played out quite differently. In fact, she would have long since been dead.”

“Lady Cassandra always acted like a ‘zealous patriot’ too,” Ariella pointed out. “Maybe it’s just an act.”

“If Lord Adrian is in league with the Avans, then we have bigger problems.” Leonidas kicked his shoe against a tree, displacing the cracked mud that had dried on the sole. “No, not just problems. We’re all completely screwed.”

Silas squeezed the handle of his Bloodfire knife. “The spy is right. I don’t believe Lord Adrian is with the Avans.”

“Maybe it’s Lady Isla.”

The two men looked at her.

“You believe Lady Isla is an Avan agent?” Silas asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. She and Lady Cassandra are very close. And Lady Isla is a master of pretending to be something she’s not.”

The hint of a glow swirled inside Silas’s pale eyes, but they did not phase. Not yet. “You’re speaking from personal experience?”

“Yes. It was nearly five years ago. Isis and I were in a bodyguard training course at Rosewater. And you know how they like to give practical exams. Well, the two of us had to protect Lady Isla. And the woman we met that day was nothing like the one now sitting on the Selpe Advisory Council. Nothing.”

“I never met her until she took over rule of Westfield. But the members of the council didn’t get there by playing nicely. Every single one of them is devious and cruel.”

“Even Lady Rosalind?” Ariella asked.

“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “Right now, her interests and ours are aligned. That’s why she helped us. But if we ever end up on opposing sides, you will experience firsthand why even the other Selpe territory rulers are afraid of her.”

Leonidas bobbed his head up and down. “Remember what she herself admitted to when we met with her in Orion. What she did to those who killed her brothers.”

Ariella remembered now. Lady Rosalind had led the massacre of one lord’s entire army and saw the other lord stripped of his title and wealth. In the rush to uncover the Selpe conspiracy, somehow she’d pushed those stories to the back of her mind. Maybe she didn’t really fault the old lady for her actions, but it was important to remember how dangerous she was.

“But back to Lady Isla,” said Silas. “I was there when Lady Cassandra was exposed as the traitor, and she was shocked. Outside and inside. I felt it. Maybe she can fake what’s on the outside, but it takes someone very, very powerful to fake his or her resonance. Some humans, like Lady Cassandra, have learned to mask it—but not fake it. I could probably count on one hand the number of people in the world who could do it. And every single one of them is Elition.”

“Could you do it, Silas?” Ariella asked.

Silas’s lips parted to answer, then he stopped, turning to look through the trees. Ariella turned too. A streak of white behind the green foliage caught her eye. Goosebumps popped up across her skin, summoned by neither cold nor fright. It was more the feeling one got when hearing a moving piece of music. She could nearly hear the lamented song of a violin singing out its woes.

Leaves rustled like chimes, and a creature emerged from the trees. Delicate tufts of silken white hair hugged golden hooves that stepped with majestic grace over caked mud. The creature’s tail, white highlighted throughout with hairs of real gold, whisked in time with each tap of a hoof, and its matching mane cascaded down its snow-white back. A horn of solid gold protruded from its forehead. It was the most beautiful creature Ariella had ever seen.

“A unicorn,” declared Silas. His tone was clinical, not betraying any of the wonder that she herself felt.

Leonidas gaped at the creature. “Come again?”

“Elitions are not the only products of magic in this world and others.”

Leonidas shook his head in disbelief. He kept pinching himself, as though he wanted to wake himself from a bizarre dream. Ariella could not blame him. Until a few seconds ago, she hadn’t thought unicorns were real either.

“Others?” she asked Silas.

“Naturally, our world is not the only one in existence,” he replied.

Leonidas choked out a nervous laugh. “Oh, naturally.”

“And magic has manifested differently on different worlds,” he said, indicating the unicorn.

“Do you think we are on one of these other worlds?”

Her stomach sank as she asked the question. If the portal had stranded them on a whole other world, their chances of getting home didn’t look good.

“No,” he replied.

“How do you know?”

“Portals to other worlds look and feel different.”

And apparently Silas had even more secrets than she’d guessed.

“You have taken a portal to another world?”

“Yes.”

His face told Ariella that was all she was going to get from him on the matter. Fine. She’d deal with it. Leonidas had seated himself on the boulder and was shaking his head in disbelief, avoiding eye contact with everyone and everything. Especially with the unicorn, which had found a patch of grass in the mud and was munching, a purr of contentment rumbling in its chest.

“I have never seen a unicorn before,” she commented to Silas.

“They aren’t indigenous,” he told her. “A few dozen herds were brought over by the Xenens centuries ago. They’re mentioned occasionally in old Elition texts. And in human history books as well. That’s how everyone can recognize a unicorn, even though few alive have seen one in the flesh. After the Xenens were expelled, the remaining humans hunted the unicorns to extinction.”

Ariella reached out to the unicorn. “Perhaps some survived after all.” The creature licked her fingers with its rough tongue, shooting tingles of energy down her arms.

“Perhaps.”

She looked up at the thick canopy. “Silas, do you have any idea where we are?”

His eyebrows crinkled in annoyance. “The forest is too dense. I couldn’t even see the stars last night. The sun was still up here yesterday when it had already set on Oasis. It set about two hours later. From that I can only conclude we are west of Oasis. The temperature here likely puts us somewhere around the western side of the Selpe Western Territories or Temporia, the Avan northern continent. The mainlands were cleared of most large forests, so perhaps we’re on an island.”

“Do you know of any forested island in that area?”

Silas sighed impatiently. “Ariella, even I haven’t been everywhere. I do not know.”

“Sorry. I just want to reassure myself that we are not heading deeper into the forest.”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “If it’s an island, we’ll eventually hit the shore as long as we go in the same direction long enough.”

“Oh, now that’s comforting,” Leonidas grumbled, standing up.

The unicorn tensed at his sudden movement and dashed off back through the opening in the trees. Ariella frowned at him.

“Now look what you did. You scared the poor thing,” she complained.

Leonidas looked at Silas. “Do unicorns have some special magical power to lead lost travelers to where they want to go?”

“No.” His lip twitched, like he was holding in a chuckle. “They were hunted for their gold horn, hooves, and hair. The hair is magical; it can also be used in potions. Some humans decided that eating or wearing the flesh of a unicorn would endow them with magical powers. Naturally, it doesn’t work that way.”

What a waste of such magnificent creatures. Ariella brushed back a tear.

Leonidas turned to her. “So, basically, it won’t help us get out of here.”

“I’m still sad to see it go,” she replied, her voice breaking.

“What’s going on with you?” he asked her. “You’re wearing a fitted black bodysuit that shows…well, everything.” His eyes widened in appreciation. “You carry one of the longest swords I’ve ever seen. You’re damn scary in a fight. And you are crying because I scared away a unicorn you’d known for all of five seconds.”

“It’s the unicorn. They have a special bond with young women,” Silas explained. “They are drawn to each other. Unicorns are especially fond of maidens.”

Ariella blushed.

“She’ll be back to slaying fiends before you know it,” Silas said, patting her hard on the shoulder.

Her bone creaked. Ouch. Ariella tried not to cringe.

“Let’s just get moving again,” she said, pushing through the foliage.

Ariella made it about five steps before a bird perched on a nearby branch screeched into her ear. She turned to give it a menacing glare and did a double take when she noticed its two heads. Green and blue, it generally resembled a peacock, if one could get past the two heads. Which Ariella couldn’t. She could only gape at the peculiar bird.

“What’s that?” Leonidas asked, coming up beside her.

He pointed at the two-headed peacock, which stretched forward and tried to bite him. He quickly retracted his hand and took a step back. It was a good thing too. Inside the bird’s beak were two rows of tiny pointed teeth. A two-headed carnivorous peacock. Now Ariella had seen everything.

“Odd,” Silas commented, coming in for a closer look at the bird.

It stared at him with green eyes, its neck reaching forward. Silas phased his eyes white, and the bird cringed back, reconsidering its plan. Maybe it thought Silas would bite back.

“Do you recognize this creature?” Ariella asked him.

“No,” he replied to her surprise. “It seems mostly harmless, but let’s walk around it anyway.”

As Leonidas filed in behind Ariella, grumbling, “Harmless, my foot,” she hurried to keep pace with Silas.

“I’m starting to think this is not just any random forest,” she said, gasping as a line of six creatures covered in sparkling emerald scales—the biggest no larger than a house cat—toddled across their path. They disappeared through the curtain of trees on the other side, the scent of sulfur trailing them.

“Baby dragons,” Silas said.

“Unicorns, two-headed birds, and dragons. It’s like a depository for magical creatures here.”

“Indeed.”

“Why would anyone bring Marin, Hayden, and Ian here?” she wondered.

Silas frowned. “I don’t know. But it’s safe to say the Crescent Order assassins were sent to capture them alive. Otherwise, they would have employed more severe methods in the lab. Perhaps, they were supposed to have escaped with their prisoners through the portal and then brought them somewhere from here. But where?”

“Through another portal? Another vanishing portal?” she suggested.

“A possibility. But if that’s the case—if they’re hopping through a series of portals—we may find it difficult to track them. It’s already been four days. We have to consider the possibility that the assassins have managed to capture them by now. In fact, perhaps we should hope they’ve been captured.”

“Why exactly is that?” demanded Leonidas angrily.

“Look around. This forest is not safe. Some magical creatures, like unicorns, are benign. Many are not. With no one to protect them, Hayden, Ian, and Marin may not all live long enough for us to find them. With a crew of skilled fighters surrounding them, their odds of survival are significantly higher.”

As a primal howl sounded in the distance, Ariella feared Silas was right.
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LEONIDAS COULDN’T BELIEVE his ears. Silas actually wanted Marin to be in the hands of those assassins. Leonidas wasn’t a fan of snappy toothy birds with two heads, but he hardly thought a crew whose profession almost exclusively involved killing people for profit was preferable to a few sparkly creatures.

Then again, he shouldn’t have been surprised by Silas’s warped ideas. The memory of being dangled outside a window by the white-eyed bodyguard hit Leonidas hard, like a punch to the stomach. He shook himself free of the flood of images. Silas always had been a crazy bastard.

Leonidas felt a gentle hand on his shoulder and turned to find Ariella giving him a reassuring smile. He must have looked even sicker than he felt.

“Could you get him to pull himself together? We’re in a rush and don’t have time to wait and see if he’ll vomit on the next creature that crosses our path,” Silas said to Ariella.

“Shh, give him a moment. He’s worried about Marin.”

They were talking like he wasn’t even there. Again. Leonidas grunted.

“Ah, he’s advanced to animal noises. It shouldn’t be long now,” said Silas.

Leonidas wondered what Marin could even see in the behemoth Elition psychopath. Sure, Silas made the men that graced the covers of bodybuilder magazines look like scrawny stick figures. Leonidas wouldn’t have been surprised if the Elition could tear boulders apart with his bare hands. Or perhaps, it was the eye-changing act? Leonidas could understand how many women would fall for that, but Marin? She was too smart for that. She should have been too smart for that.

But then why did she hang on Silas’s every word? Why did she totter on after him like a lost puppy? What was so great about him? He didn’t even care about her. She was a curiosity to him, that was all. He didn’t deserve her.

“Why are you here?” Leonidas growled.

Silas looked at him, eyes narrowed. “What are you going on about now?”

“Why are you here?” he repeated. “You don’t seem to have any real feelings, unless you consider grinning sinisterly evidence of emotion.”

“Leonidas,” Ariella said quietly.

But he was too pissed off to heed any warnings. “So if you don’t care about anyone, why are you out here, risking your neck for others in a magically infested forest?”

For a few seconds, Silas was silent. His eyes pulsed a few times, but that was all. As soon as Leonidas had decided the Elition was not going to speak, Silas surprised him.

“King River made it my duty to protect the sons of Ambrose Selpe.”

“Duty?” Leonidas snorted. “You expect me to believe you’re doing all of this because of a job? People aren’t like that. They don’t do things without some personal reasons. No one is that selfless.”

“Just because you are entirely governed by selfish motivations, does not mean we all are.”

“Entirely…governed…” Leonidas spat back.

“You are a pleasure seeker, Leonidas Chase. Your attention perpetually wanders from one thrill to the next.” His brows arched. “And from one woman to the next.”

Leonidas swung out to punch the smugness off his face, but Ariella was faster. She caught his fist, then when he swung the other around, she caught that one too. He pushed forward with all his strength, trying to get to Silas, but she held him in place. Sweat dripped down the back of his neck and his muscles screamed, but she didn’t even look the least bit strained. Damn Elitions.

“Stop,” she whispered, her voice as calm as a sleeping lake. “You don’t want to fight Silas.”

No, he didn’t. He glared at her anyway.

“Let him go, Ariella. If he’s so intent on seeking out a beating, there’s nothing you can do for him.”

Ariella shifted to block Silas from Leonidas’s sight. Well, most of him. Silas really was a behemoth. Even a mountain couldn’t hope to completely conceal him.

“If you want to save Marin, we all need to work together. We will save her, Leonidas,” Ariella promised.

Leonidas tried to glare through her at Silas. “I don’t trust him.”

“You don’t have to. You just need to trust me. Marin helped us. I will not let her be a victim of some sinister plot.”

Leonidas looked into Ariella’s violet eyes and read the same determination that he saw in his own whenever he looked in a mirror. He decided he could trust her. Ariella’s shoulders relaxed as Leonidas unclenched his fists and took a step back.

“It’s a good thing you look more trustworthy than I,” Silas told Ariella. He stood with arms crossed, fingers tapping the slender silver knives strapped above his elbows. “Or maybe he just prefers a woman’s touch.”

“Hush, I just got him calmed down,” she replied.

“I trust Ariella because I can see her motivations for being here.”

“She’s here for the same reason I am. Duty,” Silas said. “Hayden and Ian Selpe are half-Elition, and King River has told us to keep them safe from harm.”

“She’s here because her best friend is very fond of the boys. As is she. Those are called feelings. Feelings may be selfish, but I can trust someone if I understand their motivations. That’s the problem with you, Silas. I don’t know why you’re here.”

“Then you weren’t listening. Allow me to say it again for your benefit.” Silas flashed his white teeth. “King River made it my duty to protect the sons of Ambrose Selpe.”

“Bullshit,” countered Leonidas.

Silas stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

“I heard what you said, and I smell bullshit.” Leonidas scrunched up his nose. “There’s a real reason. Somewhere down beneath that glacial front of yours there’s a feeling screaming to get out. What is it? Vengeance?”

Silas said nothing. His glare did not waver.

“No, that’s not it. Perhaps money?”

One look at Silas told Leonidas it wasn’t that either. Then what? Leonidas’s eyes fell over the metal chain around Silas’s neck. Usually tucked neatly inside his shirt, the medallion dangling from the end had come loose. Formed from bronze and iron, the shape most resembled a rose with melting petals. He didn’t recognize the symbol, but it seemed—unsurprisingly—to be of Elition design. Silas was too functional to be burdened with jewelry when he could have used the space on his body for additional weapons. The necklace had to be sentimental or—Leonidas realized uneasily—a weapon. He was banking on sentimental.

“A woman?”

The corner of Silas’s lip twitched ever so slightly. The movement was gone again so quickly that Leonidas had nearly missed it.

“Ah, so that’s it, is it? Who gave you that necklace?”

“Irrelevant.”

“But it was a woman.”

Silas did not answer. He didn’t have to. His eyes told all. Leonidas had never seen them burn so white before. The glare was blinding. Even Ariella was staring at him.

“The question is what does this mystery woman have to do with Hayden and Ian Selpe?” Leonidas wondered. An impossible thought came to him. “Wait, you’re not their father, are you?”

Silas continued to glare. Maybe Leonidas was onto something.

“Silas,” Ariella said, nudging him in the chest. “This isn’t true, is it?”

“Of course not,” he growled. “Don’t be ridiculous. If I were their father, they would look entirely Elition.”

“Right,” she said, reddening. “Sorry. I should have thought of that.”

But if Silas’s sour face were any indication, Leonidas was on the right track. The boys’ mother. Before she’d hidden her Elition identity to become Ambrose Selpe’s wife, she’d been the high priestess at an Elition temple.

“You knew her. You knew Livia Selpe,” he said to Silas. “She’s the one. The reason you’re here.”

The Elition fingered the links of the chain around his neck. “I knew her as Livia Cross.”

“Cross?” muttered Ariella. “As in—”

“As in the younger sister of Jasmine Cross,” Silas cut in. “The bloodline that ruled Elitia from the time the sixteen kingdoms were united until eleven years ago.”

“Eleven years ago, Jasmine Cross was killed,” Ariella said, her eyes drifting up in thought. “Livia died just a year later. Avans both times.”

“And?”

She puffed out air, rustling her silver bangs. “It’s suspicious is all.”

“We have all the conspiracies we can handle right now, Ariella. We need to concentrate on Hayden and Ian. What happened all those years ago is irrelevant,” Silas told her.

Leonidas bottled the urge to point out that what happened all those years ago was the reason Silas was even here. Surprise, surprise, the man actually had real feelings. He wondered what had happened between Silas and Livia. Why had she abandoned Elitia—and everything she was—to be Ambrose Selpe’s empress?

It must have tortured Silas to serve as protector of the man who had taken his love, and yet he had done his job with unwavering vigilance. Perhaps too much vigilance, Leonidas thought, remembering once again how Silas had held him out of a window on suspicion of plotting against the emperor. And now, even after Ambrose’s death, Silas was protecting Ambrose and Livia Selpe’s children. Leonidas would have loved to hear the whole story, but he was pretty sure Silas would feed him to the two-headed peacock if he dared to pry into it.

“You’re right, Silas,” Ariella replied. “We need to concentrate on our current problem, not the past.”

Leonidas was surprised by the disappointment that laced her words. He never would have pegged her for a mystery chasing sort of gal. It was the sword on her back. Definitely. Swords screamed, ‘I viciously behead problems that dare to stand in my way’, not ‘I solve problems using thorough investigation and sound reasoning’.

An eerie chorus of howls burst into a wretched song that promised death. Leonidas couldn’t see whatever it was that had made the noise, nor did he care to stick around to discover yet another mythical creature was in fact real. And most certainly not a pack of mythical creatures.

Ariella had drawn her sword, and Silas stood ready with his twin knives. No, make that twin insanely-large-two-handed swords that anyone else would have fallen over trying to hold up but Silas handled as though they weighed no more than steak knives.

Leonidas drew his slender daggers, mere toothpicks next to Silas’s entourage of weaponry. He waited beside the Elitions, deciding to follow their lead. He’d never fought a magical creature before, whereas Silas was an encyclopedia of beastie trivia. Another howl tore through the forest, this time closer. It was answered by a shriek from above. Thunder roared in the sunny sky, and lightning pierced a nearby tree. The giant trunk cracked and echoed hollowly, balancing precariously in place for a second before crashing through the underbrush toward the ground. Thankfully, it happened to fall away from them.

The shriek split through the sky once more, and Leonidas caught the hint of orange and yellow feathers. A bird the size of a whale. That could summon lightning. Yeah, they were in trouble.

“No, not there. The bird is harmless,” said Silas.

According to Silas, all birds were harmless, even the two-headed saw-toothed ones and the ones that spit forth lightning bolts.

Silas elbowed him, drawing his attention to the ground. Three black-haired beasts were coming through the trees. They looked like oversized dogs—only Leonidas had never seen a dog with fire-red eyes. The dogs glared, drooping their jaws. Saliva dangled from their hungry lips. Two more emerged behind the first three. The air stank of burning metal and flesh.

“Hellhounds,” Silas explained as the dogs’ numbers continued to grow. There were eight of them now.

“Weaknesses?” asked Ariella, warming up her sword arm.

“They’re tough animals. Decapitation is your best bet,” Silas advised. “And don’t let them touch you. They’ll burn your skin right off.”

He nodded toward the nearest beast. As it approached, the fallen leaves and grass beneath its paws crumbled to ash. It was getting crowded on the narrow path. The hellhounds’ numbers were up to eleven, and they were shifting around, trying to surround their prey.

“On second thought, our best bet is to retreat,” said Silas.

Leonidas was sure he must have misheard.

“Run!” Silas shouted, darting back as the front dog lunged at him.

He took off through the trees. Leonidas and Ariella didn’t wait to follow him. The hellhounds sang out in unison, an ear-splitting howl that promised a painful death. Then the dogs bounded off after them.

Leonidas could hear the rasp of their synchronized panting, high on the hunt, close on his heels. He pumped his legs as fast as he could will them to go, cursing his ridiculous costume. When he had put it on, he’d entertained no notions of fleeing from gigantic fire dogs. The Selpe Intelligence Network claimed their suits were designed to meet the demands of even the most rigorous of physical activities. They could stuff it. The heels of the boots were too high to run in, and the jacket constricted his arms.

He darted between trees, focusing on the silver shimmer of Ariella’s ponytail to guide him. Three hellhounds hopped up onto some overhanging trees and took a running dive at him. Leonidas dodged, but the trees simultaneously combusted behind him. Sweat dripped down his neck and drenched his back. His breaths were growing stuttered, but he could only push himself faster. The alternative was to let the pack eat him alive.

A ladder loomed before him, its top disappearing inside the canopy. Ariella had already ascended out of sight, and Silas was nowhere to be seen. Leonidas’s heart pounded hard, rumbling his chest as he sprinted the rest of the way there. Shaking and exhausted, he scurried a few clumsy steps up, nearly falling off as the ladder shuddered. Something had hit it. He gripped on tightly and chanced a quick glance down.

Silas stood on the other side of the pack, his arms extended. Two of the hellhounds lay motionless on the ground at the foot of the ladder. The rest were facing Silas, snarling as they paced. As two of them lifted off from the ground, their legs wheeled with furious kicks, struggling against the invisible force holding them. They were catapulted over Silas’s head and smashed headfirst into a tree behind him. The others closed in, pushing him back. He stumbled and regained his footing. There were still seven of them, and Silas didn’t look up to any more mental acrobatics.

Ariella scurried down the ladder, pausing just above Leonidas.

“Wait,” he told her.

“There’s no time. Silas needs our help.”

A dog lunged at Silas. He sidestepped, but the circle was too tight. Another dog sank its teeth into his leg. Silas roared as smoke seared off of him. He shook his leg, but the beast held on. Gritting his teeth, he swung his sword down in one neat stroke. The hellhound’s decapitated body dropped to the ground. Silas pried the teeth off his leg and kicked the head at the pack. Burning saliva dripped from their growling mouths, splattering the ground. Silas jumped back from the line of burning grass.

Well, that’s just about enough of this nonsense, Leonidas decided.

He drew his Boar Hunter and shot the nearest beast straight through the head. It dropped and didn’t get up. A few pairs of beastie red eyes glared at him, but they soon returned their attention to Silas. Leonidas shot the next dog dead. This time, the beasts turned in unison and trotted over to the ladder, surrounding the base.

As the first dog sniffed the metallic rungs, Silas bounded over the pack, kicking his foot off the sniffer’s head to launch himself onto the ladder. He landed above Ariella, paused only to pat Leonidas on the shoulder, then disappeared through a leaf ceiling. They followed, encouraged along by the wrathful song of the hellhound pack below.

Leonidas hoped the dogs were too stupid to find their way up. They probably were. He guessed they’d never seen a ladder before. A ladder. In the forest. He opened his mouth to ask the question he’d been too distracted to consider before.

“What is a metal ladder doing in the middle of an unending forest of magical beasties?”

Ariella managed to shrug without pausing in her climb. Her head disappeared into the canopy, then her torso, and finally her legs. Leonidas pushed through after her. As his head broke the treetops, he froze.

Below, the trees swished in the light breeze. Above, railed metal walkways crisscrossed against the blue sky. They stretched across the expanse like lines of a neatly divided pie, all connecting to the wider platform that encircled the top level.

Leonidas ascended the final three rungs and stepped onto the walkway. From below, the forest had seemed to continue on for an eternity, and so it was from above as well. But as he turned to look for his companions, his eyes panning across the odd scenery, his mind choked on the utter impossibility of what he saw.

Two hundred meters beyond the ladder, the unending forest came to an abrupt end. As he walked that way, a cloudless blue sky gave way to distant mountain peaks, which sloped down to other forests, then sand, and finally ocean. In the distance, waves lapped against a rocky beach. The decimated city of Hope, once the Rev capital, sat broken and forlorn atop the ridge above the shore.

Leonidas stood there at the edge of the walkway, his legs pressed against the glass fence before him. He peered straight down and watched the ocean toss and ripple beneath an enormous ominous shadow cast upon the water. His gaze jumped up a few hundred meters from the waves to the smooth walls that extended all the way up to the hip-high glass wall that fenced in the walkway.

They were atop a floating city, but as the local scenery told him, it was not Oasis. No, it was the Hellean city of Pallas, floating high above in the air that separated the Selpe and Avan empires.
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RUNNING AWAY FROM a pack of dogs with flesh-eating spit had wiped Ariella out. Especially after the long hike through the forest. She probably should have had something to eat before sprawling out on the metal walkway to sleep. She definitely should have had something to drink. But she was just too tired.

Dehydrated and famished as she was, it didn’t surprise her when the foresights invaded her sleep.

She saw Aaron Pall ascend the steps of the imperial ballroom in Orion. As always, everything was set into high contrast black and white.

The hundreds of vases filled with roses. The forty Selpe territory banners hanging from the walls. The tables overflowing with food. A hundred or more Selpe aristocrats in glamorous dresses and tuxedos. The two neat lines of Diamond Edges standing two per step on the central staircase.

As Lord Adrian set the spiked crown on Aaron’s head, its platinum body shimmered, and its blue diamonds shone out with vibrant sparkles, cutting through a world of black and white. The lords and ladies of the Selpe Empire broke out in roaring applause. Ariella watched them, hypnotized by the building rhythm of their clapping hands. She lifted her hands to her ears, but they only clapped louder. The noise pounded louder and louder in her ears.

And then they were silent.

All eyes turned on her. Except they were not looking at her. They were staring at Isis, who stood beside Ariella in a wedding gown, her hair and jewels shimmering pink in the desaturated room. Aaron looked down on her, his hand extended. Isis took a deep breath and walked forward. Silence drenched the room—except for the click of her heels against the floor as she walked toward him. She lifted the edge of her gown from the floor and took the steps slowly. And yet she reached the top far too soon.

Aaron took Isis’s hand and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. Soft chuckles rumbled from a few of the Diamond Edges on the stairs. Isis looked at Aaron, despair heavy in her eyes.

The ceremony was short—or maybe that was just the sped-up time of Ariella’s foresight. Looking into the future was about as precise as throwing paint at a wall; you never knew just what you would get.

Aaron slid a ring onto Isis’s finger and set a headband on her head. It was a smaller version of his own crown, and the blue diamonds burst through with the same vibrant color. He gave her a long kiss, then led her down the staircase.

Bright white light flooded the ballroom, flushing it out. A cold wind bit at Ariella’s skin, and she was standing on a hill overlooking a field. Overhead, the sky was cloudy and dark. Below, the ground was sown with hundreds of corpses. Elition corpses. She couldn’t see their distinctive hair through the colorless mask, but she did see enough Elition clothing and swords to recognize what they were.

And the Elitions hadn’t been killed by the humans’ bombs and blasts. They’d been killed by blades. Their bodies were torn and ripped and severed. The stench of death hung over the battlefield, seeping up into Ariella’s nose. She felt the acid rising in her throat. Unable to hold it down, she threw up all over the grass.

A hand gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. Ariella looked up into Davin’s face.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“No.” She stood up, wiping her mouth with her sleeve. “You?”

He turned away from the field of corpses. “No. I’m really not.” He looked scared. More scared than Ariella had ever seen him.

A flicker of movement below caught her attention, and she stepped past Davin. Someone was still alive down there. Two bodies in black strode across the field. Their weapons were drawn and dripped blood, a shade of crimson that shone violent in a scene without color.

One of the two people was a human man. He had two empty gun holsters at his hips and two long knives in his hands. They looked like Selpe military knives. Ariella squinted. Diamond Edge knives. As the man turned to look back at his companion, Ariella saw his face. Aaron Pall.

One of the Elitions on the ground stirred and grabbed at Aaron’s boot. The woman with him spun around and stabbed the Elition through the chest with one of her two swords. And that was when Ariella saw her face too.

Isis. Her fuchsia hair shone out as brightly as the blood on her blade. She kicked the dead man off her sword, then stepped up to Aaron, so close that her chest pressed up against his. Then she leaned forward and kissed him. Four blades dropped from their hands as the two of them tore at each other with unabated passion.

Ariella looked away, turning toward Davin. Except he was no longer beside her. For a second time, a white light ate up everything around her, catapulting her into another foresight. She blinked and found herself in the private chamber of the Selpe emperor. She stood just inside the door. Past the sofa of the front lounge, Isis and Aaron were at it again, kissing each other as though their lives depended on it.

“Ow,” Aaron grumbled as she pushed him back, nipping his lip with her teeth. But his eyes stared at her like he wanted more.

“Ariella.” Isis turned toward her, extending her hand.

Ariella went to her, and they hugged until Aaron tugged Isis away.

“Ok, enough of that. I might just get jealous,” he said, stroking his hand up and down her arm.

“As will I,” Davin’s voice said from behind Ariella, his fingers slipping between hers.

She turned toward him. His lips touched down on her neck, trailing a line of searing kisses across her skin. Expelling a deep sigh, Ariella leaned back into him. He cupped his hand around her jaw, turning her face toward him. He brushed his lips past hers…

Ariella’s face hit something hard, and she jolted awake. She opened her eyes and stared through the crisscrossed metal grid at the treetops below. Slowly, she peeled herself off the walkway, rolling out her stiff neck.

“Sleep well?” Silas asked her. He was sitting next to Leonidas, a pile of steaming meat spread out on the plate-sized leaf between them. 

She stretched out her fingers and they cracked. “Not really.”

“You should have something to eat.” He handed her a drink canister. “Or at the very least, something to drink.”

Ariella took the canister and sat down beside them. She gave the bird meat a wary stare. “Pigeon?”

“Seagull actually,” Leonidas told her, licking his lips.

Silas held up four fingers.

“After I shot them down, Silas did some weird trick where he touched them and they burst into flames.”

Ariella picked up a piece of the singed meat. Phantom Flames. Phantoms liked to use them in a fight to scare their opponents. She’d never heard of one using them to cook meat. It wasn’t even real fire.

“It’s a versatile ability,” Silas said.

“Silas, you’re doing it again,” Ariella grumbled, putting up her mental wall. The foresight had stripped her of her defenses. She took a long gulp of water, then began to nibble on the meat.

“Sorry, I wasn’t digging. It was just hanging out there.” As Leonidas reached for another helping of roasted seagull, Silas slid the leaf out from under his hand, eliciting a frown from the spy. He pushed it over to Ariella. “You should eat the rest. You need your strength. Who knows what will try to kill us next.”

Isn’t that the truth? Ariella thought as she took another bite.
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The sun set and rose again while they waited on the walkway. Silas claimed he could smell the next vanishing portal coming. It finally arrived nearly one day later, right as Ariella was starting to think Silas had lost his mind. But he hadn’t. The portal appeared atop the walkway at the precise spot he’d pointed out. It folded into existence in clear sight, shining so brightly that it lit up the whole artificial forest below like a sun. It was as though someone wanted them to step through. Ariella checked the ridiculous notion. Portals couldn’t be controlled, brightened or dimmed at will. Such a portal did not exist.

Just as vanishing portals do not exist, she reminded herself. Or so she had thought. Ariella’s head swam and her usually iron stomach lurched. Maybe she really didn’t know anything about anything. She pushed those thoughts into a tight ball and buried it deep within her mind. This was no time for despair.

As they stepped into the portal, its power pushed down on her shoulders, grinding her into the ground. The metal grid beneath her boots groaned. Just as she thought it would split open from the pressure, the walkway dissolved and was slowly replaced by indigo skies and golden cliffs.

Ariella’s sigh of relief was short lived. Traces of metal and the scent of trees still lingered in the air as she felt herself drop. She looked down just in time to brace herself to hit the lake.

Warm silky water enveloped her, not the harsh ice she’d expected. The lake was mostly clear with only the slightest tint of violet from the skies above. No fish swam below the surface, no plants grew from between the sparkling stones that coated the bottom. After her recent run-in with mythological critters, Ariella should have been glad. Instead, she was worried. There was nothing natural about that lake.

She pushed up, her head breaking the surface. The golden cliffs glittered under the sun, a perfect orb of light in a painted sky. There was nothing natural about any of that either.

“Ariella, are you all right?!” Leonidas called down.

She looked up to the top of the nearest cliff. Leonidas stood balanced against the upper lip. Silas was beside him, his eyes busily cataloging the scene, darting from one thing to the next, tallying up the threats. Typical bodyguard stuff. Ariella hoped he was at least searching for a path down to her.

“Fine!” she shouted back up.

A ripple formed along the water’s surface. Ariella couldn’t see anything, but she could hear the grinding scrape of metal on metal. Streams of air bubbles popped up all across the lake, fizzling like underwater geysers.

Ariella dunked her head under the surface and froze. Somewhere on the other side of the lake, something stirred. Shiny and iridescent indigo all over, it was the size of a large dog. But unlike a large dog, it had the front claws of a crab. Where legs should have been, a fish tail swayed to and fro with mechanical efficiency, propelling the creature forward faster than Ariella would have thought possible from such a flimsy appendage. It was then, watching eight glass eyes blink open, that she realized it was not a creature at all.

It was a machine.

The mechanical menace blew jets of bubbles out of its open mouth and rubbed its claws together with a steady sinister click. If Ariella hadn’t known better, she’d have thought the machine was trying to unnerve her. She popped up for a breath and a quick look around.

Against the nearest cliff, a low ledge loomed only a meter over the lake, low enough that she could climb up but hopefully high enough that the machine could not follow. Ariella kicked off toward the ledge, trying to comfort herself with the knowledge that legless finned creatures—mechanical or not—had to stick to water. And that they very likely possessed the intelligence of a garbage can.

The clicks intensified, ricocheting off the cliffs. It was like being trapped inside a drum. Ariella stole a glance backward and nearly bit her own tongue off. There were now six mechanical menaces, their eight-eyed heads bobbing atop the water as they closed in fast on her. She pushed herself to swim faster, but the nearest machine was almost upon her. In the water, legs were no match for fins. Especially motorized fins.

She felt a jolt of electrical energy zap her leg, and she kicked the machine hard with her water-logged boot. The cracks and sizzles behind Ariella told her that the other machines were powering up to electrocute her. She might not have been an expert in electricity, but she knew enough to conclude that she should get out of the water pronto.

She waited until the two closest machines were beside her feet, then braced her heels against their heads and kicked out. Using them for leverage, she was able to launch herself forward and out of the water just high enough to grab the cusp of the ledge with her fingertips. As the machines below buzzed about with irritated clicks and scrapes, Ariella dragged herself onto the ledge. Her stomach pressed against rock, she peered down at them.

Tiny sparks twinkled in and out against the water, reminding her of the lights she’d seen strung along Orion’s Imperial Lane at many festive occasions. The bursts grew longer and the lights brighter. Within seconds, electrical beams streamed from machine to machine, connecting them all like strands of a spider’s web. The water sizzled and spit around a sea of bubbles.

As sparks started to shoot up like tiny fireworks, Ariella scrambled to her feet and pressed her back against the cliff wall. She covered her nose, trying to block out the stench of boiling metal. It didn’t work. Well, at least she wasn’t still in the water.

“Need a hand?” a voice asked from above, making her jump.

“You know, Silas,” she said, rising to her tiptoes to reach his extended hand. “It’s not nice to sneak up on people who’ve just barely escaped being boiled alive by a squad of mechanical menaces.”

Their fingers connected, and he pulled her up with a single hand, as though she weighed no more than a doll. Ariella’s boots hit hard rock, squelching as she landed.

“Should I not have come down for you then?” he asked.

Ariella slid off a boot, pouring out enough water to fill a fish tank. She repeated with the second boot. “I didn’t say that. A little warning would have been nice is all. The way you sneak about, you could give an assassin a run for his money. Or just give him a heart attack.”

He scowled. Aurelia’s daughters, what was it now? She tipped her head, inviting him to speak.

“I don’t sneak,” he grumbled.

Ariella nodded, the smile wide on her face.

“I’m big and impervious.”

“The biggest.”

“Meant to be noticed,” he continued. “I stand out.”

“Like a stone fortress.”

“Like a bodyguard,” he said, his eyes pulsing with pride.

Ariella held up a finger. “Ok, I’ve got it. We’ll just put a bell around your neck.”

Silas’s eyes glowed white. “You aren’t taking this seriously, Ariella.”

A snort escaped before she could check it, followed by a parade of chuckles. She managed to contain herself long enough to say, “No, I am not, I’m afraid.”

“Then start.”

“Sorry.” She sighed and patted his arm. “I suppose the sneaking is not your fault. Your kind are called Phantoms after all.”

Before Silas could respond, the crack of exploding rock shot down from above, followed by gunfire.

“Why don’t you come down where I can get to you, you flying heap of metal!” Leonidas’s voice boomed.

Ariella exchanged heavy glances with Silas, and they sprinted up the path.
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SILVER SKELETAL EAGLES circled overhead, screeching so loudly that instinct compelled Silas to cover his ears. It was a primal cry—one that had been seared irreparably into every animal’s consciousness since birds of prey first appeared in the skies. It warned creatures below to retreat into their hiding places because the hunt was on.

Silas didn't cringe. Instead, he looked up to count his targets. Five rippled silver bodies gleamed as they glided on air, their extended wings tipped with feathers as sharp as daggers. The feathers were—unsurprisingly—made of forged metal. After all, there were mechanical fish in the water, so why not mechanical birds in the air?

Beside him, Ariella groaned. Silas threw her a curious glance.

“I find myself missing the hellhounds,” she commented. “At least they’re made of flesh. I have no idea how to take out a machine.”

“If you hit anything hard enough, it won’t get up again,” he told her.

Ariella’s mouth dropped.

“Tearing off the head typically works as well on machines as beasts.”

The silence was so encompassing, Silas could hear water slush against the rocks below. Ariella opened and closed her mouth a few times, but only a faint pop came out. Finally, she managed to speak.

“Silas, I can’t even begin to imagine the things you’ve seen.” She paused, paling. “Or done.”

He shrugged. Living through a whole lot of bizarre stuff was the price—or some would say reward—of a long life.

“Oh, you liked that, did you? Well, have another!”

Leonidas’s exclamation tore through Silas’s ears. The explosive crack of a gun boomed as the spy fired at the nearest bird. The force of the hit threw the eagle back, but besides infuriating the creature, it seemed to accomplish little. The bullet merely bounced off its metal breastplate, leaving not so much as a scratch.

“It’s no use,” Silas said, pressing Leonidas’s gun down as he was about to aim for another eagle. “Their bodies are completely armored. Normal bullets won’t go through.”

“What do you suggest?” Leonidas asked him.

“Decapitation,” Ariella muttered.

Leonidas looked at her curiously. “What was that?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“You need something with more power,” Silas told him.

“Like a tank?” asked Leonidas.

“Like me.”

The gunshots had made the eagles scatter, but they were circling lower now. Silas jumped up at one as it glided over his head. Before it could fly away, he closed one hand around its neck and the other across its belly. He'd chosen safe surfaces, free of blades or spikes. The metallic bird thrashed about, as though it knew what was coming. Clamping down his fingers, Silas tugged each hand in the opposite direction. The bird split in two, exposing innards of rapidly blinking lights and splintered wires. Silas tossed both halves over the ledge. Ariella and Leonidas leaned over to watch the pieces hit the lake, then turned to him, their eyes wide with shock. Silas grinned back.

Swallowing hard, Ariella asked Leonidas, “What’s a tank?”

“Silas is a tank.”

Silas did not dispute the label. He rather liked it actually.

“Ready?” he asked them, looking up at the eagles.

Ariella’s face contorted in disbelief. “I can’t tear gigantic metallic monsters in half, Silas. I’m not that strong.”

“No one is that strong.” Leonidas’s eyes darted to Silas. “Except Silas apparently. I have to tell you, man, you’re kind of freaking me out here. You were scary enough already before you did that.”

A silver blade, similar in design to a throwing knife, landed where Silas’s foot had just been. He gave the birds an irate glare, but they didn’t cower and fly away like any sensible being would. Machines. Bah!

Ariella drew her Serenity sword, a slender blade of shimmering violet that matched her eyes perfectly. Silas had given her the sword a few months ago on their way to fight in the Solstice Games, and he was pleased she still chose to carry it around.

“Do you think Starsoul can deal damage to those things?” she wondered.

Leonidas coughed out choking sounds. “Starsoul? You named your sword Starsoul?”

Her eyebrows crinkled together. “Are you taking issue with the name or just the naming of weapons in general?”

“Yes. And yes.”

She pushed him back as another knife shot down. “Your gun has a name,” she pointed out. “Boar Biter or something.”

“Boar Hunter,” he corrected, gritting his teeth. “And that’s not my gun’s name. It’s the name of the gun model.”

“And that’s different?”

“Yes. People have real names. Guns have product names. Naming your sword Starsoul would be like me calling you ‘Prophet’.”

She stared at him for several seconds before replying, “That’s not the same at all.”

“Women,” Leonidas sighed, poking Silas in the arm.

Silas swatted his hand away but nodded in agreement nonetheless. “Indeed.”

Ariella frowned at both of them.

Silas cleared his throat. “In response to your question, yes, you should be able to tear through those birds just fine. I wager they are immune only to mundane weapons.”

“Mundane… Are you saying Starsoul—”

“Later,” he told her, taking a step back. He jumped at the birds again, this time grabbing two. He smashed them together, then tossed them over the ledge.

A hailstorm of knives rained down, and Silas pushed the others flush against the rock wall. He glared up at the birds, who continued to shoot their razor-sharp feathers at them.

Leonidas slipped his gun into its holster and reached into his pocket. “I think you pissed them off, Silas.”

“What is that?”

Leonidas opened his hand. A small metal disc rested on his palm. “Just a little something I swiped from Corse awhile back.”

That could only be bad news. Leonidas would not have gone through the trouble of stealing something as ordinary as a decorative earring from the Avan spy. Silas took a closer look at the disc. About the size of a grape, its black brushed metal surface was free of text or markings of any kind save the slender slit that bisected it.

“It looks like a Micro-24 Butcher Bomb.”

Leonidas’s thin lips stretched into a smile and his brown eyes glazed over with delight. “Oh, no. Nothing quite so innocuous as that.”

Innocuous? The Micro-24 Butcher Bomb, a Selpe bomb, was designed to make lots of big holes—in flesh. It had been designed with a single purpose in mind: to kill. Painfully.

Leonidas swung his arm, launching the disc into the cluster of eagles. It hit a bird with a black head. Silas heard a faint beep, then the bird exploded. As shrapnel struck the other three machines, they dropped out of the sky. Broken birds and metal debris showered down, hitting the water in a clamor of heavy splashes.

Silas watched the metal chunks sink beneath the surface, then looked at Leonidas. “Innocuous,” he repeated coolly. “That bomb could blow up an imperial military base.”

Leonidas pinched his fingers together. “Maybe a miniature model of one. You’re exaggerating again, Silas.”

“Phantoms don’t exaggerate.”

Ariella snorted. “Sorry,” she coughed in response to Silas’s icy glare. “I’m just remembering your last staring contest with Jason.”

Silas looked at Leonidas. “How many more of them do you have?”

“In general or on me?”

“Both.”

Leonidas crossed his arms. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Ariella stepped between them. Metal scraped smoothly as she sheathed her sword. “Stop it, you two.” Her eyes stared past Silas, up at the cliffs above them. “I don’t believe it.”

Silas had already felt the soft hum of the Elition’s resonance, so he wasn't surprised when he turned to find him peering down at them. The man was lying on his stomach, his greasy navy-black hair drooping along the sides of his pale, emaciated face.

“Keys,” Ariella muttered.

Silas knew Keys back from his days as a Rosewater guard. Keys was a brilliant—if not somewhat manic—Cipher. He’d been working on some secret project for  King River when he disappeared six months ago.

Looking up at him now, Silas hardly recognized Keys. The Rosewater Cipher he knew had always been bursting with energy and enthusiasm; the man staring down at them now had one foot in the grave. It wasn’t just his starved appearance. Or his dirty, unkempt hair. Or even his torn clothes. His eyes were unfocused, suffering from a persistent twitch—and a spark of madness.

“Keys,” Ariella said again, this time calling out to the man on the cliff.

Keys let out a goofy laugh. “Uh, hello there. Do I know you? I hope you’re not going to try to eat me.”

When Ariella just stared at him in shock, Silas said, “No one here is eating anyone.”

“Are you really absolutely positively sure?” asked Keys. “Because that’s what they all said.”

“Who said?”

“Oh, you know, the dogs, the fish, the birds, the machines…all of them.”

“They talked to you?” Ariella asked.

“Of course. Didn’t they talk to you? Those beasties and machines have such silver tongues, you see. They speak such nice words, smile such sweet smiles, and then…boom! They go in for the kill.”

“He’s gone mad,” Ariella muttered.

“Why don’t you come down here, Keys, and we’ll talk about it,” Silas said, projecting his voice over her unhelpful commentary. “I promise we'll protect you from any machines or beasts.”

“Well…all right then. But I warn you, I’m armed. So don’t try anything funny.”

Keys’s head ducked out of sight. Rock scraped against rock as he stumbled his way down the backside of the rocky hill. Less than a minute later, he ran out from a sliver between two rock faces, sliding to a stop before Silas. Ariella was right that he’d gone mad, but even as skinny as he was, he’d not lost much of his speed.

“How long have you been here?” Silas asked him.

“Awhile.” Keys’s eyes danced about from one thing to the next. Once their color had been a perfect match to his hair, but now his hair was caked with oily dirt and his eyes alight with madness. “Here and there. There and here. Over and over again, always in circles.”

“You have traveled through the Hellean portals,” said Silas.

“Portals and not yet really portals.” Keys yanked his fingers through his hair in jerky strokes. Again and again and again. “They wanted to know how to make portals.”

“The Helleans?” Ariella asked.

Keys bobbed his loose head up and down.

“You were trying to make portals,” she said.

“I tried with magic. They did not. Their portals aren't natural.”

“The Helleans made their portals with science?” Leonidas asked.

“Yes. Yes. With flashy, bouncy bursts of energy. Technology made to imitate magic.” He shook his head. “But they aren't the same. Not the same at all.”

“How long have you been here?” Ariella asked. “Has it been since you disappeared in the Red Woods?”

“I’ve not seen the red trees since that day.” He coughed. “Many, many days and nights. Running, running, running. Always running.”

Ariella caught him as he stumbled forward. Silas fought the urge to step back. Keys stank like old sweat and fresh blood. And like madness. Most of all like madness.

“Portal went pop. Sucked me up and spit me out. I fell in the water. Cold water under the city. Men in white pulled me out like a fish caught on a hook.”

“Keys was trying to create portals,” Ariella explained. “There was a wave of energy, and then he was gone. And so was the portal. We had no idea where he'd ended up and we couldn’t follow.”

Silas wasn’t surprised that was the secret project he’d been working on. It was exactly the sort of thing a crazy, brilliant man like Keys would try to do. It was too bad the experiment had driven him even crazier.

“So, the portal dropped you into the ocean beneath a floating city, and the Helleans pulled you out,” Silas prompted him.

“Yes. Men in white. Men living in the clouds. Bad men. Very, very bad men. They wanted to know about portals.” His voice shook. “All about portals. Only about portals. They asked and asked and asked. They wanted their own portals.”

Silas looked him over. The dirt and blood were a couple months old, but the crack in his mind was even older. “They tortured him.”

Keys pushed back, out of Ariella’s arms. “So many times they asked. I said nothing. They hurt me. Still, I said nothing. Then they brought out the serums. Vile, horrible potions.” Tears gathered in his eyes and he looked down, shame oozing off of him like thick sludge. “I was too weak.”

“It’s not your fault.” When Ariella set her hand on his shoulder, Keys recoiled. He ran over to the rocks and slid down until he was sitting, his head buried in his knees.

“So the Hellean portals are new,” Leonidas said. “That would explain why we’ve never heard of them before.”

“The Helleans have many secrets unknown to the rest of us. Even to spies,” Silas said.

“That’s true,” replied Leonidas. “And troubling.”

“Though it does seem their portals are a very recent development. And they used Keys’s knowledge to make them.” Silas looked down at the Cipher, whose shoulders shook as he sobbed. “Keys.”

He continued to shake and sob, as though he hadn’t heard. Silas pulled him to his feet. He’d never been tall or strong, but now he looked as frail as a skeleton.

“Pull yourself together. We need answers.”

“Leave him be, Silas,” said Ariella. “Can’t you see there’s nothing left of him? His mind is gone.”

Silas ignored her. “Keys, when the Helleans got everything they wanted from you, they threw you in here?”

Tears streamed down Keys’s dirty face, streaking his cheeks with twisted lines. “Yes. To see how long I’d survive in their laboratories.”

“Laboratories? You mean these strange environments?” Leonidas asked.

Keys nodded. “So many monsters. So many machines. They want to eat me.”

“How many portals are there? Where do they lead?” Silas asked.

Keys's eyes widened, and he screamed out in terror.

“Where do they lead?” Silas repeated, shaking him harder this time. He could hear the man’s bones rattling against one another.

“Silas, stop.” Ariella looked at him, horrified. “He’s already suffered enough. Leave him alone.”

“I'll just extract it from him.”

Ariella put herself between Silas and Keys. “No.”

“He'll be fine.”

“Um, speaking as someone who’s been on the receiving end of two of your extractions, I must disagree.” Leonidas looked at Keys. “Man, I’d just tell the big guy what he wants to know.”

“I’m sure he'd like to,” Ariella told him. “But his mind is not all there.” She matched Silas’s movement as he tried to go around her. “It’s so cracked that an extraction would kill him, Silas.”

Before Silas could move her aside, Keys let out a shrill shriek and took off running, disappearing through the sliver in the rocks. Silas stepped up to it, then spun around to stare down Ariella.

“It’s too small for me too fi through,” he growled.

“I’m sure you could make the crack bigger. By pulling it open. Or smashing it down. Or maybe just hitting it with one of your infamous white-eyed glares until it opened up for you,” Leonidas said.

“This isn't funny, spy.”

Ariella caught his hand and looked up. “We have bigger problems.”

Silas heard them coming. The scrape of flapping metal wings hummed in his ears, growing louder as the flock swarmed in. He could picture their smooth silver bodies and dagger wings. He didn’t even need to look. But if he wanted to have any chance of fighting them, he really had to.

Keys had made it back to the top edge of the cliff. He stood there, his mad eyes staring out at the silver streaks in the sky. Like so many other things Hellean, it was not real. It had been painted in indigo strokes, a color made to hide the distinctive metal beams above. As he’d expected, this environment was part of a floating city. If only Silas knew which one.

Unfortunately, there was no window nearby to stare out of. Not that it really mattered anyway. He could already hear the hum in his ears and feel the buzz against his skin. The next vanishing portal would soon appear, throwing them along to their next destination. Every jump brought them closer to Hayden and Ian. He could feel it in his blood. Her blood. They just had to get to the portal.

“Do you have some more of those bombs, Leonidas?” Ariella asked him, her eyes locked on the birds.

The swarm was twice as big this time. They'd be there in seconds.

“Yes, though I’d prefer not to have to use too many. Who knows what friendly monster we’ll meet next.”

Up on the cliff, Keys had closed his eyes and spread his arms wide. The portal was starting to open. Light swirled around Keys, engulfing him. Silas looked at the crack in the rock, the only thing between him and the portal. He pounded his fist down in frustration. Tiny crumbs of broken stone sprinkled off the rock face, but the crack didn’t get any bigger. The portal burst like a firework, and then it was gone. And so was Keys.

Unfortunately, the metal birds were not. And they were nearly there. Silas turned his back on the wall of rock and drew two of his blades.




* * *
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Taking out the birds was actually the easy part. The hard part was finding their way up to the top of that cliff so they could catch the next portal when it appeared. After pounding at the crack in the rock for a good hour, Silas gave up. In all that time, he hadn’t managed to widen it enough for even Ariella to slip through. On the other hand, his fists were bloody and a few of his bones were in the process of mending back together. Again. He’d lost count of how many times they’d already broken and healed.

Leonidas offered to throw a few bombs at the rock face, but he’d probably just bring down the entire hill. And then they’d be no closer to the portal.

So that left only one reasonable option: they had to climb up. With no ropes. Leonidas balked at the idea, and even Ariella didn’t look too pleased. So Silas had told them to suck it up and just climb. And they had.

Exactly one day after the portal’s last appearance, Silas felt the familiar weight in the air. His fingers tingled with the prickles of dancing energy, and he stood up.

“Is that a camera?” Leonidas asked, also standing.

Silas looked up at the seven snowball-sized orbs, bobbing in the sky like tree ornaments. Their clear surfaces allowed them to blend into the sky, spying on unsuspecting visitors. He’d seen them yesterday but had decided not to mention it to Ariella and Leonidas. The two of them were jumpy enough already.

“Several,” Silas said. “We're being watched.”

Ariella rose to her feet. “It really brings you back, doesn’t it?”

Silas nodded at her reference to the flying cameras that had tracked their every move through the Solstice Games.

Leonidas looked up, putting on an exaggerated smile as he waved at the nearest one. “How comforting.”

Ariella caught his hand. “What are you doing?”

“They already know we’re here. They’ve been watching us.”

“Yes, but they don’t know that we know they’re watching.”

His smile faded. “Oh.”

“Very stealthy, spy,” commented Silas. He turned to Ariella. “He’s as bad as Marin. The only thing keeping the two of them from blowing up the world is an inadequate supply of explosives.”

“A lack of explosives wouldn’t stop Marin from blowing something up. She’d manage to mix up a volatile concoction with nothing more than table salt and socks,” Ariella said, smiling.

Leonidas snorted, but Silas was not fooled. The spy’s cheeks were moist with tears. Silas and Ariella pretended to glance up at the cameras again, so he could discreetly wipe them away. Whatever his faults—betrayal and lying among them—Leonidas really did care about Marin.

The pressure on Silas’s head increased, and everything began to shift around him. The sky’s indigo was melting away, giving way to a pale blue. The golden rocks were fading into a patchwork of white and brown, and the warm humid air was hardening to an icy chill.

“It’s coming,” he announced.

“Where?” asked Ariella.

Silas pointed down at his feet. “Right here.”

“How long?”

“Now.”

A cold wind swallowed them up, puffing and howling as ice particles crept through Silas’s tightly woven synthetic threads. Funnels of snow danced all around him, whirling and twirling toward the ice-blue sky. A mixture of frozen mud and crushed slush crunched under his boots.

A frozen wasteland stretched as far as Silas could see. Even catching the sparkling reflection of snow against metal beams high up in the sky—even knowing they were standing inside yet another simulated environment in a floating city—he couldn't help but shiver.

Wet with sweat and the humid air of the previous area, all of their clothes began to steam, cloaking them behind a partial layer of fog. Silas focused his eyes, trying to see past the dancing snowflakes and steam soup.

A gap opened, just large enough for him to make out a tall metal structure standing directly in their path. Silas panned up the rounded grey-black surface, his temples pounding ever harder as his eyes worked higher, putting together the pieces of a puzzle he did not want to solve. Feet, legs, torso, arms, hands…a neckless head screwed directly onto wide shoulders.

A golem. Four meters tall, the hunk of polished metal was so masterfully constructed it was easy to forget that it could crush them flat with a single stomp.

Silas looked past the golem, out across the field that spread out in front of them. Three identical constructs lined both sides of the wide path, six together. That was seven counting the giant towering over them. Seven golems. Silas had never seen more than two together, and he'd never taken on more than one at a time. To face one was a death sentence. Seven, on the other hand… Seven was an all-out apocalypse.

Silas drew his twin Crescent swords and crouched down, preparing to spring. An arm’s length away, Ariella drew her sword, craning her neck up to take in the golem. And for the first time he could remember, he heard her swear.














CHAPTER TWELVE

~ Field of Giants ~
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THE WIND’S ICY fangs bit at Ariella’s cheek, piercing her skin. The bodysuit Leonidas had procured for her was made of some sleek unnatural fabric that kept her dry and warm under most conditions, but it had obviously not been designed to withstand a blizzard. Her skin was damp with sweat. It had been so hot where they’d been, that she’d dipped her head under a fountain at the top of the cliff. Her hair was still wet, and her waterlogged ponytail sagged over her shoulder with the weight of an enormous overcooked noodle.

None of these were reasons to slack off her duty to sow the frozen field with golem parts. She stood ready with Starsoul, its silky violet surface twinkling with the reflected lights of a million tiny snowflakes. Silas had already drawn the largest blades on him, two moderately curved Crescent swords with ninety-centimeter blades and red lanyards attached to the hilts. He liked to joke that they were ‘twin knives’. Twin two-handed swords—each wielded one-handed by the behemoth Phantom—would have been closer to the truth.

“So, what am I aiming for? Eyes? Ears? Golems’ unmentionable parts?” Leonidas asked.

At Ariella’s side, the spy dug his hands into his pockets, digging out two grape-sized discs. Just one of those bombs had proved potent enough to take out a squad of armored mechanical eagles. Two ought to be enough to bring a few golems to their knees.

Had Marin been there, she would have already dissected one of those bombs and figured out how to make a hundred more. There were times when Ariella really missed having their airship scientist turned bomb maker along, Marin’s starry-eyed tangents into the inner workings of her favorite technological doodads notwithstanding.

“How would I know?” she replied.

“Golems are made by magic, right? Elitions know a lot about magic. I figured you could tell me their weak spots.”

“Before five minutes ago, I’d never seen a golem.”

“Hmm.” Leonidas nodded toward Silas. “But I’ll bet he has.”

Indeed it was true that Silas had been eyeing the golems with a wary look that she'd rarely seen grace his face. That didn't bode well for their upcoming fight. As of yet, the golems hadn't shown the slightest sign of aggression. They hadn't shouted, stomped, or swung the swords they held in their hands. They hadn't even budged a millimeter. They could just as well have been inert statues, decorations to dress up the drab scenery.

Ariella was not fooled. Nothing was that easy. She knew that as soon as they tried to cross that field, the golems would come to life and try to stop them. And she wasn’t sure how they were supposed to evade seven metal giants. Every story she'd heard about golems said they were as quick as they were strong.

Ariella looked at the sword in the nearest golem’s hand. It was twice as long as she was tall. Ok, so they seemed to be rather strong. Not good. Not good at all.

“They’re not magic,” stated Silas.

Leonidas stopped fiddling with his bomb to look at him. “What?”

“Golems. You said they were made by magic. They are not.”

“Ok…” Leonidas’s eyes drifted up and his lips muttered a string of incomprehensible words, as though he were thinking something through. “So, how were they made then?”

“By Xenen scientists. They were designed to hunt Elitions.”

Ariella turned to him in surprise. That she had never heard. The tale taught in Elition schools was that long ago a group of powerful Phantoms had breathed magic into colossal human-made statues, causing them to spring to life. Like all old myths, beyond that grandiose statement the actual details were kind of fuzzy.

Silas seemed to read the story in her eyes. Or maybe in her mind. She had to remind him again to stop doing that. Later, when they weren’t surrounded by the silver brotherhood of annihilation.

“Most of the old tales are as unreliable as Leonidas after drinking one of those pink umbrella pineapple cocktails he’s so fond of.”

“Hey!”

Silas ignored the protest. “The golems were not made with magic, but they were stolen with it. The Xenens sent their army of golems to many Elition towns. By the time they got around to demolishing the temple of Aborea, King Tome decided he’d had quite enough of that. He asked for an audience with the rulers of the other kingdoms—remember, that was in the days before the first High Queen of Elitia and before the Wilderness. They decided to send the Elite Triad to deal with the golems. Which they did. They sank their will and magic into the golems, stealing control of them. And then they sent them after their Xenen masters. That is how magic entered the tale of the golems.”

Ariella mulled that over but asked the more interesting question. “The Elite Triad? I hope you’re not implying that such a thing as an Elite Triad exists.”

“No, not in the way you’re thinking. In earlier days, the grouping of the Elite Prior, Phantom, and Prophet, when they were joined by Unity, was sometimes referred to as the Elite Triad,” he said. “The Triad ability—the combination of the powers of the Prior, Phantom, and Prophet in one person—is something else entirely. Thankfully, there has never been an Elite Triad in that sense. The sheer power and devastation such a person could wield would be…” He shook his head. “Terrible. Unthinkable.”

Silence fell upon them as Ariella sorted through this new information.

“I didn’t understand a word of what Silas just said,” Leonidas finally spoke. “Well, maybe ‘terrible’ and ‘unthinkable’. That doesn’t sound like nice business. ‘Unity’ sounded ok, though. What’s that all about?”

An excuse Elition adolescent males make to experiment with buzz-inducing serums and use to talk girls into their beds.

“A myth,” Ariella summarized.

“Is it?” countered Silas.

He said it so seriously that Ariella, sure as she’d been the moment before, couldn’t help but doubt her words.

“You’re thinking of Synergy, Ariella,” he told her.

“Oh, right.” She'd always gotten those two terms mixed up. Maybe because everyone—the teachers of Eclipse included—said they were nothing but tall tales.

“Synergy also exists,” he added.

“Really?”

“Of course. Would I just make this stuff up?”

She favored him with a single arched brow. “Perhaps.”

“I’m not,” he assured her. “Both Synergy and Unity do exist.”

“So what are they then?” Leonidas asked.

Silas paused, as though uncertain of whether he should share Elition secrets with a Selpe spy who'd already betrayed them once. The need to educate won out. He probably figured he could just kill Leonidas later if he tried to sell the knowledge.

Ariella shook herself. She was beginning to think too much like Silas. When this was all over, she would go with Isis to the Coral Falls lava springs for some time off from monsters, mechanical menaces…and men.

“Synergy is a shared bond between two Elitions, usually lovers but sometimes siblings or close friends. Through it, they experience each others’ feelings—and in some cases thoughts,” Silas explained. “The specifics of how Synergy is achieved are a secret all but lost with the passing centuries. Some speculate special serums are necessary.”

“And Unity?” Leonidas prompted as Silas stared off with unfocused eyes.

“That is far rarer,” he said, his gaze returning to them. “Unity is a type of Synergy unique to the Elite Triad. It is the bond between the Elite Prior, Phantom, and Prophet. A bond that allows them to share even more. It allows them to share abilities.”

“Like a Mimic?” Ariella asked.

“No, a Mimic can display another Elition’s abilities to a limited extent. They can do this in one of two ways. First, they can merely imitate a nearby Elition’s powers. The effort expends quite a lot of energy very quickly from the Mimic, and as soon as the other Elition gets too far away, the show is over. The second method has more lasting effects and allows the Mimic to display the abilities nearly as well as the original bearer. In this case, the Mimic siphons the ability—and the energy needed—directly out of the other Elition.”

Leonidas’s rosy cheeks paled. “Like a blood-sucking spider?”

“The experience is not known to be a pleasant one,” Silas agreed. “But back to Unity. Unity is unlike a Mimic’s attack in that no power is drained from another person. The Elite Prior, Phantom, and Prophet exchange energy and abilities, and in that exchange new energy and abilities are created. The Prior acquires the ability to see not only backward but also forward. The Prophet gains greater physical strength and speed. I've even heard of the exchange causing the Elite Phantom’s own abilities to be boosted beyond what any Enhancing Serum can do.”

Ariella could feel the skepticism creeping across her face, but rather than argue, she only asked, “Those beasts supposed to exist only in myth, long-gone machines, old Elition magic lost to us… You've seen them all?”

He nodded.

She dared to ask the question she'd been pondering since the day they met. “How old are you?”

“Old.”

“Ok.” She pushed down her curiosity and turned her eyes on the golems, squeezing the handle of her sword several times. They'd been trying to postpone the inevitable for long enough. “I don’t think they’ll simply withdraw from the field.”

“Unlikely,” agreed Silas. He looked at Leonidas. “Knees, elbows, hips.”

“What?”

“You asked for the golems’ vulnerable spots. Aim for the knees, elbows, and hips—anything that’s a joint. If you can toss a bomb in through its mouth, that would be even better.”

Leonidas cupped his hand over his eyes and stared up at the motionless golem. “Do those things even have mouths?”

“Sure. With pointy metal teeth too. But you only see them when they’re ready to shred you to bits.”

“Well, that’s a happy thought.”

“Don’t let them grab a hold of you.”

Leonidas scowled at the golem. “Thanks for the suggestion. I wasn’t planning on it.”

Ariella took a few practice swings with her sword, warming up her arms. “Anything else we should know before we get started?”

A thoughtful expression washed over Silas’s face. “So much. But nothing that will help us now.” His eyes iced over. “We’ll start with this one here. After that, we’ll tackle them one by one.” He pointed to the four walls of evergreens that formed a border around the massive ice field. “There. That’s the start of the playing field, the path to the portal. The golem in front of us guards the entrance to the field itself.”

“Why?” Ariella asked.

“Perhaps they figured there’s no point in activating all seven golems if you can’t handle just one. They do consume massive amounts of power when awake, after all.”

“You have power seeping out of your fingertips,” Leonidas said. It sounded like an accusation.

“If only it were so,” lamented Silas. “So, after we take out the first golem, we'll move on to the first one in the left column. If I’m right, they won’t attack us unless attacked first or we step foot onto the field.”

“If you’re right?” Leonidas choked out.

Silas shrugged. “Such is typical golem behavior. Defend against threats and otherwise ignore. They don’t want us to cross the field, so they'll defend it. They’ll also defend themselves if attacked. What?” he demanded of Leonidas, who was shaking his head slowly in disbelief. “I can only tell you what I know of golems in general. I don’t know if any modifications have been made to these particular golems.”

“We'll deal,” Ariella said as Leonidas muttered something about ‘suicide’ beside her.

“We will need to lure the targets off the field one by one,” he told them. “It’s easier to take them on one at a time than all at once.”

“How do you suggest we lure them to us?” Ariella asked.

“Throw things at them.”

“Snappy insults?” suggested Leonidas.

“More like rocks or—” He eyed the white ground. “—snowballs.”

“Cool. I've always wanted to throw snowballs at a golem.”

Leonidas grinned like a little boy, but there was no humor in his eyes. How could there be when they were about to antagonize a force of metal giants?

Silas looked from Ariella to Leonidas. “Ready?”

They nodded solemnly.

“Ariella, aim for the knees with your sword,” Silas instructed her. “We need to bring this thing down, so I can climb up on top of it.”

Ariella simply nodded. She did not mention how insane he was for wanting to climb onto something that could crush his bones into pulp with a single squeeze. They didn’t have a choice. They needed to get past the golems. And it’s not like she had a better idea.

“Stand by ready to throw one of your bombs,” he told Leonidas.

Silas motioned for them to step back a few steps. He scooped up a snowball sprinkled with gravel and dead grass, rolling it over and packing it down between his lightly gloved hands. Despite the cold, Ariella’s hands were slippery with sweat. She wiped them one by one on her pants, then readjusted her hold on Starsoul. This was no time to lose a grip.

The ball whizzed past Ariella’s ear with a low whistle. Snow splattered against the golem’s chest, sticking to its smooth metal skin. They all stared up, waiting for something to happen.

They weren't kept waiting long.

Blue lights flickered on behind the golem’s eyes, shining out like stars. The deafening screech of stiff metal joints tore through the snowy plains, heralding the awakening of the giant.

“Now!” Silas shouted at her over the wind, which had chosen that moment to howl to life again. “As it takes its first step, slash it hard in the knee. It’s still waking up and will be too slow to evade.”

As the golem began to sink its weight into its knees, Ariella sprinted forward, racing it to its first step. She swung her sword back, preparing to aim for the flexible mesh of the golem’s exposed knee—and failed to find it. The damn thing was wearing knee armor.

“Silas!” she called out.

“Just do it!” he shouted back.

She cut forward with her sword and was surprised when the blade sank right through the golem’s armor. The Serenity was Elitia’s sharpest sword, but it was not designed to cut through armor. Starsoul really was enchanted.

All around the slash, metal bubbled and melted away. Ariella pressed harder, trying to sink it in even deeper. The air was heavy with the stench of burning metal.

The golem stumbled in its step. Ariella saw its arms, as thick around as old sequoias, barreling down to brace the fall. She jumped aside just as metal hands slapped down flat against the ground. Impact tremors rocked beneath her boots, following her as she retreated far enough back to allow Silas a clear path.

It took him only three powerful strides to reach the golem. He hopped from hand to elbow, then dashed up the arm and over its shoulder to stand behind the head. Squatting into his knees, he locked his hands under its jaw—or what would have been the jaw on a living creature—and pulled up. The muscles along his arms and legs, their every line clearly visible under the skintight fabric of his bodysuit, tightened and bulged from the strain, but the head remained firmly attached.

“Hit it again!” he called down as the golem began to rise.

It had made it nearly to its feet when Ariella slashed through the other knee. It collapsed onto its hands again, hopefully buying Silas a few more seconds. His face glowed bright crimson, and he was pulling up with his arms and legs now, his body tilted slightly back. Ariella hoped that if he actually did manage to pull the head off, he didn’t tumble over backwards.

“Leonidas, get ready!” he shouted, rising slowly. Sparks shot up all around him.

With one final, strained heave, Silas tore the head off the golem. It lifted its arms up, trying to pat the hole where its head had once sat. Since it was on its knees, its weight partially supported by its hands, its entire chest smashed hard against the ground. Ariella slipped out before it could crush her, hopeful that while the golem was strong and resilient, it didn’t seem particularly smart. Impossible as it had seemed at first, maybe they could defeat all seven.

The golem was flapping about like a grounded fish. Silas pointed at the hole he'd torn, then jumped off as Leonidas tossed one of his bombs through the opening. The disc clanked and clunked, then exploded.

Ariella ducked as severed metal limbs flew over her head. Melted wires hung out of the hole in the golem’s chest, drooping like dying plants. The blue lights went out inside the head Silas held in his hand. The golem’s head alone was a third of Silas’s height and made of solid armored metal. And he held it easily in one hand, as though it weighed nothing. Ariella was shocked until she remembered that he'd torn it off with his bare hands. Then she was horrified.

“Now I think I could use a nap before we wake the others,” he commented.

Ariella scanned the snowy plain for shelter and found none besides the substantial chunks of golem debris. She didn’t care much to rest under that, though.

“Don’t worry. We don’t have time for a break anyway,” he assured her. “I can already feel those initial vibrations. We have half an hour until the next portal appears, and I have every intention to be there to take it. We don’t want to be stuck out here until it opens up again.”

Ariella shivered in agreement, silently wishing for someplace warm next. Warm and dry. Without any monsters or machines. Yeah, like that would happen.

“Are you planning to do something with that head?” Leonidas asked him, his eyes tracking the piece as Silas swung it back and forth.

“Yes, in fact. I’m going to wake our next dance partner,” he declared, pitching the head toward the first golem in the left column.

As head impacted head, the golem woke with a stumble. It studied the head at its feet, then stomped down hard to crush it into a flat sheet.

“It looks mad,” Leonidas pointed out to Silas.

“It’s not a living being. It has no feelings.”

A silver sliver cut through the snowy air. Ariella pushed Leonidas to the ground, saving him from being decapitated by a flattened head. It slammed hard into the debris behind them, scattering the pieces.

“He’s right, Silas. That golem does look upset,” said Ariella.

“Then we should be able to lure it over here,” Silas said, scooping up snow.

He launched one snowball after the other at the golem, which stopped at the field’s threshold. It took the barrage of snowballs in silence, refusing to make the step that would take it off the field.

“Maybe they cannot leave the field,” Ariella speculated.

“It will leave. We just have to convince its self-preservation program that we’re enough of a threat,” Silas replied as he threw a rock at the golem’s chest.

When that failed to move it to action, he tore a boulder out of the ground and hurled it. The colossal rock crumbled as it hit, trickling tiny stones down the giant’s chest.

“Oh, that shouldn’t be a problem,” Leonidas said.

“Leonidas, wait,” Ariella protested.

But she was too late. He'd already thrown the bomb at the golem. The disc suctioned onto its belly. A faint beep preceded the explosion that shot golem bits clear across the snowy field. Metal drummed against metal as they poured down on the five dormant guards. The golems screeched to life, and five pairs of blue lights turned their way. The sixth, the one still blocking the way onto the field, was missing an arm and half of its chest, but the lights still burned inside its head.

“It cannot still be operational. Not after being hit with that bomb. It’s just not fair,” protested Leonidas.

The golem lifted the sword in its remaining hand and made a run for him.

“It seems you managed to annoy it enough to make it finally abandon that spot,” Ariella commented.

“Lucky me.”

She pushed him out of the way as the golem’s sword swung down at his head. She blocked the strike, surprised that her slender blade did not break under the force of the golem’s mighty weapon. But she wasn’t sure her arms wouldn’t. The pressure was enormous, like trying to hold up a falling building. Her feet slid back against the ground before she steadied herself.

The seconds dripped by, trickling streams of sweat down her neck. Her arms would collapse soon, and the moment that happened, the golem’s enormous blade would plummet down and split her right in two.

Silas plunged his swords into the golem’s exposed chest, cutting and swirling at the tangled mess of wires, mixing them all together. Ariella took advantage of the decreased downward pressure on her arms to throw the machine’s sword off of her. She managed to slip out of reach but not quickly enough. The thick blade slashed the back of her shoulder as she turned, splattering the snow with her blood.

Silas stepped toward them, what remained of the golem crumbling to pieces behind him.

“You’ve awoken them all,” he said to Leonidas, his tone cold, his eyes pure ice. As he set a hand on Ariella’s arm, his eyes faded marginally to blue. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she assured him, coughing. “Just a scratch.”

Silas was clearly not fooled, but he didn't debate the point. “The portal is less than five minutes away. You two will make a run for the other side of the field. I'll try to distract the golems, then follow. Run as fast as you can—but be prepared to fight. I may not be able to keep all five of them busy.”

From what Ariella had seen, he would be lucky to keep one busy. Pushing through the pulsing ravine of pain slit across her back, she tightened her fumbling grip on her sword and tried not to pass out.

The golems hadn't yet advanced. All five were marching across the field in patterned paces. Ariella could pick out a few gaps in their patrol, but not many. Though seven were meant to block passage, they were big and fast enough to compensate. As soon as she and Leonidas ran for an opening, they would close it up around them. Ariella pushed the thoughts out of her head. She would just have to trust that Silas could keep the golems busy.

He moved past them so that he was the first to enter the field. Five metal heads turned his way. Silas took two more steps forward, his arms raised. Then—bracing his soles against the ground, his snow-sprinkled tangerine hair sticking up like flames—he thrust his hands forward. Metal screeched in protest, and a golem shot back, colliding hard with the next closest one. As the two golems tumbled into a twisted heap, the other three charged for Silas.

“Shit,” Leonidas gasped, gaping at Silas. “Every time I think he can’t get any scarier, he shows me how wrong I was.”

“Come,” Ariella said, tugging at his arm.

Thankfully, Leonidas snapped out of it. The closer the golems got, the harder it would be for them to dodge. Silas’s stunt had captivated their attention for the moment. Only one of the five golems veered off after Ariella and Leonidas. It was clear which person they'd identified as the biggest threat. Ariella wasn't offended. Neither she nor Leonidas could tear metal constructs apart with their bare hands.

The ground quaked, thumping ever louder as the golem closed in behind them. Its sword was nearly within striking range. Ariella swung around, preparing herself to confront it when a piece of metal the size of a tree trunk thudded against the golem’s back, sending it into a nosedive. Almost immediately it was back on its feet. The severed arm fell to the ground behind it. Ariella didn't dawdle. She sprinted forward to catch up with Leonidas, who waited beside the opening portal.

“Go!” Silas shouted, four golems close on his heels.

The fifth fell in beside the others. All were dented, many were cracked. Some were missing limbs. One was partially decapitated. Its head dangled by a slim bundle of wires, clinking against its back with each forceful stride forward it took.

Blood trickled down Silas’s face and his arms, sliding down his sword points, flicking a trail of red droplets behind him as he ran. He was supernaturally fast, but the golems were faster. And their injuries didn't slow them as Silas’s did. The golems were quickly closing the distance.

“He’s not going to make it,” Ariella said, biting her lip.

She stepped forward, ready to help him, when Leonidas’s arm barred the way.

“Wait.”

 He opened his hand just long enough to show her the bomb on his palm, then he hurled it at the golems.

“Silas, duck!” he shouted.

Not slowing his pace, Silas threw himself into a roll. The bomb whizzed over his head. As he catapulted himself forward into Ariella and Leonidas, pushing the three of them through the portal, the sound of a thousand colliding pots clamored and roared across the snowy field.
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A WHIRLWIND OF snow flurries accompanied Silas through the portal, a souvenir from the field of golems. Steamy air popped across his skin, and the snow dropped from the air instantly like a swarm of dead butterflies. Silas turned in a tight circle, scanning the visible area. He did not register any immediate threats, so he took the time to observe the scenery more thoroughly.

Instead of hard ice and frozen mud, he felt his boots sink into a mushy ground of soft, wet grass. Besides its lime-green color, there was nothing particularly odd about it. In a fight, the squashy texture would reduce his agility and traction, but it didn’t appear to be a threat in and of itself.

The patch of grass was a perfect rectangle two meters wide and four meters long, enclosed by four walls of trees. Positioned at precise intervals with hardly a gap between them, the smooth silver-black trunks shimmered and shot up ten meters tall. Each was topped with a ball of pale green—nearly white—leaves. The air smelled of tar and rotting foliage, nearly masking a fainter scent of metal.

There was absolutely nothing natural about this place.

“At least there are no golems,” Leonidas said to Ariella as they both looked around.

She nodded and sheathed her sword. Silas thought the action premature. True, there were no belligerent beasts or machines in sight, but if their encounters over the past three days were any indication, it was unlikely the area was home to a school of wish-granting bunnies. Any moment, something could burst out of those trees and target them.

“What do you think?” Ariella asked Leonidas.

They'd drifted over to one of the tree walls. Another mistake. At that range, they wouldn't have time to dodge an attacker before it was on them. Leonidas ran a finger down the smooth bark, then knocked on the trunk. A hollow clunk echoed faintly.

“Fake,” he declared.

“Any idea which way they went?” Silas asked him.

“Why are you asking me? Aren’t you the tracker?”

“While I can track, that is not my specialty,” replied Silas. “I asked you because of all of us, you are the one who knows Marin best.”

“Perhaps, she's deferred to the Selpe brothers’ judgment. Hayden Selpe is her emperor, after all.”

Ariella snorted. “More likely, she’s the one coming up with the crazy schemes that will get them all into trouble.”

Leonidas chuckled in agreement. Silas gave them both a hard look. This wasn't the time for jokes—especially, not about Hayden and Ian’s lives being in danger.

“They could have gone in any number of directions from here,” Ariella said, walking alongside the trees.

Silas and Leonidas did the same. As they scanned the trees for clues to where Hayden, Ian, and Marin had gone, they said nothing more. Only the slush of Leonidas’s ridiculous boots as he trudged through the sinking grass punctuated the silence. Actually, Silas could hear no other sound of any kind within range. That was even more disturbing than the engineered environment.

The tree trunks all looked completely identical, right down to the slightest color variations in the shade spectrum between brown-black and gunmetal grey. From the smell, the trees were probably even made of metal.

“Here,” Ariella said. “What's this?”

She had stopped in front of a trunk not unlike the others—except for the sliver of bark curled around the corner. Silas stretched his neck around the trunk, his eyes following the stray strip of paper-thin metal to a half-open panel.

He swung it all the way open to find a board of colored wires and blinking lights. Mounted above that was some sort of computer display. Though more proficient around human technology than most Elitions, Silas wasn't intimately familiar with the internal workings of their machines. He had no idea what it did, and he had enough sense to not poke it to find out.

Leonidas pressed his face into the shallow opening. “If I were to guess, I’d say they went this way.”

“Is this Marin’s work?” Ariella asked.

“Possibly. Someone was definitely messing around in here.”

“Trying to land the city perhaps?” she suggested.

Leonidas tapped the display a few times. Apparently, prudence was not contagious.

“If that’s what she'd hoped, it wouldn’t have taken her long to figure out that’s not possible from here.” He pushed on the cover, but it bounced back open. “It does nothing more than control this environment’s heat and humidity.”

“Marin has proven herself quite adept at refashioning devices to serve a completely different purpose altogether,” Silas commented.

Leonidas stared at him blankly, then shook himself. “Sorry. I got lost in that sentence. Do you mean to ask whether she could hack the thing?”

Silas inclined his head.

“No matter how much you fiddle with it, a thermostat is still just a thermostat.”

Ariella looked at Silas. “Is that a no?”

“That’s a no. Apparently, this temperature control mechanism cannot be modified to control other systems,” he told her. He eyed the still-open panel. “Whatever she was doing, she left in a hurry. Marin doesn't seem the type to leave her tools lying around—or panels open, for that matter.”

“Perhaps they ran off when the assassins appeared,” said Ariella.

“It’s the best lead we have. We'll go this way,” Silas decided, turning sideways to squeeze his wide body through the narrow opening between the tree trunks. With a bit of shuffling—and sucking in his breath—he managed to get through. Thankfully. That incident with the magnetic tree had been bad enough. If he got himself wedged between two trees, Ariella would tease him into eternity.

“Just so we’re clear,” Leonidas’s voice said from the other side of the trees. “We’re planning on just marching right up to a band of elite assassins, right?”

“That seems to be the plan,” replied Ariella.

“Oh, good. And here I thought we were walking to our deaths without first formulating any semblance of a plan.”
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“One day when I went over to see Nic, Marin was in the backyard, playing with this catapult of hers.”

“Who’s Nic?” Ariella asked.

“Marin’s older brother. He was my best friend back in Beechwheat,” Leonidas said. “Anyway, Nic’s parents wouldn’t let him go play until he’d finished his homework. So while I waited, I watched Marin play with her catapult. She was using it to fling stones into a pond outside a neighbor’s house across the street. When she boasted she could accurately throw stones twice that distance, of course I demanded that she prove it.”

Ariella cracked a smile. “How old were you?”

“Let me think.” Leonidas slid between two trees. “Nic and I must have been around fourteen. Marin was twelve.”

Silas stopped and faced down a wall of trees, all two closely spaced for any of them to squeeze through. Every so often, they reached a wall like this. And just as now, Silas squeezed through the only spot big enough for him to pass. It looked like the forest had been designed to lead them only in the direction its makers wanted them to go. That was both disturbing and encouraging. Perhaps they were being led to their doom, but at least they wouldn’t get lost on their way to it.

“So, did Marin prove it?” Ariella asked Leonidas.

“Well, you know Marin.”

“She couldn’t resist?”

“You’ve got it. And I might have teased her until she agreed.”

Leonidas and Marin had one of the most dysfunctional friendships Silas had ever seen. If it could even be called a friendship. All they ever did was fight and torment each other. Still, Marin cared enough about Leonidas to ask Ariella to hide him. And he cared enough about her to be here now, risking his life to save hers. It was truly perplexing.

“Eventually, Nic finished his homework. We borrowed his parents’ car and drove Marin to Rivercrest.”

Borrowed. Like Marin, Leonidas operated under the belief that as long as you planned to return what you took, it wasn’t really stealing. The two of them were more alike than either cared to admit.

“Rivercrest is the capital city of Swarden,” Silas said.

“Right. It’s where Lady Lexi has her castle. A garish thing with a dozen towers, each lit up from base to tip with a few thousand blinding lights. So we brought Marin to the woods just outside the castle grounds and demanded that she prove her claims by catapulting stones over the fence and into Lady Lexi’s pond.”

“Did she do it?” Ariella asked.

“Oh, she proved it all right. After the fifth or sixth stone hit the water, Lady Lexi’s guards went to see what was going on. And that’s when we decided we’d best be getting home for dinner.”

Ariella chewed on her lip, her eyes raised in thought. “That’s the catapult incident Marin mentioned. She said you broke it.”

Leonidas expelled an exaggerated sigh. “That wasn’t even my fault. The guards did it. I’ll admit that I’ve broken a lot of Marin’s things over the years, but that catapult was not one of them. She just blames me because I dared her to fling stones into Lady Lexi’s pond, and she's completely incapable of resisting a challenge.”

Ariella let out her first real laugh since they'd set out on this mission. “Which you knew.”

“Of course. It’s easiest to torment someone you really understand.” Like a heavy cloud of steam, regret peeled off of Leonidas. Regret and joy and sadness and…

Silas looked Leonidas in the eye. “How long have you been in love with Marin?”

Beside him, Ariella nearly slammed into a tree.

“What was that?” Leonidas said, his voice as smooth as cream, his heart hiccuping once. “You have really strange ideas, Silas.” His laugh was so calm, it was fake.

“You aren't a very good liar,” Silas told him. Truth be told, Leonidas was actually a good liar, but his resonance gave him away.

“Of course,” said Ariella. “It all makes sense now.”

“Nothing makes sense.” Leonidas shook his head. “You two are so bored that you decided to invent gossip. You needn’t have bothered. I have enough gossip to fill out the rest of the year. What would you like to hear about? Something about Lady Helena’s latest lover? Or maybe about Lord Nolan’s bloody hobby? Or thirteen-year-old Lord Skylar’s latest acquisition? And speaking of brats, I’m sure I could think of some dirty gossip on Lord Rylan to interest you.”

“No thank you. I already know more than I’d like to about the Selpe aristocracy’s dirty little secrets.” Ariella had reached back and was squeezing the hilt of her sword. Petting her sword. Silas didn’t think she even knew she was doing it.

“Elitions then,” Leonidas said quickly. “I can do that too.”

“You can start with the two Elitions who stole something from you,” said Silas. “I seem to remember that happened right when I was in Lear.”

“On second thought, I think we should just pass the time in silence,” Leonidas decided.

And he jogged past Silas to take the lead.














CHAPTER FOURTEEN

~ Foresights ~

526AX August 23, The Falsified Forest







AFTER THE HELLHOUNDS, the electric fish, the metal birds with dagger feathers, and the golems, a few pesky assassins should be easy. Or so Ariella tried to tell herself. The alternative—that the assassins who had survived the mythological beasts and mechanical menaces were even more dangerous than the things attacking them—well, that wasn't something she wanted to think about right now.

Ariella, Silas, and Leonidas squeezed and slid through the tightly woven forest of metallic trees for a few hours, then stopped to eat. Actually, Silas and Leonidas stopped to eat. Ariella stopped for a nap. Pressing her hand against a cracked rib that had not yet fully mended, Ariella lowered her aching body onto the squishy fake grass and tried to catch a few minutes of sleep.

As soon as her eyes closed, she fell into a dream. A hellhound with Lord Adrian’s face chased her into the maze of mechanical menaces she and Isis had been stuck inside of in Wellspring. Hound Adrian nipped at their heels, burning holes in their clothes with a splatter of saliva.

They ran and ran, but the dog was gaining on them. They ran through the frosted fields of the Tundra, through a dark dungeon, and past the broken stones of the Black Ruins.

As they came up on the imperial palace at Orion, Ariella realized that Isis was no longer with her. But Hound Adrian was there. He and his fanged jaws, just a hair’s breadth from her leg. She kicked him hard in the face. She heard a pained squeal, but she didn’t turn to look. She just kept running down the long hallway, on toward the door at the end.

It burst open before her, and she dashed inside. She turned to slam it shut behind her, but Hound Adrian was already there, cutting her off. He sprang at her, two rows of bloody fangs exposed in his wide open mouth.

A sword appeared in Ariella’s hand, and she didn’t stop to think. She swung the blade at the dog, splitting him right down the middle. Cheers broke out, and every light in the room turned on, blinding her.

When she could see again, she was completely surrounded by Selpes. Worse yet, Lord Adrian was there, now in his own body. Which in some ways was even creepier than his dog hybrid form. Aaron stood beside Lord Adrian, the crown of the Selpe emperor on his head. They were in the imperial ballroom. Ariella was in the ballroom too.

Not again.

Her foresight was desaturated and drab—all except for Aaron and Isis. They popped out with vibrant color, two lighthouses in a stormy sea. His suit was a very dark shade of blue, not black as Ariella had thought before, and the rose on his lapel was pale pink. Isis’s gown was icy white and sparkled with hundreds of tiny gemstones, colorless and pink and blue. The ribbon laces on her high-heeled boots were the exact shade of her eyes, the pink diamonds on her necklace that of her hair.

The Selpe aristocracy, the tables, the food, the decorations, and all the other things were black and white. Just as one of her glimpses into the future should be. The intrusion of color was beginning to unnerve Ariella, especially as it seemed to be growing more pronounced with every repetition of this foresight.

Isis passed the Diamond Edges on her way up the staircase, ignoring their smirks and stares. She reached the top and took Aaron’s hand, her fate sealed as so many times before.

The stench of blood and dead Elitions flooded Ariella’s nose, and she crumpled over to throw up.

“Are you all right?” Davin asked, his hand squeezing her arm.

“No.” She managed to straighten. Barely. Her stomach was still churning, her mouth burning with acid. “You?”

He spared a quick glance at the scene of death below them, a scene splashed with the crimson of shed blood, then turned his back to it. “No. I’m really not.” His voice shook. Really shook. He looked like he would throw up too.

Isis and Aaron strode through the graveyard of unburied bodies. One of these bodies, bloody and missing larger chunks of flesh, reached out to pull Aaron down. Isis skewered him on her sword. Then, her eyes phasing a shade of sapphire so vibrant it was blinding, she jumped at Aaron and kissed him.

Ariella turned around to look at Davin. He was right behind her, standing in an open doorway. As he clicked it shut, Ariella moved forward, deeper into the emperor’s chamber. She passed blue and gold furnishings and a vase of pink roses. Isis’s laugh sang out, answered by Aaron’s deeper rumble. Isis walked around him in a tight circle, tracing her fingertip across his back and then around to his naked chest as she moved. As soon as she was standing in front of him again, Aaron’s hand darted out and caught her wrist. He pulled her hard against him, kissing her.

“Ow,” he said. A tiny drop of blood beaded up on the surface of his lower lip.

“Ariella.” Isis reached out to her, pulling her into a tight embrace.

“Ok, enough of that.” When Aaron pulled Isis back to him, she gave him a wink. “I might just get jealous.”

Davin took Ariella’s hand, intertwining his fingers with hers. “As will I.”

He kissed her collarbone, then worked his lips up her neck. Ariella shivered, stroking her hands through his hair as his lips pressed against hers. His mouth was warm and eager, tasting of peppermint spice. He slid his hands down her back, tugging her hard against him. Kissing Davin was every bit as incredible as she'd imagined. For years he'd held back, keeping her at a distance, but for this one moment everything was exactly as it should be.

A warm, balmy wind rustled the curtains in front of the open window, bringing in a sprinkling of pink-white blossoms. Laelia’s blossoms. Davin was still kissing Ariella, but they weren’t in Orion. They were in the high king’s chamber. Except it was Davin’s chamber.

Is he the high king?

The thought hiccuped and died in Ariella’s head. She couldn’t think well enough to ponder her own question. Davin stepped forward, his teal eyes burning her with a predatory hunger. He didn’t stop for a second, backing her up across the room toward the enormous bed. Holding her gaze, he slid the jacket off her shoulders and tossed it into the corner.

He leaned forward, pressing against her. Ariella’s breath caught in her throat. Dizzy and intoxicated with magic, she tipped over backwards as the mattress hit the back of her thighs. Davin caught her, easing her down onto the bed. A pair of shoes hit the floor with two heavy thumps, and Davin climbed on top of her. With a wicked grin, he caressed his hands down her ribs, toward her hips. His thumbs caught on the waist of her pants. A soft moan broke her lips as he slid them down her legs.

And proving that life just wasn’t fair, she woke up.
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ARIELLA NEARLY JUMPED out of her skin as she woke up. Silas gave her a few seconds to come to, then hit her with a big wink.

“Nice dreams?” he asked, embracing the warm smile that tickled his lips, spreading them into a smile.

She looked from him to Leonidas, her cheeks crimson red. It probably wasn’t helping that the spy was snickering.

“You saw everything, didn’t you?” she said, her eyes downcast, her voice quiet.

Silas took a swig from their water canister. “Yes.”

“And he?” she asked, hitching her thumb toward Leonidas.

“I heard enough.” He smirked. “Enough to make me wish for your sort of dream.”

“What in Aurelia’s name was I saying?”

“Not so much saying as…making other sounds,” said Leonidas.

Ariella hid her face in her hands. Mortification, pure and undiluted, dripped off of her. Most Elitions couldn’t keep a mental wall up while sleeping, Ariella included. She hadn’t yet remembered to put it back up, and Silas wasn’t about to embarrass her further by mentioning it. If he’d known she’d take it this hard, he never would have teased her. He put on his neutral mask and sat in silence. The spy didn’t get the hint.

“I’d like to know how to get those sorts of dreams,” he said to Ariella, who was making a solid effort to turn invisible. “Much better than the sorts I get. I can’t tell you how many nightmares I’ve had about crazy behemoth Phantoms dangling me out of windows.”

“If you’d like a new nightmare, I'd be happy to oblige.”

Leonidas backed up and shut his mouth. Finally.

After a few minutes, Ariella unburied her face. She gobbled down the last of their food, and only then did she look at Silas.

“Something weird is going on with my foresights,” she said.

“Color.”

She nodded. “They’ve always been black and white. Always.”

“It’s because of the sort of Prophet you are,” he told her. “You see only what will happen, and there it is laid out without any room for interpretation.”

“So, since there are now bits of color in there, does that mean this future is still malleable?”

“Perhaps.” But he didn’t want to get her hopes up. “Or there could just be some odd element in there. Like maybe a person. Someone whose presence confuses your mind.”

The picture of Davin Storm formed in her head.

“No, not like that,” Silas said before he could think better of it.

Ariella frowned, and just like that her wall went back up.

“Like someone who doesn’t belong there. Someone who shouldn’t be there.”

She looked at him for a few seconds, then said, “You sure know a lot about the intricacies of prophetic abilities for a Phantom.”

“I’ve known my share of Prophets over the years. And people like to share with me. It must be my trusting face.”

From the other side of their meal leftovers, Leonidas snorted.

“So, this person who doesn’t belong,” Ariella said. “You saw my foresights. Who is it?”

“Well, I didn’t exactly see them. I just got a rush of your feelings and thoughts and a few images. Images distorted by your own mind. That’s how extraction works. I don’t get a play-by-play. That only happens when something like Synergy is involved. Or Unity.”

“But surely you have ideas?” she asked. He could no longer feel her, but he could read the desperation in her eyes clearly enough.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s not even a person. Maybe it’s something else. It was just one idea.” He patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”

“It’s not your fault. Maybe it’s just destiny that Aaron takes the Selpe throne.” Her laugh was weak and strained. “I just wish I could stop it. No good will come of it. Elitia will fall and our people will die.”

“Ariella, more than anyone, a Prophet should know better than to try to interpret a foresight. Who knows what led to that field of Elition bodies? Perhaps it would have happened anyway. Perhaps it would have been even worse without Aaron. You never know,” he told her. “Getting caught up in what may or may not be is no way to live. And for a Prophet, that way lies the path to insanity. The best we can do is fight each new day as it comes. ”

She snorted at the manic grin he gave her. “You’re right.”

“Besides,” he said. “It doesn’t sound like everything that’s coming will be all that bad.”

“If you’re referring to Davin…” She blushed as her voice trailed off. “Well, that I will only believe when I see.”

“I wonder if he got it into his head to sweep you off your feet before or after I knocked him upside the head.”

“Don’t you dare, Silas Thorn.” Ariella set her hands on her hips. “Don’t you even dare.”




* * *
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A few hours later, they reached another clearing. It was larger than any they had seen since arriving in this strange environment: about the size of a typical running track. A maroon-matted running track did actually loop around the outer edge of the field, framed by a slim strip of potted palm trees. Silas could have shimmied between the pots, but he’d had quite enough of that in the forest. Besides, it didn’t fit with his image. He removed barriers; he didn’t squeeze around them in a really undignified manner.

Leonidas’s jaw dropped as Silas lifted a potted tree twice his height, but the spy didn't comment. By now, he should have gotten used to it. Silas set the pot down in front of its neighbor, and Ariella and Leonidas filed after him through the newly made opening.

A green field sat at the center of the multi-lane track. Silas stepped onto it and his boots were hugged by lush softness. Like the soggy ground of the first clearing, the ground here was covered by something that was not at all natural. Unlike the other ground, though, this one actually looked like grass. It just felt like carpet.

Stranger yet, neatly arranged atop the field of non-grass were various exercise machines arranged amongst a scattering of trees, an odd merging of nature and machinery. Silas recognized a myriad of weight-lifting apparatuses, as well as ones for running and rowing.

There were a few he'd neither seen before, nor could he even begin to fathom how to use them. The most bizarre was a ring of five thick poles—colored blue, red, green, brown, and purple—three meters high. From each pole sprouted a silver spread of a dozen flexible metal ribbons, each one appearing as though its tip had been dipped in crimson paint. Or was it blood? After navigating through one death trap after another over the past few days, Silas was tending toward that idea.

“What do you think this one does?” Leonidas asked, reaching toward an umbrella-topped mystery machine.

“Takes your fingers right off, if you’re not careful,” Silas said, stopping the spy’s hand with his mind. “Do not touch anything.”

“You’re really creepy, you know,” Leonidas grumbled. He tried to tug at his frozen right hand with the left—to no avail.

Silas gave him an icy glare. “Actually, you haven't mentioned that in the last hour, but thank you for reminding me once again.”

Ariella set a hand on his arm. He turned to look over his shoulder. She tapped her finger to her ear, then to her nose. Clearing his mind, Silas released Leonidas. The spy fell forward in an ungraceful stumble, just managing to avoid toppling over one of the exercise machines.

Leonidas’s curses nearly drowned out a light rumble. It sounded like it was coming from below them. Silas smelled smoke—no, not smoke. It was the after-stink of gunfire that was burning his nostrils. Someone was firing guns. A lot of guns. Silas scanned the visible area. It sounded like they were nearly on top of it, but he saw nothing.

His eyes fell upon a crinkle in the grass carpet. He stepped over to investigate, and that’s when he saw it. Below one of the machines was a hole in the ground just wide enough for a man to fit into. Well, an average man. Silas would have to squeeze and scoot his way through. Again. Whoever had designed this environment had done so with dwarves in mind.

Peering down into the hole, he saw a smooth metal chute. Flickers of orange light bounced against the silver sheet. The staccato click of rapid gunfire was interrupted by a series of five heavy booms. The sound thundered up, making the chute shudder. That sounded suspiciously like bombs going off. Incomprehensible shouts mixed with an orchestra of heavy-duty weaponry. Whatever was going on down there, it sounded like a full-out city siege.

Silas pulled himself from the edge of the chute and declared, “I believe we have found our assassins.”














CHAPTER SIXTEEN

~ The Crescent Order ~
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DIM GREEN-GREY light, punctuated with orange beams from Hayden’s and Ian’s flashlights, illuminated the service tunnel. The walls were made of bare concrete, unpainted and unadorned, just as the rough floor beneath Marin’s feet.

At least we aren’t defiling anything spectacular, she thought as she popped her head around the corner to throw a quick volley of five bombs at the assassins.

It was perhaps a silly thing to worry about right now, standing at death’s doorway, but the Hellean’s floating cities were a technological marvel—even though they had been doing their utmost to kill her over the past week. She hated the thought of taking one down with her.

Stop it. You’re not going to die, she tried to reassure herself. They just want to talk. Because that’s what assassins do. Talk. With sharp blades and big guns.

The bombs exploded, taking down a sizable chunk of the wall the assassins were using for cover. The wall creaked and groaned but held. Marin had fashioned the bombs from a hodgepodge of parts she'd collected from the surreal environments. They were big and clunky—and had a fraction of the explosive force of her usual bombs—but they were better than anything else they had available to them. She didn’t think throwing their only two flashlights at the assassins would do more than irk them—or perhaps amuse them. Besides, then Marin wouldn’t have enough light to see that they had only six—no, make that five—bombs left. She somehow doubted the assassins would let up on their attack long enough to allow her to scavenge for parts.

She had only enough materials in her bag to put together another three, but that was better than nothing. She hastily constructed the final three bombs, wishing there were some more of those electric fish around. They were brilliant for making charges.

Marin froze at that thought. She was not going to wish for those demon fish. It had taken her a whole day to come up with a way to capture one, and they'd all nearly been barbecued in the process. Disassembling the thing while it thrashed and zapped at them had been even more perilous. Marin shivered at the memory. She couldn’t decide which had been worse—those hell-spawn fish or the hell-spawn wolf dogs.

The bizarre beasts seemed to have been modeled after mythological creatures and bred in some sort of laboratory. Marin had a feeling those contained environments were all part of this laboratory, and she, Hayden, and Ian had been the little mice running through the maze, trying to escape traps that would have left them mauled—or eaten. The technology required to engineer such an elaborate experiment was mind-boggling. The energy required to power the whole thing was unimaginable.

What were the Helleans up to? Why had they built these environments? Were they trying to engineer magic?

At least the beasts and machines had attacked the assassins too. From the moment they barged into her Oasis lab, Hayden had identified the six assassins as members of the Crescent Order, a group that used a mix of advanced human technology and old Elition magic. That fact alone was frightening, and the assassins' dour faces and excessive armaments hardly endeared them to her. Their singleminded drive to kill her wasn’t helping much either.

After Marin, Hayden, and Ian managed to get themselves swallowed up by some odd energy wave, they'd wandered in the forest of beasts for a whole day before hitting a dead end. One moment, they were pushing through a cluster of trees, and the next they hit a concrete wall.

It was then that Marin figured out the forest was not entirely natural. The assassins’ numbers had grown to twelve by the time they crossed paths on the second day. Marin’s group spent several hours hiding from assassins—and fire-spitting dogs—before they came across the ladder. It stood braced against one tree, standing as though it had every bit as much right to be in that forest as any tree. Once they reached the top, Marin saw that they were not in some grounded laboratory as she'd thought, but inside another floating city.

That’s when she decided the Helleans might not be so innocuous after all. This idea only solidified in her mind as they hopped from one engineered environment to the next, all contained inside the floating cities.

She couldn’t imagine they'd built these hazardous laboratory mazes—and managed to connect them via manmade portals—for purely benign reasons. They were running an experiment. An experiment with live, unwilling guinea pigs fighting for their lives. Marin had always respected the Helleans for their remarkable scientific achievements, but clearly they hadn’t become the world’s greatest innovators without someone paying the price. Marin had no intention of being that price.

Whether the Helleans were working with the Crescent Order, or whether the assassins had simply used the linked environments to their own ends, was unclear. The assassins had lost two people inside the beast forest and two at the cliffs—one to the fish and one to the dagger birds. The field of golems had claimed another two. That left them with half their fighting force, more than enough to deal with Marin’s paltry group. The bombs were throwing up a big show, but she doubted a group of six elite assassins would be taken down by a few explosives hacked together from scrap parts.

Marin, Hayden, and Ian had survived the trials of the past week with a whole lot of luck and the power of their wits. No one would claim two adolescent boys and a geek had done so by brawn.

The assassins had been close on their tails, but it was at the tree gym that they'd finally cornered them. Like hunted rabbits, Marin, Hayden, and Ian had fled down the hole in the ground and closed the latch. This kept the assassins out long enough for them to reach a dead end tunnel. While the assassins made quick work of the flimsy lock on the latch, Marin built bombs and the boys threw up a barricade from a pile of broken chairs and tables that they'd found in a nearby storage room.

Down the hall, a shadow slinked around the corner, and Hayden threw their last remaining bomb at it. The shadow slipped away before the bomb even detonated, taking the last of their hope with it.

Marin looked into the storage room, searching for something—anything—that she could use to deal damage. Her eyes settled on an old broom, the best of the junk offerings. The handle was made of metal. Maybe it could be used to bash someone over the head. Her legs grew weak, and she nearly stumbled to the floor. Who was she kidding? Those assassins were professional fighters. They would be the only ones landing any blows. They would dance circles around her meager swings.

Hayden and Ian sat beside the barrier. They turned their eyes to her, looking for guidance. She'd kept the three of them alive over those long, long days. She'd promised those boys that she would get them all out. And now she would fail them. Marin sat down between them, wrapping an arm around each. Together, they huddled, their hearts beating out the countdown to the inevitable. Light footfalls approached…

And ground to a halt. Grunts sounded, followed by two heavy thumps. Marin rose just high enough to peek over the barrier. Two bodies lay against the wall in a tangled heap of bloody limbs. Marin could make out flickers of movement against the light cast on the wall. An enraged man howled, then spit out a belligerent insult. The voice was a perfect match to Leonidas’s. Marin shook her head. She must be hallucinating. Leonidas was locked away inside some temple in the Elition Wilderness.

Metal scraped against metal. A breeze ripped through the tunnels, making the hairs on Marin’s arms stand on end. She'd experienced this feeling before. Phantom power. She ducked as a body was flung over the barrier. It hit the wall with a sickening crunch. Blood oozed down the assassin’s face, and an assortment of broken bones protruded from his chest. Beside her, Ian threw up on her shoes. Marin turned her back on the broken man and tried to wipe the image from her mind, struggling against the burn of bile rising in her throat.

Silas leapt around the corner, blood sprinkled across his face like warpaint. An assassin in black followed, launching a tiny disc at him. Silas dodged, and the disc clinked against the wall behind him and exploded. Hopping over a cascade of concrete chunks, he thrust out with a fierce jagged-edged blade. The assassin blocked, but nearly fell to his knees from the impact of Silas’s forceful strike. Without pause, Silas kicked the man hard in the stomach. The assassin fell flat on his back, and before he could stir, Silas cut his throat.

He met Marin’s horrified face with a feral grin and called back down the tunnel, “They’re here. Come on.”

Leonidas and Ariella stepped around the corner, stopping on either side of Silas. Leonidas’s silver suit was stained with splotches of red, and blood dripped from the Elitions’ blades.

And Marin didn’t care. She climbed over the barricade and ran forward, slamming straight into them to give them a gigantic hug. They'd come for her. They'd actually come for her. She clung to them desperately, afraid they would vanish before her eyes, leaving her alone in that forlorn tunnel. Tears streamed down her muddy, sweaty cheeks.

Ariella smiled, Silas snickered, and Leonidas grew very still. He didn’t even punch her in the arm or mock her for getting herself into this situation to begin with. Wow, he must have been genuinely worried about her.

As Marin turned to look back at Hayden and Ian, metal screamed and the ceiling quaked, showering down concrete dust. Her eyes burning with tiny particles, Marin shifted her gaze to the shaft they'd all taken down into the tunnels. The shaft had split open, more than doubling in diameter. Its lip was smooth and dipped precariously, like the solidified wax edge of a used candle. The liquified remains of the ladder had reformed as a jumble of fractured rungs inside an indistinct metallic bulge on the floor.

Before she could even consider what might be capable of instantly melting a reinforced shaft of steel and concrete, something whistled down. A golem. It landed in the pile of parts illuminated by the sunlight streaming in from the newly expanded hole in the ceiling. Compared to the golems of the frozen field, this one was miniature, hardly larger than an average man. Silas was actually bigger than it. But Silas’s eyes didn’t glow blood red, and despite his many powers, as far as Marin knew he could not melt metal or concrete.

The golem turned those eyes her way now, and she could have sworn she saw the red darken further before Silas locked his arms around her and jumped out of the way. A burning river of flames, extending half the height of the tunnel, shot past them, only narrowly missing the barricade shielding Hayden and Ian.

“Get the boys to safety!” Silas shouted at Ariella, nudging Marin toward her as he darted around the golem.

He needn’t have bothered. The golem was ignoring everyone but him, the Selpe brothers included. It had obviously honed in on him as the biggest threat, and it was already turning to track him.

Silas danced a crisp, efficient circle behind the golem, and struck out with his blade to cut at an opening in its neck. A colorful blur of skin and steel, he moved with inhuman speed—but the golem was not human.

It matched Silas’s movements, raising an armored arm to block his attack. Metal toned like an old clock tower, and Silas hopped back to shake out his arm. His eyes glowing white, he shot a menacing sneer at the golem. Marin would have told him such things only worked on living beings, not machines, but it was unlikely he'd hear her. Not over the deafening staccato of striking metal—Silas’s sword against the golem’s massive outer shell. It was so loud that she could hardly hear her own thoughts.

They continued their deadly dance, drifting further down the hall. Silas might not have been doing much damage, but he was managing to push the golem away from everyone else. Marin glanced away from the fight just long enough to meet Hayden’s eyes and give him a reassuring nod. Everything would be ok. Silas was here, and he would keep them safe.

She was ripped from this disillusion by a pained grunt of expelled air. She whipped her head around, honing in on Silas: a crumpled heap against a wall splattered with his blood. His back rose and fell in erratic hiccups. He was alive, but he didn't get up. Oh why didn’t he get up?! Marin hadn’t thought anything could keep Silas down. A shiver crept down her spine. How badly was he hurt?

The golem was advancing slowly on him, taking its time. It oozed toward him as though it were savoring the anticipation of his death. It seemed to have already written him off, but still it didn't seek out a new threat. Silas needed a few minutes, just a few minutes and he'd be strong again. He had always boasted that of all Elitions, Phantoms healed fastest.

Before she could think better of it, Marin scooped up a handful of concrete chunks and chucked them at the golem. They bounced off its smooth metal body, not making a dent. The golem continued to advance on Silas as though nothing had happened.

Marin was looking around for something harder to throw, when a streak of black and silver rushed past her. Ariella. The Elition swung her sword back, then struck hard at the golem’s leg. It sank in behind the knee. She quickly repeated the motion with the other leg. Golem ground against concrete as the monstrous machine dropped to its knees. As it fell, it swung out a massive arm, backhanding Ariella so hard that she flew past Marin and collided with Leonidas. They both tumbled to the ground.

Ariella disentangled herself from him and was on her feet the next instant. She wiped the blood from her lip with the back of her hand and glared at the golem. Her stare didn’t seem to have any more of an effect on it than Silas’s had. The machine rose to its feet, quickly closing the distance to Silas. Then it lifted its arm, readying itself to slam a metal fist into his head, like it planned to crack it open like a coconut.

Silas threw his head back and glowered at the golem with eyes of icy fury. It stumbled forward, but before it fell, it shot back, colliding with the wall behind it. Several seconds passed, and the golem stayed down.

Silas braced his hands against the wall and rose to his feet. He'd made it only two steps before the groan of abused metal signaled the rise of his foe.

“Damn thing doesn’t know when to die,” he grumbled, spinning around to fight again.

But the golem didn't come to him. It turned and headed down the tunnel past the gaping hole in the ceiling. It bent over one of the fallen assassins and, clamping a hand around his waist, lifted the man from the ground.

Between spikes of hair thickly coated with bloody dust, Marin could just make out a few untainted locks of silver. Paler even than Ariella’s, the Elition’s hair was closer to white than blond. He had a massive muscular form second only to Silas’s, the sort that was definitely built to deal damage—and yet inside the golem’s iron clasp, he drooped as limply as a rag doll, his head flopping from one side to the other as he was carried toward Silas. The man coughed, and blood trickled down his lips. Marin could only stare in horror. He was still alive. Broken and bloody, but alive.

The golem lifted the Elition over his head and threw him hard at the wall, right over Silas’s head. Marin turned her eyes away, but that did not block out the telltale crunch of bone as a soft body met hard concrete.

Silas looked from the assassin to the golem and said, “Your aim sucks.”

The golem remained motionless, its red eyes fixed.

“As does your plan,” he continued. “You can’t just toss bodies at me, you walking scrap pile. Not even other Phantoms. I don’t break so easily.”

The golem turned around and tromped back down the way it had come in. When it reached the opening, it squatted down into its knees, then leapt out of the tunnel in a single bound, disappearing from sight.

Marin looked at Leonidas, who was standing at her right side. He shrugged.

“I've no idea what that tantrum was all about,” he said. “Aren’t you the machine doctor?”

Marin opened her lips to answer but paused as a cold wind gusted down the hallway, cutting through her body like a thousand glacial daggers. A subtle visual distortion appeared in the air behind the boys, cracking and sizzling.

“Another portal,” Ariella commented.

The faint blue-silver glow of this distortion made it the most visible so far. It was also…different. Somehow. Marin shivered. She was freezing her tail off just standing in the same hall with it.

“Where do you think it goes?” asked Leonidas.

“Let’s not find out,” Ariella decided. “Everyone, take a few steps back.”

Hayden and Ian had come to the same conclusion. They were already climbing over the barricade. Marin caught a flash of movement in the shadows behind them. She shook her head. She was so shaken up that she was imagining things. The only thing back there was a dead man.

Silas thought otherwise. He launched two throwing knives over the boys’ heads. A grunt answered the attack, and Hayden and Ian were yanked back over the barrier. A second later a bloody face popped up and white teeth grinned at them. Marin’s mouth fell open. There was no way that man could still been alive. Half of his ribs were sticking through his chest. Silas’s knives were buried in his shoulders.

“Elition healing,” Silas told her, as though he'd read the thoughts from her mind. He threw another two knives, but the man ducked back down before they could hit.

Silas sprinted forward, closing the distance to the barricade in half a second. He was half a second too late. The bloody Elition shoved Hayden and Ian roughly through the portal, then collapsed, face hard to the floor. The portal began to flicker, the crackling buzz becoming more erratic. Silas looked at the portal, then nodded to Ariella.

“It’s going out,” he said. “This portal isn't like the others. And it won't open again.”

“How do you know?” Ariella asked.

“I know.”

Ariella nodded back to him. “I understand.”

And so did Marin. Silas was going to follow them through. He knew it was a one-way trip, and he was going anyway. Marin wanted to shout at him, to tell him not to go. There was no knowing where that thing led. Or if he would ever find a way back. She didn’t want him to leave.

Her lips cracked open to tell him so, but he had already moved into the portal. His body faded slowly from sight, and then he was just gone. He and the portal. A painful knot formed in Marin’s chest and she began to fall.

Leonidas caught her. She tried to struggle, to push free, but he just held her, his unyielding arms locked around her. body She wanted to punch him, but her arms were like jelly. She wanted to scream at him, but she didn’t even have the strength to do that.

Ariella tore the barricade down, and her violet eyes blazed as she honed in on the bloody man. “Where does that portal go?”

The man peeled his face just far enough off the rippled concrete to throw a demented smile at her. Then, his eyes rolled up and his head smacked against the floor.

Ariella pressed a hand to his neck. “Dead.” She wiped the man’s blood off her fingers on a dry corner of his own shirt. “Check the others.”

“Can’t you just give her a minute?” Leonidas said, his arms still around Marin.

“The portal disappeared. Hayden and Ian Selpe are gone. Silas is gone. We need to figure out who hired the Crescent Order and how they—” She swung her sword at the camera mounted on the ceiling, splitting it in two. “—are involved in all of this. To do that we need to question one of the assassins. Even if any survived the massive damage Silas was dealing out, it’s unlikely they'll stay alive long. So, no, I can’t just give her a minute.”

His jaw tightening, Leonidas lifted Marin into his arms, then followed Ariella down the hall to scan for survivors. Marin closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see any more death—death that Silas had caused. Blind as she knew she was when it came to him, even she'd read the brutal determination on his face as he tore his opponents apart. She didn't want to remember him as a monster.

“I think this one is still alive,” Leonidas called out. “But not for much longer. He does not look good.”

The horrified disgust in his tone made Marin glad she still had her eyes closed. Leonidas had seen enough brutality to not be startled easily. Marin tried to distract her mind with other thoughts. Like how one could construct a structure the size of a city and still keep it up in the air. Or how much battery power a golem needed, or computational power, or memory…

“Who hired you? Selpes? Avans?” Ariella demanded.

Marin heard the man spit in response. She hoped it wasn’t blood. Something cracked, and the man groaned. Ariella repeated the question.

“Selpe lady…tall…dark curls…white gloves,” he croaked out.

“Lady Cassandra,” Leonidas said. “She sure didn’t waste any time.”

“No, she didn’t,” Ariella agreed. “But are you really surprised?”

“No. I can’t say that I am.”

“How are the Helleans involved?”

From the harsh edge that had return to Ariella’s voice, Marin assumed she was talking to the assassin again.

“Hired too.”

Before the ordeal of the past week, Marin would have been surprised. Sure, everyone claimed the Helleans’ neutrality was nothing but clever marketing, a way to advertise that they would sell to anyone who could meet their price, but Marin hadn't considered that their eager entrepreneurism extended beyond airships and the most innocuous of their gadgets.

“To what end?” Ariella asked.

“We had to chase the Selpe boys…make sure they went through portals…to portal here.” A fit of coughs gurgled out.

“And the Helleans?” Ariella prompted.

“They…provided environments…"

"What are these environments?" Ariella asked.

"Don't…know."

"What else?"

"They provided portals…also supposed to…clean up the mess.”

“Mess?” Ariella asked.

“Any evidence or witnesses,” Leonidas told her. “Dead assassins.” He paused. “Us.”

“So we should expect company. Lovely.” She sounded positively grim. “Where did that portal take them?”

The man muttered something Marin couldn’t make out.

“He’s gone,” Leonidas told Ariella, resettling Marin closer to his chest. “Did you hear what he said?”

“I’m not sure. It sounded…”

“Garbled?”

“Crazy,” she amended. “He said the portal brought them to a different world.”

“Surely, he meant to another part of the world.”

“No. He said to a different world.”

“Is that even possible?”

“I don’t know. There are mentions of such things in Elition lore. The really old stories. But I thought that was just metaphor. I’ve never seen anything like it. But then Silas said he’d visited one. So maybe. It sounds like the sort of thing an Elition elder would know about.”

“Elder?” Leonidas asked.

“A nice way of saying a really old Elition. It would have to be someone over seven hundred years old. Like your guard in Precipice. We can ask him when we drop you back off in your cell.”

“Hey!” he protested.

“Just kidding. The only person we know who seems to have any experience with interworld portals is Silas. But he's gone now.”

Ariella’s voice cracked with such sadness that Marin nearly burst into tears.

“He'll be all right,” said Leonidas. And even he sounded sad. “Silas is the scariest man I know. He'll be all right.”

Ariella cleared her throat. “Well, we can’t do anything for him right now anyway. We need to help ourselves. If the assassin is right, the Helleans will be coming here to ‘clean up the mess’. Let’s not be around when that happens. Marin?”

Marin clamped down her lids even harder and shook her head. She felt a slap on her cheek.

“You'll be ok,” Ariella told her.

She couldn’t know that.

“Marin, we need your help.”

No.

“Leonidas, talk to her. We need a way out, and she knows the Hellean cities better than we do. Get her to snap out of it.”

“I’m not sure what you think I can do.”

“More than I can, I'm sure.”

Leonidas sighed and drew Marin in closer. She rested her head on his chest and tried to fall asleep.

“Marin,” he said quietly.

She surprised herself by answering. “Yes?”

“Is there any way out of this storage tunnel?”

“Service tunnel,” she corrected him.

Leonidas snorted. “Of course.”

“It runs around the outer edge of the city. There are several more levels of them below us.”

“Let’s start with that. Is there a ladder around here that leads down?”

“Yes. Head back toward the hatch, then follow the tunnel about two hundred meters past it.”

She felt Leonidas begin to move in that direction. The assassins had tossed a few gas bombs steaming suspicious purple fumes down that way before Marin managed to slam the hatch shut. That had prevented her from directing Hayden and Ian there, which led to their being cornered in front of the supply closet.

“From the tunnels, is there a way off this city? Maybe by dropping into one of the plane bays?” Leonidas asked.

Marin cracked a lid open just far enough to see that there were no bodies lying around. She decided to brave opening both eyes.

“The bays are too far off the tunnels. That will never work, Leonidas. You should really leave the job of concocting crazy plans to the professionals.”

“And by professionals, I assume you mean you?”

“Naturally.”

“I’m confused, Marin. Which of your ‘professional’ skills do you think are going to help us here? Your uncanny ability to bore everyone with irrelevant tidbits of scientific trivia? Or your knack for blowing things up?”

Marin punched him in the arm.

“Ladies and gentlemen, she’s back,” Leonidas declared with a self-satisfied smirk.














CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

~ Blizzard’s Point ~

526AX August 23, Blizzard’s Point







LEONIDAS FOLLOWED MARIN two levels down the ladder, and Ariella took up the rear. They hopped off into a narrow rectangular room. It was dark, lit only by a pulsing yellow light switch and an uneven blend of pink and golden light streaming in from a tiny porthole.

Neatly labeled boxes were stacked on metal shelves screwed against the two longer walls, covering them from floor to ceiling. One of the short walls was just large enough to fit the door; the other held the porthole. Marin stepped over to that one and looked outside. She stood there in silence for a few minutes, and Leonidas could almost hear the wheels of her brain churning, hopefully plotting their escape.

“What do you see?” she finally asked them.

A few display panels. Some spare computer parts. Hundreds of boxes marked with unhelpful labels like ‘FCLSFH-50’. A storage closet tight enough to provoke an immediate claustrophobic attack.

Leonidas did not voice his thoughts.

“The Western Continent,” Ariella said, looking over the top of Marin’s head to the world outside.

Leonidas joined them by the porthole. Though small, the tiny glass-covered opening was sufficient to provide a decent view of the ocean churning below them. Far off, a speck of white twinkled in the early morning light. Land. Ice-covered land. It was only August, too early for anything but the Elition Western Continent to be completely frozen over. That chunk of land was what the Elitions called the Tundra, a merciless flat expanse of ice and wind. Not exactly on Leonidas’s list of best places to run off to, though he supposed it was better than waiting around for the Helleans to find them and ‘clean up the mess’.

The only problem was the Tundra was way out there and they were here, smack dab over the ocean. And he hardly thought the Helleans would be so helpful as to steer their city over land. He hoped Marin wasn’t planning to crash the city into the freezing water. That would certainly be a fun catastrophe to climb out of. If they even survived it.

“We are in the floating city of Blizzard’s Point, just east of the Elition Western Continent,” Marin said. She turned toward Leonidas and Ariella, and with her hands she made repeating sweeping movements toward the portal. “The wind is currently blowing west, in the direction of the continent.” She pointed to the nearest wind vane mounted against the outside of the city. “We can use that to our advantage.”

“How?” Leonidas asked her. “Is the wind strong enough to push the city over the continent?”

“Not usually, no. In the early days of the floating cities, there were some incidents involving hurricane winds tossing them from their spots, but the Helleans quickly resolved those issues.”

Marin pulled a roll of paper from one of the boxes—the Helleans’ organizational scheme didn't seem to be a mystery to her—then spread it out over a shelf under the porthole. She drew a large circle with a fat black pen.

“This is the city. There are twenty-four thrusters, evenly distributed along the city’s outer perimeter.”

She popped the lid of a thinner pen, this one red. She drew lines along the circle to represent the location of the thrusters, then wrote numbers beside them: 0, 15, 30, 45, 60, 75…all the way around.

“When the wind is strong enough to shift the city’s location, it compensates by firing these thrusters. Which thrusters it uses is dependent on the way the wind is blowing—and the way the city needs to go. This is usually all controlled by computer. With me so far?”

“Wind, thrusters, computer, check,” said Leonidas.

Ariella nodded slowly, setting her hand to her forehead as though the thought of all this gave her a massive migraine. It probably did. Ariella hated and feared machines as much as most humans did Elitions.

And he was one of those humans. No, not was. Had been. He wondered when that had changed. Sometime during the past week with Ariella and Silas? Or even before that? By the time Marin had figured out what he’d done—distracting the Selpe soldiers in Lear so that Hayden and Ian Selpe’s kidnappers could sneak the boys through—he already regretted his actions. Elitions were dangerous for sure, and the incident with those thieving lovers still smarted, but he shouldn’t have let them force him into condemning two half-Elition teenagers. He should have found another way to…

Leonidas stole a quick glance at Marin, checking to make sure she really was still standing there. He’d tried to redeem himself. Especially in her eyes. And he had done that by fighting to save the very boys he'd betrayed. That hadn’t gone much better than his misguided role in the kidnapping. Hayden and Ian Selpe were gone, whisked away to some other world. He hoped that whoever next took the Selpe throne wouldn't make a point of hunting him down. Leonidas struggled not to squirm. The Selpes loathed traitors, and they took especial pleasure in inflicting a considerable amount of pain on them before finally ending their lives. The lucky ones died on the spot. The really unfortunate ones lingered on for years.

As all patriotic Selpes, he'd never shed tears for a traitor, no matter how cruel their punishment. He'd even tracked down a few in his time and turned them in. Perhaps, it would be one of his former colleagues who turned him in.

He stumbled backwards over Ariella’s foot, and she gave him a hard look. “Pay attention please.”

Marin sighed. “If the conversation does not revolve around girls or guns, Leo finds it nearly impossible to concentrate.”

“Or explosions,” he added. “Which is where I assume this is going? You want us to sabotage the city by blowing up some of these thrusters?”

“Yes to sabotage, no to blowing things up.”

“Not blowing things up?” he asked in mock shock. He set a hand on Marin’s forehead. “Who are you and what have you done with Marin?”

She swatted his hand away.

“It wouldn’t be a Marin plan without at least blowing something up.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“You are.”

“Am not.”

He smiled and nodded.

“Well, not this time,” she growled. “This time, we’re going for something a bit more sophisticated.” She pointed at her drawing. “The city is too big. We would need to do much more than just blow up a few thrusters. There’s no time for that. As soon as explosions started going off in their city, the people in the control room would notice and send guards to take us out. While the Helleans are scientific—not militant—in nature, they've developed a great many weapons and robots. And many, many things no one outside of their civilization has even seen. There’s no telling what monstrosities they would unleash on us.”

Thinking back to the horrific creations in those engineered environments, Leonidas could only agree. Beside him, Ariella nodded as well. From the look on her face, he imagined she, too, was reliving their experiences with those ‘mechanical menaces’ as she called them.

“But the Helleans’ strength is also their weakness,” Marin continued. “Even more so than the Selpes or Avans, they're dependent on their technology. When it fails, they are at a complete loss. They don't know what to do.”

“Does it ever fail?” Leonidas asked her.

“Not really. They’ve built everything very robustly,” she admitted. “That’s where our sabotage comes in. In order to escape, we need to negate the Helleans’ technological advantage. We need to push the city close to the Wilderness.”

“Where all their technological doodads will suddenly cease to function,” said Ariella.

Marin inclined her head. “Precisely.” Her eyes drifted up and a triumphant smile fell on her lips. She was silent for a few seconds, lost in her own thoughts.

“And how does that work?” Leonidas asked, pulling her out of whatever jumble of ideas had trapped her inside her own brain.

To his surprise, she immediately snapped out of it, which meant he wouldn't need to resort to tickling or crude jokes to get her attention.

“We’ll need to be stealth.”

Leonidas tapped his chest. “My specialty.”

“Ha!” She smirked at him. “That’s not what I remember. You used to trip over your own cat.”

“My skills have been honed since becoming a spy, Marin.”

Still grinning, Marin returned their attention to the circle. “Ok, back to the thrusters. Remember how I said there are twenty-four thrusters along the city’s perimeter? Well, there are also twenty-four thruster rooms, each placed right at a thruster.” She waved a hand toward the long wall to the right of the door. “We're currently on the thruster room level. The nearest thruster room is just next door.” She pointed back to her drawing of the city, then tapped one of the lines cut across the circle’s edge. “There. The one marked at 180 degrees.”

“What do we need to do to push the city over the Wilderness?” asked Ariella.

“The wind will do most of the pushing itself. We need to break the safeguards that keep the city in place.”

Marin fingered past a few labelled crates, settling on a shelf of stacked slender cardboard boxes. She swiped the top one off the shelf, then slid out a computer tablet. She continued to rummage around until she located a keyboard, which she snapped into it.

“I'll prepare a special ‘update’ for the city’s computer system.” Her fingers began to tap lightning-fast across the keys. “Once uploaded, it will cut off communication between the control room and the twenty-four thruster rooms. The people in the control room will no longer be able to remotely open and close valves, and they won't know the open or closed status of the valves.”

“They will send technicians to fix the problem,” Leonidas pointed out.

“That’s ok,” she said.

“That’s ok?”

“Yes. I won't send the update until near the end of the game. By then, they'll already have other problems to deal with.”

The image of a raging hoard of hellhounds, electric fish, metal birds, and golems stampeding through the city streets popped into Leonidas’s head.

“And what is the ‘game’?” Ariella asked warily. “Please don’t tell me it involves my fighting off machines while you fiddle with that computer.”

“Running. The plan involves a whole lot of running.”

Ariella’s grimace softened a tad. “That’s it?”

“No, that’s not it, but it’s most of what you’ll be doing.”

She walked over to the other rack, paused to scan the labels, then pulled three large black objects out of a box. She threw one each to Leonidas and Ariella. He caught it by a strap. It was a backpack—a really large backpack. The sort of backpack soldiers carried around.

“What’s this for?” he asked.

“That’s for your levers.”

“My what?”

“Your levers,” she repeated. “Whenever the thrusters are nonfunctional—as when the city is over the Elition Wilderness zone, for instance—the Hellean standard procedure is to send technicians to the thruster rooms. There, a valve positioned next to each thruster can be opened or closed manually. Closing it prevents fuel from reaching the thruster, which means the city cannot correct its position. That’s why we’re stealing the levers. We need to remove each and every one.”

“How do we remove them?” Ariella asked.

“I’ll demonstrate in a minute,” Marin said. She tapped the ‘180’ line on the drawing. “Here, in the thruster room next door. And this is also where we will start. From there, we’ll split up.” She tapped the ‘0’ on the opposite end of the city circle. “This is where we will meet up again before jumping out of the city.”

Marin looked at Leonidas. She traced her finger left from ‘180’, following the curve. Over the next thruster room, she wrote ‘L1’ over the 165 degree mark.

“L1?” he asked.

“Short for ‘Leonidas-1’,” she explained. “That’s your first thruster room. You will take the lever, then follow the hallway along the left side of the city, taking the lever from each room.”

Ariella watched her write ‘A1’ over the first thruster room along the right side of the city, then asked, “And I’m to start there?”

“Yes, you will remove the levers from the thruster rooms on the right side of the city as shown in this drawing.”

Marin buried her hand inside another box and pulled out three watches. Black with a digital readout face as wide as Leonidas’s wrist, right now they each displayed a series of red zeros. Leonidas slipped his on with no other thought in his head than how wretchedly it clashed with his outfit. When Marin offered one to Ariella, however, the Elition looked at it as though it were poisonous.

“Is that thing really necessary?” she asked.

“Yes.” Marin tossed her the watch, then buckled on her own. “And this brings us to the complicated part of the plan.”

“You mean there’s more than stealing these levers?” Ariella asked, fastening her watch so quickly her hands were a blur. Maybe she thought it would spontaneously sprout teeth and bite her if she allowed her fingers to linger. She was glaring at it as though it still might.

“You had to have known no Marin plan would ever be so simple,” Leonidas told her.

“I fear you are right about that.”

She gave them the evil eye. “Instead of teasing me, you should be concentrating on this plan.”

“I was.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s see how well you were paying attention then. Leonidas, what is Hellean standard procedure when their computer control of the thrusters fails?” she asked him.

“Ummmm…”

“No, that wasn’t it.” Exasperation clung to the heavy sigh Marin let out. “The correct answer is the control room will send technicians to the thruster rooms to control the city’s position through the manual release of fuel from the central tank.”

“Right, that’s why we’re taking the levers. So they can’t open or close the valve,” Leonidas said, turning to her with a triumphant grin.

Rather than faint in awe that he’d remembered that tidbit, Marin merely sighed again. “It takes a lot of time to steal twenty-four levers. What happens if the technicians were to figure out what we’re doing before we’re done?”

“I’d get to practice shooting with some Hellean fancy gun you’re about to pull out of one of these mystery boxes?” he asked, leaning to look at the rack behind her.

“Funny.” Marin’s expression told him she thought otherwise.

“Perhaps they won’t figure it out until it’s too late.”

“As soon as my update goes through, they'll send technicians. The priority will be to check the valves here.” She pointed to the three thruster rooms closest to their current location. “And here.” She indicated the three corresponding rooms on the opposite side of the city. “They'll ensure the valves on the west side are open to counteract the wind—and that those on the east side are closed so as not to add to the force pushing the city toward the continent.

“While we are aiming for the exact opposite. The first thing we'll do is make sure the valves here on the west side are closed. That’s before stealing the levers in those three rooms. Close the valve in every room before stealing its lever. That goes all the way until the three on the east side. Those we will open before stealing the levers.”

“You mentioned technicians?” Ariella reminded her.

“Yes. After the control room loses communication with the thruster rooms, the technicians will head to those two parts of the city. That is, unless we're already keeping their technicians busy.”

“Busy,” said Ariella. “Why do I have the feeling I won’t like this?”

“Don’t worry. It’s actually quite simple. I take it you’ve used scissors before?”

Ariella gave her a look that said she had a few ideas of what she could do with a pair of scissors. Marin backed up, bumping against the storage rack.

“Here.” She pulled a pair of wire cutters from a box and handed them to Ariella. “They’re like scissors for wires.”

She turned to Leonidas, ostensibly to hand him a pair of cutters as well, but really to avoid the dark look Ariella was aiming her way.

“Ok, now on to our watches. Around forty-five minutes after we set out, your first alarm will go off. That is five minutes after I've sent my update to the city systems. It will take a few minutes to go into effect. During this time, I want you each to open a few panels in your respective thruster rooms and cut some cables. It’s important to cut these cables before the update finishes. We want the control room to be alerted to something wrong in those rooms. They will send technicians to investigate, which will keep them busy and away from the rooms key to our plan. By the time they get there, my update should have gone through, and the control room will be unable to see—or counter—our next actions. Continue taking levers from the remaining thruster rooms on your route. I’ve calculated this operation should take seventy minutes.”

“Why that?” Leonidas interrupted.

“The left and right outer loops around the city circle are each 4.8 kilometers. That’s four hundred meters between each thruster room, then add in—”

Leonidas yawned. “Sorry I asked.”

“Well, you did ask,” she shot back. She wrote numbers along the side of the paper, starting at one and going all the way up to fourteen. “Each number represents five minutes. Two minutes to run the four hundred meters…”

“Two minutes?!” spluttered Leonidas.

She ignored his protest. “…and three minutes to remove and store the levers in your pack. I’ve allowed five minutes to cut up the cables, and there are a few waiting periods to keep our actions all in sync.”

“And what will you be doing while the two of us are running laps around the city?” he asked Marin.

“Running under the city.” She traced her fingertip in a straight line from one side of the city to the other. “One level down, there is a service tunnel that cuts through the city. We’ll all head over to the thruster room next door in just a bit. I’ll demonstrate how to remove a lever, then we'll split up. As you two go left and right, I'll go down one level and run through the service tunnel to the opposite side of the city. Then, I'll upload the update and wait. At sixty-five minutes, the second countdown on our watches will hit zero. We'll assist the wind’s push of the city toward the continent by simultaneously opening the valves on the east side of the city. Then we'll remove the levers to prevent the technicians from issuing a counter push.

“After that, we’ll meet up in the storage closet over on that side of the city, and take the ladder to the hangar on the city’s lowest level. By the time we’re ready to jump out, the combination of the wind and those three open valves will have pushed the city over the Wilderness, where it will lose all power. The city’s technology will not work until they can bring the city back out of the no-tech zone, a problem that will keep them very busy while we're free to escape.”

Ariella frowned. “King River won’t be happy if you crash a city into Elitia.”

“I won’t be happy if it crashes into me,” added Leonidas.

“It won’t crash,” Marin assured them. “We’re just going to nudge the city close enough for the systems to go haywire for awhile. The Helleans will find a way to move the city away, but by then we’ll be long gone.”

“I hope you have a plan on how to get us off the city and back on the ground,” Leonidas said. And that this plan didn’t entail jumping to their deaths.

“Flying suits. The Helleans keep them in all the hangars.” Marin really did have an answer for everything.

“A storm is brewing below,” Ariella said, tapping the glass pane.

“Are there any buildings in the area that we can use for shelter?” Marin asked.

“That depends on where we land. Ice Palace, the castle of Everlast, is not far, but the temple at Winter’s Gate would be better. The Everlast Elitions are weird when it comes to outsiders.”

“Humans?” asked Leonidas.

“All outsiders. Anyone from outside of Everlast—even other Elitions,” said Ariella. “I’ll lead us to Winter’s Gate. From there, we can take the portal to Laelia.”

“There are Selpe soldiers in Laelia,” Leonidas pointed out. He didn't want to escape just to be captured again. Selpe soldiers would arrest him on sight. Or just shoot him in the head.

“Usually there are only five soldiers in all of Laelia. A consequence of our alliance with the Selpes.” Ariella frowned, as though the thought made her ill. “But they aren't allowed in the Gateway, which is where we'll enter Laelia. The Elitions standing guard there will not deter us. It will be fine. The hard part is getting there.”

Marin took a deep breath. “Ok, follow me to the thruster room next door. I’ll demonstrate how to remove the levers.”














CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

~ Twenty-four Levers ~

526AX August 23, Blizzard’s Point







MARIN WASN’T SURE her plan would work, but it was better than just sitting around waiting to die. She tried not to sag her shoulders as she led Leonidas and Ariella to the thruster room next door. For the purposes of her plan, she had designated it ‘180’, but the slender black plaque on the white door read ‘TCRV-005’. It was precisely the sort of name the Helleans would have chosen. Like everything about them, their naming code was about brevity rather than beauty.

The thruster room was hardly larger than the storage closet. Between the machinery and exposed piping, the three of them barely squeezed through to the back. A fat lever was mounted to the outward-facing wall, right beside a porthole identical to the one next door. Marin pulled an electric screwdriver out of her bag, then slid it into the holster at her hip.

“What kind of gun is that?” Ariella asked.

“The kind used for attacking screws.” Leonidas chuckled.

Ariella turned her back on him and looked at Marin. “Do you have a more sensible explanation?”

“Leonidas is a doofus,” offered Marin with a shrug.

Demonstrating all the maturity of a two-year-old, he stuck his tongue out at her.

“It’s not a gun,” Marin told Ariella. “It’s an electric screwdriver. Here.” She handed one to each of them. “We’re going to use these to remove the levers.” She tapped on the lever. “Which look like this.”

Ariella looked even less pleased to get the screwdriver than she had the watch. “Give me a normal one. I’m faster than a human. I can do it by hand.”

“Can you remove a ten centimeter long screw in three seconds?” Marin removed her screwdriver from its holster and held it up. “Well, this can.”

“Surely, you are exaggerating, Marin,” Leonidas said.

“I never exaggerate. This electric screwdriver can do two thousand rounds per minute. The very best ones we had at the Orion Explosives lab only did fifteen hundred. And one of my coworkers liked to hoard those at his desk. I usually got stuck with the ones that went around one thousand. Every technician in every Hellean city has one of these beauties,” she said, smiling at the screwdriver.

“Do I need to remind you that these Helleans you adore so much are trying to kill us?” Leonidas said.

“Not out of wrath. They were simply hired.”

“Oh, hired killers. That makes it all right then.”

“I’m only expressing my appreciation for the manner in which they equip their workers. The Selpe government makes sure their soldiers have nothing but the best weaponry, but they sure have a lot to learn about how to treat their own scientists.”

“Let’s leave the debates for later and just concentrate on our escape,” said Ariella, turning the screwdriver over in her hands.

Marin nodded. Ariella was right. And besides, keeping her mind busy was the only thing stopping her from succumbing to the knot that had been tightening in her chest ever since Silas disappeared through that portal.

“You two will be using the screwdrivers so often that it’s best to keep them close at hand,” she said quickly, before her mind could wander in that direction. She smiled at them. “After all, we’re on a tight schedule.”

Leonidas lifted his hands in the air. “Ok, ok, Marin. I’m listening. Now please just put away that murderous smile.”

As Marin tried to mold her face into a neutral expression, he and Ariella took the proffered holsters. They fastened them around their waists, then slid the screwdrivers in.

“Good. Now, remember that you only have about three minutes to get through each thruster room, possibly open or close the valves, remove the lever, store it in your bag, and return to the hall.”

Leonidas knocked his fist on the lever. “These things look pretty sturdy. And heavy. Do we really need to collect them in our bags?”

“If you don’t take them with you, the technicians will just reattach them and use them to open or close the valves when they lose computer control of them. There are many things in the supply closets, but these levers are not among them. It’s rare that a lever needs to be replaced, so the extras are stored three levels down in one of the gigantic storage bays. With the levers missing, in order to use the valves the technicians will need to climb down a few dozen stairs, locate the correct bay, then run through dozens of aisles to track down the correct box. Then, they'll need to bring one lever to each valve they want to control, reattach them, and only then turn them into the open or closed position. Do you know how long that will take?”

Leonidas smirked. “I’m sure you can tell me to the nearest minute.”

Probably. She’d spent only a few days in Oasis, but she’d paid very close attention—and had read the enormous safety procedure book in the lab.

“A long time, Leo,” was all she said. There was no need to let him know his mocking words had gotten under her skin. That would be like releasing blood into the water when sharks were around. “So, once you get to the lever, you first check the valves. Right now, the thrusters are still being managed by the city’s control room. The valves are only used when the electricity is down. When the valves are not being used, they should all be closed.”

She set her hands on the lever and tried to turn it to the right. It didn’t move. 

“This one is closed, but please double check each one before removing the lever. We want them closed. Except the last one we each remove. Those three valves need to be opened.”

She flicked the lever with her finger. “Ok, then. After checking the valve, you need to remove the lever. Your screwdriver will do most of the work for you.”

Marin set the screwdriver head against the single screw holding the lever to the wall. When she squeezed down on the button, the buzz of a rapidly-turning electric screwdriver bounced off the metallic piping. Vibrations shot up her arm, tingling her skin.

“Use both hands to operate the screwdriver,” she called out over the noise. With only a one-handed hold, the pressure of the rapid rotations could throw the screwdriver from their hands.

Marin watched the screw turn loose, her eyes scanning over its threads. Hmm, they'd picked a ‘fine’ screw. That didn’t make any sense. She could have removed a ‘coarse’ screw in half the time. Besides, the threads on a fine screw were meant for precision devices. There was nothing precise about a fat lever you turned with pure brute force.

The lever loosened, then suddenly dropped. Ariella’s hand shot out, catching it before it hit the ground. It was a good thing, too. That would have made quite a racket.

“Oh,” said Marin, sliding the screwdriver into her hip holster.

Ariella held out the lever. “Oh?”

Marin took the lever from her and tucked it into her bag. She slid in the tablet and keyboard beside it, then pulled the zipper shut. “Never mind.”

Suddenly, the choice of a fine-threaded screw made sense. The extra time it took to remove a screw with closely-placed threads meant there was at least some warning before the lever suddenly popped out.

“Just keep an eye on the lever. Catch it before it falls to the floor. The noise could attract attention. Or if it hits your foot, it would make all the running you have to do more difficult.”

Ariella gave her an indulgent smile. Ok, maybe the comment about not dropping levers was too obvious. Marin doubted the silver-haired Elition would ever drop anything on her foot. She could probably also run the entire ten kilometer lap around the city in well under fifteen minutes, and no injury would take her body more than a few seconds to heal. Some things in life weren’t fair, and Marin’s lack of Elition healing powers was one of them. All those times she'd hurt herself trying some crazy stunt—skydiving, mountain bicycling, working in her laboratory… She could have made good use of speedy healing.

Marin cleared her throat. The gesture did little to calm her nerves.

“Ok,” she said, looking at Leonidas and Ariella. “Let’s review quickly.” She leaned over to set the two alarms at forty-five and sixty-five minutes on Ariella’s watch. “Before we head out, we start our countdown.” She set the same two alarms on Leonidas’s watch. “The countdown will begin when you hit this button.” She pointed to a grey knob on the right side of the watch, then quickly set her own two alarms. “As we run out of this room, Leonidas will head for…”

He met her prompting gaze and nodded. “The next thruster room on the left side of the city ring. I'll take the levers from that room and the others on that side.”

“I'll use that time to take the tunnel shortcut to the other side of the city,” Marin said. “Just before your first alarm goes off, I'll upload the update to break communication between the control room and the thrusters.

“Now, when Ariella leaves this room she will…”

“Head for the next thruster room on the right side of the ring. I take the levers along that path. At some point along the way, this contraption will start complaining.” Ariella shook her wrist, but the watch was too well secured to flop about.

“Then Ariella and I each muss about inside our respective cable box with the cutters, slashing a bunch of cables,” said Leonidas.

Marin nodded. “That will alert the control room that something is broken in those two rooms, and they'll send technicians. If I’ve timed this correctly, right after the cutting, my update will infect—err, modify their systems to break the city’s internal communications. They'll lose the ability to see or control the thrusters and to contact their technicians. This will buy us enough time to…”

“Continue pilfering the levers from the thruster rooms,” Leonidas supplied. His eyes twinkled. “Hopefully, Ariella is fast enough in her run to keep up.”

Ariella showed him her teeth. “Just a relaxed jog through the city.”

Leonidas stumbled back. “Woo, watch that deranged smile. I hope you’re not auditioning to become the team’s new Silas.”

She shrugged. “I can’t phase my eyes like he can.”

“Thank goodness,” Leonidas muttered under his breath.

Marin clapped her hands together. They both turned their eyes on her, neither looking very pleased with the manner in which she'd gotten their attention. Trying to mask the sheepish expression she knew was creeping across her face, Marin pressed on.

“Even before we make it to the final three thruster rooms in the city, the update has already gone into effect. Because of the malfunctions in the two rooms where we cut the cables, the Helleans will hopefully think that’s where the problem lies and send any technicians there rather than elsewhere in the city. Those two rooms are quite distant from our final three rooms, so that should also give us some time. When the second alarm goes off at sixty-five minutes, we'll manually open the three valves on the far side of the city. We then remove the levers and meet up in the storage room over there, where we'll find the ladder to take us down a few levels to the hangar. By the time we’re there, the city should be over the continent and we can use the equipment in the hangar to jump out. Any questions?”

Leonidas grunted out a broken laugh. “Of course not. It’s all so simple. What in the world could possibly go wrong with such a convoluted plan? You know, besides getting barbecued by Hellean machines or being buried by rubble when we end up crashing the city.”

“Let’s not crash this monstrosity into Elitia,” said Ariella.

“No one is crashing anything. My plan will work,” Marin insisted, handing them each a radio.

Leonidas looked at his watch. “Fine, let’s just do this. Now. Before sanity takes over.”
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“LEO?” MARIN SAID.

His name was a whisper in his ear, punctuated by static hiss. He checked his watch. Why was Marin radioing him only ten minutes into their run? If she'd gotten herself cornered by some warped Hellean hunting machine… His mind drifted back to the demonic golem that had thrown a hissy fit back in the tunnels and in the process smashed one of the Elition assassins against the wall.

Leonidas sighed. If Marin had gotten herself into a mess, he would, of course, save her, but it would be a phenomenal pain in the ass to deal with even more Hellean creations, whether monster or machine—or both. He’d had quite enough of that over the past week to fill a lifetime, thank you very much.

He adjusted the ear piece connected to his radio and spoke, “What can I do for you, Marin?”

Static hiss reigned for a few seconds before she replied, “I…want to talk. I need to talk. To keep my mind off…things.”

Off Silas, she meant. She'd taken his disappearance through the portal hard. Real hard.

She'll get over it, he told himself. Marin was tough. She habitually threw herself at danger, never meeting a consequence she couldn’t stomach. Long after everyone had given up, she plowed on. It was one of the things that made her so annoying. And endearing.

But this was different. Leonidas had thought her feelings for Silas to be mere girlish infatuation, but could he have been wrong? Would she survive monsters, machines, and assassins only to fall to a broken heart? He shook the vicious thoughts from his head. They weren't helping anyone.

Leonidas did not slow his pace as he ran into the thruster room and went through the tedious task of removing yet another lever. As exciting as Marin’s brilliant plans always sounded on the surface, for those poor souls she recruited to make them a reality, they often turned out to be congested with a hell of a lot of mind-numbing monotony. Well, except for those times they were running for their lives. In short, Marin’s plans were bipolar.

“What do you want to talk about?” he asked her as he left the room and took off once more down the curved hallway.

He tried to keep his voice steady, but a few huffs came through. Well, he was running, after all, and while he could technically do four hundred meters in two minutes, it wasn’t conversation speed. And Marin’s crisp calculations didn't take into account that repeating the feat no fewer than a grand total of twelve times—each time with a heavier load on his back—was not exactly his idea of a good time. Good times meant chic bars and colorful drinks with names like Sunburst Surprise. It meant music and dressing up and attractive dance partners. The only music that would be breaking out in those Helleans hallways was the screech of machines with a hit list of entirely the wrong kind.

“I don’t know. I…I’m worried about him,” she said.

Leonidas swallowed a groan. “Didn’t you want to talk to keep your mind off precisely that?”

“Well…yes. I guess.”

The conversation was going nowhere as fast as a deflated airship.

“Why don’t you try Ariella?” he suggested. “She seems far more capable in these matters.”

“What do you mean by that?”

There was an edge in her voice. If he didn’t know better, he'd have said she sounded hurt by his words. But Marin’s skin was as hard as rock and her tongue as sharp as acid. Especially when it came to him. She was used to enduring his stabs and dealing out a fair share of her own. They had only been fighting their entire lives.

“She’s a woman,” he said.

“But I’ve known you longer. I like Ariella, but she’s…pragmatic. I’m not sure she’d understand.”

“Oh, I think she would. After all, she’s pining for that Elition prince.”

“Elition prince?”

“Davin Storm, the crown prince of Elitia. From what I’ve gathered, she’s absolutely enthralled with him. While he alternates between acting as though she’s a sister to him and like she doesn’t even exist.”

Yes, he'd been paying attention to the chitchat between Ariella and Silas over the course of their journey together through the Hellean environments. As far as Leonidas was concerned, Davin Storm was an insufferable twit, and Ariella could do much better. In that, he and Silas were apparently of one mind. Imagine that.

“How sad that must be for her,” said Marin.

“The only sad thing about this tale is that she hasn’t punched Davin Storm in the face yet. Especially when he so clearly deserves it.”

“I had no idea you were so protective of Ariella.”

Neither had he. Leonidas sucked in a deep breath as he ran into the next thruster room.

“Talk to her,” he said. “She'll understand.”

Marin fell silent again. “I tried. She wasn’t answering,” she finally admitted.

“I see.” Her response hurt more than it should have—or at least more than he wanted it to. “Maybe she had trouble getting the radio to work. Or turned it off. You know how she feels about technology.”

“Yes,” Marin replied. “And she was complaining about a shrill screech in her ear when she put the earpiece in. Do you hear such a thing?”

“No. But the Elitions do have sensitive hearing.”

“True.”

Silence fell as thick as syrup. Leonidas was about to bring up something irrelevant, such as the recent increase in the use of feathers amongst the Selpe nobility’s wardrobes, when she spoke again.

“Keep talking.”

“It’s all superficial small talk, Marin,” he decided. Women didn't like to hear about ridiculous fashion fads—at least not women like Marin.

“You excel at superficial small talk.”

True. “But it won’t help you. If you really want to keep your mind off him, then you should be doing the talking. Tell me something.”

“Ok.” She paused. “Well, I've been wondering about the Helleans’ so-called portals. They are clearly not Elition. For one, humans cannot see Elition portals, and I definitely saw something before the jumps. And aren’t Elition portals supposed to always be there, not appearing and disappearing as they see fit? I timed the intervals between the portals’ appearances in each city and discovered them to be precisely twenty-four hours apart. To the second. That’s about as naturally occurring as a purple elephant.”

“I don’t know. Apparently, unicorns and dragons exist, so why not purple elephants?” he teased.

Marin didn’t seem to notice his interruption. He could almost picture her hands, swaying like a conductor as she spoke. It was a habit he'd teased her mercilessly about, but actually it was rather cute.

“And then I thought, well, if the portals always showed up at precisely the same time each day, maybe it had something to do with the Hellean cities themselves. Maybe the portals are more an effect of something. Maybe the Helleans require an incredible amount of energy to create that effect. Then it would be conceivable that they kind of have to store the energy first, like with an insanely large capacitor. Or they run one of their reactors hot and then have to cool it down. Just as we and the Avans use fusion reactors to power our cities on the ground, the Helleans use them to run their cities in the sky. But while we have to frequently shut the reactors down to prevent an energy overload, the Helleans might have found a way to handle the energy. Or they might have found a completely different solution to fusion altogether, like that Wiffle-Ball idea someone from my university had. And who knows what other side effects their new solution has. Maybe they produce a portal every 24 hours. Who knows? The portals’ appearances on the various cities were not entirely in sync, but that makes sense if they plan to use them as a means of transportation. They would need time to get from one portal to the next.”

Leonidas waited until the echo of her words had faded out, then said, “When I asked you to tell me something, I was thinking more along the lines of a humorous anecdote than a scientific dissertation.”

Marin sighed. “I’m not feeling in much of a humorous mood right now, Leo.”

“Ok.” He bounced three times on his toes to stretch out his calves, then took off running along the next stretch, silently cursing his ridiculous boots. “Then just tell me how you took care of all those beasts and machines.” Knowing Marin, that was guaranteed to be amusing.

“We caught one of those dogs from hell inside a trap I built,” she said. “It got separated from its pack, so it wasn’t too hard. We considered eating it, but after recalling it had acid spit, we decided against it. I saved some of the spit.”

“Really?” Leonidas asked, struggling to keep his tone level. Marin had done a lot of weird things, but collecting beastie spit? That was just gross.

“I figured anything that could burn through flesh might come in handy later on.”

She was lucky she hadn’t burned her own hand off.

“Sure,” he said. “Better than eating the monster.”

“We did eat a strange two-headed bird. It was ok.”

Served it right, thought Leonidas. One of its brothers tried to bite my hand off.

“When we ran into the rest of the dog pack, we led them to the Crescent Order and let the assassins deal with them.”

“Did you run into any unicorns?” he asked.

“There are unicorns?”

“Apparently so.”

“No, we didn’t have such luck. We ran into one malicious creature after another. By the time we got out of there, I was convinced every nightmare creature ever conceived of had spawned in that forest and that they were collectively conspiring to eat us all alive.”

“But you did get out.”

“Barely,” she said. “And only to fall into a lake of electric fish. We just barely managed to pull Ian out of the water before they could barbecue him. I hated those demonic fish. And catching them was a phenomenal pain.”

“I don’t think metallic fish taste any better than acid spit dogs, Marin.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Of course not, Leo. We were catching them for bomb parts.”

Leonidas wasn’t surprised. Marin made a game of dancing too close to death’s door.

“The fish alone wouldn’t have been too bad, but whenever we came out of hiding, those deranged birds would immediately start screeching and then dropped knives down on us.”

“How did you take care of them?”

“Threw a fish at them.”

Leonidas tried to picture that but only came up with the sight of a flapping fish smacking the birds over the head with his tail while screaming, ‘Naughty! Naughty!’ It was as comically ridiculous as a children’s cartoon.

“Why are you laughing?”

Leonidas clamped down his lips, choking the final chuckle. “Sorry. How did that work exactly? Throwing a fish?”

“We netted it, then catapulted it into the birds. When it collided with one of them, it shot out a web of sparks that encompassed the entire flock. They short-circuited and dropped out of the sky like a swarm of dead locusts.”

That was even better than the talking, flapping fish.

“And the golems?” he asked.

The line was silent. “I didn’t like them,” she finally said.

Who did?

“When we came through the portal, there was a golem standing right in front of us. It wasn’t moving at all. I used one of the bombs I'd made from fish parts to blow off a leg and half an arm. It also left a big gaping hole in its back, straight through to the circuits. While it was trying to stand up, I hopped on its back and had a look inside. Did you know that all seven are linked? Once I figured that out, I just reprogrammed the lot of them. They collectively decided to let us cross the field, but I didn’t see any reason for them to extend the same courtesy to the Crescent Order. As we escaped through the portal, the golems were closing in on the assassins.”

Leonidas thought about that for a moment, then said, “You’re a clever girl, Marin.”

“Why, thank you, Leo. I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Leonidas snorted. That wasn’t a tall order. The two of them were in the habit of trading insults, not compliments.

“But I would have preferred ‘woman’,” she added.

“No, Marin. You’ll always be a girl to me.”

Her soft laughter blended with the static. “I think I can live with that.”

“You’ll be ok,” he told her.

“Yes,” she agreed. “I'll be ok. Not ecstatic, but ok. Now, I need to go. I have a misbehaving update to gift the Helleans.”
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GRIM GREEN SPOTLIGHTS illuminated the whitewashed walls of the tunnel on either side, two rows of ugly green blotches extending as far as the eye could see. Marin jogged through the tunnel, doing her best to soften her steps. But she was no Elition, nor was she a spy, an assassin, or anything else of the sort. The tunnel was wide, and its sloping walls echoed every scrape of her sneakers and every whisper of her breath. The auditory evidence of her intrusion mingled and magnified until it might as well have been fifty men stomping around down there—and not doing an especially quiet job of it.

Her only consolation was that no one was around to hear it. The Hellean city was such a marvel of technological achievement that it nearly ran itself. It was almost a shame to sabotage it.

But if they wanted to make it out of Blizzard’s Point alive, that’s exactly what she had to do. She’d made her choice. Leonidas and Ariella were already running their laps around the city. It was too late to second guess herself now. She reminded herself that brilliant or not, the Helleans were trying to kill them all. She ran faster. She couldn’t let the others down just because she’d paused to admire the scenery. They hadn’t stopped. They'd come for her.

Even crazy, off-and-on, hot-and-cold Leonidas. He’d tormented her as a child, but then he'd been there for her three years ago in Orion, helping her decide which job to take. He’d acted like he cared. The next time they’d met, he’d blown her off. And when they’d met on that boat in Lear, he’d gone back to tormenting her. But now he’d risked his life to come and get her. He was a good friend. Finally, she felt she could call him a friend.

Marin stopped to check her watch and catch her breath. She heard the clink of hard-soled boots on metal. The reverberating footfalls sang out loud, blocking out her stunted wheezing. The noise was descending, crescendoing. It was nearly on top of her. Her lungs burned and her heart raced, but through sheer willpower Marin forced her breaths to steady. She wiped her sweaty hands on her torn and dirty pants and scanned the tunnel.

She found a ladder in the middle of the next intersection. A pair of white and grey boots had just appeared through the opening in the ceiling. As legs dressed in the signature ivory-trimmed white cloth of a Hellean technician descended, Marin ducked into the nearest room and tucked herself behind the open door. She kept her back to the wall and her eyes on the sliver between the door and the frame.

“Evan, hurry up,” the technician called up.

As a second pair of legs climbed down the ladder, the Hellean technician dusted off his white jumpsuit. The Helleans’ obsession with white was puzzling, most especially their decision to outfit their technicians in the color. Maybe it was their way of boasting that even their hands-on workers never had the need to get those hands dirty. Of course, here were two of them now in the underbelly of the city, and they certainly weren't down there to drink in the scenery.

The second Hellean jumped the final rungs and landed beside the first. In addition to her technician’s uniform, she wore a dark braid pinned to her head and a sour expression plastered on her face. She handed her colleague a sturdy metal toolbox.

“Why are you giving me this?” he asked, a perplexed expression on his face.

“So you can see what it feels like to carry a ten kilo toolbox down a ladder one-handed as some helpful soul is all the while demanding that you ‘hurry up’,” the woman named Evan replied shortly.

“If we don’t get the power back on in District 4 soon, Hobb will have a meltdown.”

“Let him. I don’t see him coming down here to fix this mess he created. Fried cables throughout the city. One district completely without power. And a whole lot of work for us. I told him the cables couldn’t handle the power they wanted to channel through them. I knew this would happen.” Evan frowned. “But did they listen to me? No. As always.”

“We technicians aren’t supposed to tell them what to do.”

“No, we’re just supposed to clean up their messes. When our esteemed scientists are concocting these ridiculous schemes, I don’t think they ever consider the fall out. They don’t think about those of us who have to pick up the pieces.”

He shrugged. Or tried to. The weight of the toolbox in his hands made the movement choppy. “Such is the way of things. Our way. We must do our part so that advancements can be made.”

“Sometimes I think we’re advancing to places we would do best to stay well enough away from,” she grumbled. “Manmade portals indeed! As though we're obligated to replicate every magical trick the Elitions possess.”

Ha! I was right! Marin caught herself from jumping around in a victory dance. Her knuckles scraped against the wall.

“You know the Council’s policy, Evan.”

“I know,” she said, not looking too happy about it. “But some things should just be left alone.”

“Let’s just focus on getting the power back on in District 4.”

Evan sighed and stepped into the room nearest the intersection. She returned with an open backpack in her arms, stuffed to the brim with metal cylinders, each only the length of a matchstick. She zipped the bag closed and swung it over her back.

“Did you pack enough?” he asked her.

“No, I packed as many as I could reasonably carry,” she replied drily. “Once power is temporarily back up in District 4, we can move on to switching out the cooked cables. And to convincing our esteemed leaders to never, ever try something as insane as an inter-world portal again.”

“Do you think they will listen?”

“No,” she replied without delay. “But maybe I can convince them not to do it in our city.”

Marin watched the two technicians run down the tunnel as fast as their heavy loads would allow. Once the shuffle and scrape of their steps had faded away, she left her hiding spot. She checked her watch to confirm that she'd lost far too much time. She would need to send the update from there. Marin stepped inside the room where the female technician had found the peculiar cylinders. Just beside the door, she spotted a whole barrel of them.

“You never know when one might come in handy,” she muttered to herself, swiping one off the top of the pile.

The cylinder was smooth and silver with gold-accented symbols. She slid her necklace chain through a narrow sliver on one side of the cylinder, then clasped it back around her neck and tucked it under her shirt. Then she sat down to prepare her gift to the Helleans.
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THE HARD PART was done. Now came the harder part: escaping the city without getting shot full of bullets.

Ariella peeked around the corner just long enough to see the man in white fire his pistol. The bullet burst forth, sinking into the corner of the wall right where her hand had been just a moment before. She didn't bother with a second glance. The light tap of silky smooth shoe soles against the hallway’s marble floor was evidence enough that the man was approaching. Silas could have pushed him back with a mind blast, but she was limited to more mundane means of dealing with unwanted guests. And right now, there were a lot of unwanted guests.

She looked back at Leonidas, who was fiddling with his gun. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to remove the laser sight off my Boar Hunter.”

Ariella seemed to remember the ‘laser sight’ was that demonic red light that shone out from his pistol. The one that Leonidas claimed allowed him to target faster. It sounded like cheating to her.

“Why?” she asked.

“It doesn’t work in the Wilderness, and when it’s mounted, it obstructs the gun’s normal sight.”

Ariella didn't ask him what sense there was in attaching something to his gun that didn’t even work all the time. He was clearly too attached to the flashy thing to give a reasonable answer. 

“Hand me a knife,” she told him.

He nodded toward Starsoul. “You have a sword.”

“I'm not throwing my sword at the man.”

“Well, you already threw our only knife at that technician who was trying to climb down the ladder after us. Hit him right in the… Never mind, I don’t want to think about it. You’re becoming more and more like Silas by the second.” He shook his head. “Just do that ferocious sword-wielding strut of yours down the hall. If he has any sense, he'll turn tail and run.”

Ariella sighed. “If he had any sense, he wouldn't have chosen to walk unprotected down the hallway while his six comrades wait tucked away around the next bend, ready to shoot me full of bullets should I venture out to deal with that nuisance.”

As if to punctuate her point, the crack of the gun firing again echoed down the hall. Metal clinked against metal as a bullet hit the previous one, dislodging it from the wall. It dropped to the floor and slid between Leonidas’s feet.

“How do you know there are six of them? And that they're armed?” he asked.

“I can hear them breathing. And loading their guns,” replied Ariella.

Leonidas muttered something about ‘inhuman senses’, then stumbled as the floor lurched to the side. His eyes tracked the tiny dark cylinder as it rolled across the hangar’s smooth floor toward Marin, who was squatting in front of the outside doors. Beside her, cables and bizarre tools were overflowing out of a silver toolbox far too small to contain them. She'd been fiddling around inside the room’s various closets and boxes for the past five minutes.

“What was that?” Ariella called back to Marin.

“The wind. It’s nothing to worry about,” she answered, digging deeper into the toolbox. Beside her, the discard pile of now useless electrical tools was growing.

Marin’s plan had worked perfectly so far. In fact, up until the point they'd opened the valves, Ariella had seen no one at all. As she left her last thruster room to meet up with the others, the city floated over the Wilderness and every one of the Helleans’ mechanical monstrosities died a simultaneous death. It had been truly beautiful.

Unfortunately, their luck hadn't held. Ariella, Marin, and Leonidas made it as far as the ladder that would bring them to the hangar floor before a barrage of bullets from down the hall sent them scurrying for cover.

As Marin tried to figure out a way to open the hangar doors, Ariella and Leonidas stood watch just inside the room, guarding the way in from the hallway. Four shimmering silver machines that resembled tiger-sized monster crabs stood motionless at zigzagging angles from one another, victims of the effects of the Wilderness. Obviously, the Helleans expected to be free of the Wilderness before their prey escaped. Why else would they have bothered to expend the effort to lug them into the hall in the first place?

Leonidas pointed to the floor-to-ceiling window beside the hangar doors. “Are we rising?”

“Hmm? What?” Marin asked, fumbling a tool. It thudded against the ground.

Ariella thought it mildly resembled a wrench, but for all she knew, it was used for hammering. It did look sturdy…

“Crap,” spat Marin, peering outside. “I'd hoped it would take them a bit longer to try that.”

“Try what? What are those machine-lickers doing?” Leonidas asked.

Marin raised an eyebrow at the peculiar insult, but answered, “I think they’re hoping to ascend high enough to escape the anti-electrical effects of the Wilderness.”

“Does that even work?” asked Ariella.

Marin shrugged. “You’re the Elition. You tell me.”

“Elitions cannot fly.”

“In other words, you don’t know,” said Leonidas.

“This sounds like something human scientists would have tested out by now,” Ariella commented.

A frown spread across Marin’s lips, and her shoulders sagged down like a popped balloon. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been messing around trying to figure out how to make airships take off inside the Wilderness… This must be why they invited me to Oasis. They were asking a lot of questions about how I managed to get that Selpe airship up in the air again at Evergreen. This wasn’t about cooperative science. They wanted to pluck the ideas out of my head and use them for…for their own capitalistic gain! They’re probably planning on selling this ‘technology’ of Wilderness-ready airships back to us. The thieving bastards.” Her fists clenched up, and she punched the wall. “It makes me so mad!”

“So, she doesn’t get mad about their trying to kill us, but dare to steal her ideas and her wrath is unleashed,” Leonidas commented to Ariella with an amused smile.

She did not return the gesture. “This is no time for jokes.” She held out her hand. “Marin, if you’re done with that tool by your feet, hand it to me.” With no knives at their disposal, hard and heavy objects would have to do.

Marin quietly handed the tool over, her eyes unfocused. She seemed to still be caught up in her own guilt, which just wouldn't do if they were to have any chance of getting out of there.

“And see about getting those doors open,” Ariella reminded her.

As Marin turned back to the open panel in the wall, Ariella pressed herself against the wall to the left of the door. She darted out in one quick movement, launching the metal tool. The man tried to duck, but he was too close. It spun through the air and hit him square in the forehead. He fell back flat on his back.

Leonidas looked from the unconscious man to Ariella. “Why not aim for the leg?”

“A man can still limp forward with one wounded leg, and he can still shoot. An unconscious man can do neither.”

“And a dead man?”

“Much the same. It’s just a question of how long he’ll stay down.”

His eyes grew wide.

“I’m just doing what needs to be done to get us out of here. Someone has to be pragmatic. Someone has to keep us alive.” And with Silas gone, that task fell to her, the next strongest in the group.

“And when it becomes pragmatic to dangle people out of windows, Ariella?”

She glared at him. “I’m not Silas.”

“You’re well on your way. For a moment there, I could almost see your eyes glow.”

“Enough with the jokes.”

“I’m not joking. Silas wasn’t gone five seconds before you stepped into his brutal boots. First, there was that Crescent Order assassin in the tunnels. Then the guy on the ladder. And now this.” He extended his hand toward the unconscious man. “Be careful, Ariella, or you'll turn into someone you don’t like. Someone your friends don’t like.”

“Thanks for the suggestion. Now go get the equipment ready for jumping,” she said curtly.

Though she had put steel into her voice, she could not help but mull over his words. How would Davin see her now? How would Isis see her? Prophets were supposed to be gentle souls. Of all the Elitions, they were the ones who would not hurt anyone. It was built into them, this gentleness; if they ever decided to take a person’s life, the Prophetic Whiplash of their victim’s dying future would drive most Prophets to madness. Ariella had always considered herself lucky to be spared this burden—to be able to function free from insanity just like any normal Elition. But maybe she had it all backwards. What was normal about being able to kill someone without remorse?

“I’ve nudged the door open!” Marin called out. “Come give me a hand, you two!”

Ariella leapt across the room, landing so close to Marin that she made the scientist jump. The hangar doors were parted just a crack—not wide enough to jump out but sufficient to turn her into an Elition icicle. And to get a good look at the landscape.

The morning sky was a backdrop of pale blue beneath a thick flurry of white. Even as Ariella watched, the air was growing heavy with flakes, the snow beginning to twist into swirling columns that danced across the flat white tundra. They had only minutes before the incoming storm blocked out the sun altogether, trapping them inside a prison of pure white.

“There,” she said to Marin, pointing out a grey stone snail-shaped structure in the distance. “That’s Winter’s Gate. This storm’s picking up far too quickly to risk a long trek to the temple.”

Marin’s eyes drifted up, and she chewed on her lip. “Has Leonidas found the wings?”

“I have,” he said, wobbling forward like a penguin.

He'd put on a flying suit—in white, of course. The Helleans hardly used any other color. Well, at least they would camouflage with the blizzard revving up outside. Material webbed beneath the arms and between the legs, making it difficult for him to walk. And for Ariella to keep a straight face while watching him.

Marin arched a skeptical brow at him. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Does she?” he countered, nodding toward Ariella.

She decided not to remind him that some Elitions would make the jump even without wings. It was the sort of challenge a Phantom would get into his head to try. But Ariella had nothing to prove to the world, and she wasn't demented enough to toss herself out of an airship or floating city without something to catch her.

“I’ve done this before,” she simply said. As far as human contraptions went, the wings were pretty innocuous. At least they didn’t have any blinking or beeping parts.

“And you?” he asked Marin.

“Have you forgotten how I spend my free time?”

“Hmm…well…ok… All spies know how to fly with wings,” he finished with a smug grin.

“But apparently not walk in them,” muttered Ariella.

Marin snorted in assent.

“Ladies,” he said, spreading his arms to wrap a hand around each of them. The webbed wings cut short his attempt at suaveness, but he didn’t let that deter him. He favored them each with a provocative smile. “You need to trust me when I say I know what I’m doing. I wouldn't throw myself casually out of a floating city if I were not positively certain I would not die in the act of doing so.”

“He’s got a point,” Marin said to Ariella. “You can count on Leo when his life—or his ego—is at stake. Even despite his many other deceptions.”

Leonidas threw up his arms as far as the wings would allow. “Are you going to hold that over me for the rest of my life?”

“Perhaps.”

Leonidas turned to Ariella.

“Though you seem to think I’m the new Silas, I don’t hold a grudge like he does. But I still don’t entirely trust you,” she added quickly.

Marin grabbed a suit from him, then circled her finger in the air. “Turn around.”

Leonidas rolled his eyes but did as she asked. Only when his back was turned did Marin begin to remove enough clothing to slip her suit on. Ariella snatched her suit from him and promptly stripped down to her underwear. Leonidas gaped at her for a moment before turning to take a few steps toward the room door. Shaking her head, Ariella quickly got into the suit. Humans were far too squeamish, even ridiculously flamboyant ones like Leonidas.

As Marin finished zipping up her suit, a percussion of bullets pounded the doorframe, kicking up a storm of shrapnel into the air. Leonidas wrapped himself protectively around Marin and pushed her toward the hangar doors.

“It looks like they’ve finally found something a bit more potent,” he commented.

“Then I’d say it’s time for us to make our exit,” replied Marin.

Ariella slipped her fingers into the gap between the doors and tried to pull them away from each other. They croaked and screeched in protest, but she did manage to part them a bit further. Only a bit. If she wanted to get them open enough to jump out, she'd need to pull harder. Sweat dripped down her neck, and the muscles in her arms and chest began to burn. She braced her feet against the floor, but still she slid. The webbing of her suit didn’t seem to much like the exertion either. Maybe she should have opened the doors before putting it on.

“Need some help there?” Leonidas asked, leaning forward.

“No,” she grunted and nudged his head out of her way with a thrust of her shoulder. What they really needed was Silas. A simple sneeze from him, and the doors would have flown open. But Silas wasn’t here. She had to get them all out of there alive.

The barrage of bullets grew louder, the Helleans having made their way nearly to the room. Ariella gave the doors a final concentrated heave, screaming out as they screeched the rest of the way open. Her arms still braced against the doors, she took a moment to choke out a few choppy breaths.

A hand tapped her shoulder, and Ariella turned to find Marin holding out a helmet to her. Ariella would have preferred a bucket of water.

“The wind will push us too hard to make an effective landing at our target!” Marin shouted over the howl roaring in through the now-open doors. “As you come over the temple, you’ll need to circle around and come in from the other side, using the wind to slow you down for the landing! Now, let’s go before they shoot holes in our wings! I’ll jump first!”

She moved for the door, ready to jump, when Leonidas caught her hand. He met her eyes, holding her gaze for a few long seconds. Then, he swung an arm around her back and scooped her in closer, kissing her with the passion of a man about to die. When he finally pulled away from her, Marin stood motionless, shock saturating her face.

“For luck,” he whispered with a wink and jumped out through the doors.

Marin remained frozen in place, her gloved fingers stroking her lips as she stared out through the open doors.

“Now would be a good time,” Ariella prompted her.

Marin shook herself, then jumped out. And then, as a dozen Helleans marched into the hangar, guns firing, Ariella threw herself from the city. On the way out, she avoided the bulk of the barrage, but a bullet caught her in the leg. A piercing burn erupted in her thigh, spreading pain to every tip of her body. Poison. She bit her tongue, willing herself to push through the pain and concentrate on gliding down toward Winter’s Gate.

Leonidas was already circling around to the other side of the temple, his winged arms pushed against the wind to straighten his body until it was vertical to the ground. Snow whirled around him, but he managed to hit the ground at a brisk run, proof that he had in fact done this before. Marin followed, landing just as neatly on her feet.

Wind battered Ariella’s face, a frozen force against her skin. The wound in her leg was already starting to hurt less, though she wasn’t sure if that was because it was healing or because it was going numb from the poison and the cold. It depended on what exactly was in that bullet. If they were shooting to kill an Elition, she probably wouldn’t long outlive her landing.

But if she didn’t pay attention, she wouldn’t even live that long. Ariella focused on her downward glide, forcing herself into a curve. Beneath her, the snow-dusted grey stone walls of the temple stood out against a fresh powdery layer atop an icy ground. Whirling snow battered her eyes and melted on her skin, sending streams of ice water down her cheeks. As she circled around to face the wind, she felt it pummel the front of her body, and slowly she began to level out. Gravelly snow crunched beneath her boots when she set down—thankfully without her shot leg giving out under her. She shook it out and decided the poison hadn't been one of the varieties that worked against Elitions. It seemed the Helleans had been too busy with their crippled city to track down that batch of bullets.

Ariella jogged up to Marin and Leonidas, who were waiting for her, and the three of them headed toward Winter’s Gate. The wind howled like a bear prematurely awoken from hibernation, and the snow fell as thickly as goose down. Though they were not even a hundred meters away, the temple’s walls were almost invisible. Only the tiny splotches of grey behind a curtain of blinding white guided them in the right direction.

Pushing against the frozen gale, they reached the front entrance, step by heavy step. As soon as they were all inside, taking a cloud of snow in with them, Ariella shoved hard against the double doors to force them closed. She turned around and her jaw dropped.

The hallways were slick with puddles, dozens of footprints that had merged together to form a long slushy wetland. The melted snow had further coalesced with thick pools of blood, which reflected eerily in the dim orange torchlight. Bullet shells were scattered across the floor, as though a cloud had opened up above the hallway and rained them down—and then rained down corpses on top of them. There were over twenty bodies strewn across the length of the hall, soaking in the blood-water mixture. Ariella walked past them and noted that a black throwing knife protruded from most. The distinctive blue uniforms marked them as Selpes. But what were Selpe soldiers doing charging in guns blazing into an Elition temple—especially a temple so remote?

She spotted a pair of indigo eyes peeking out from around the corner and stepped forward. “I am Ariella Steele, aide to King River.”

A priest in wrinkled robes came out of hiding, his wary eyes considering her winged suit. “You too?”

“Too?”

“There was a pair of Elitions here earlier today. One claimed King River had sent them. A woman with pink hair and sapphire eyes.”

Isis. “Where did she go? What happened here?” Ariella asked.

“Jason Chanz happened. He and the Selpes decided to use our temple as the grounds for a shooting match.”

Hmm. It appeared they'd found each other again after all. And then the Selpes had found them.

“Where did they go?”

“Most of the Selpes you can see here.” The priest swept his arm to indicate the hall of corpses. “Jason Chanz and his companion went through the portal to Laelia.”

Ariella sighed in relief. “Then they are safe.”

The priest shook his head slowly, his thin lips pressed together.

“Not?”

“I heard the Selpes talking. Your friends are walking into a trap.”

Ariella took off down the hall toward the portal. She could hear the shuffling of feet as Marin and Leonidas scurried to keep up, but still she didn't slow her pace. The Selpes were in Laelia, the seat of Elition power. Suddenly, the danger to Isis was not the only thing weighing heavily on her mind.
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“WHERE ARE WE going?” Leonidas asked Ariella as they left the Gateway.

She didn’t look back. She just kept power-walking across the lawn, her boots kicking up bursts of pink-white flower petals. They floated lightly on the air, as if immune to the effects of gravity, then settled back down to the ground.

“To pay a spy a visit.”

Marin prodded Leonidas in the back with her finger, whispering, “A friend for you.”

A cold chill slid down his back. “Not a Selpe spy, I hope.”

“No, an Elition one.”

“I didn’t know Elitions had spies,” Leonidas said, breaking into a jog to keep up with Ariella.

“Sure we do. Just not as many as the Selpes or Avans.”

As she cut through a rose garden, Leonidas was brought back to his last encounter with that thorny flower. He and Ariella had climbed the wall of the Selpe imperial palace to sneak into the ballroom. He’d never really liked Orion all that much, but his heart sank at the thought of never stepping foot inside the Empire again. At least not if he didn’t want to end up dead—or worse yet, as the Diamond Edges’ latest ‘example’ of what happened to traitors of the Empire.

“You need to get Marin home,” he told Ariella.

“When we’re done here, I’ll get someone to bring her wherever she wants to go,” she promised.

“Leo, what about you?”

“I’ll figure something out.”

“You’re coming with me. If you run off on your own, you'll just get yourself into trouble.”

“I’m a wanted man, Marin. Trouble will find me. No matter where I go. It will find me.” Much as he wanted to go with Marin, he couldn’t put her in danger. He forced a smile. “And if I go to Orion, trouble will find me faster.”

“I’m not going to Orion. I’m going back home. To Beechwheat.”

That Leonidas hadn’t expected. Beechwheat, the tiny town where they’d grown up, was in a remote and very rural corner of Swarden territory. People who made it out didn’t tend to go back. He’d not been home in years, and he suspected Marin hadn’t either.

“I’m jobless and homeless at the moment. I moved out of my apartment and quit my job at Orion Explosives to go work with the Helleans in Oasis. My old boss would probably hire me again, but to be honest, I don’t feel much like going back to designing bombs for the military.” She shuddered. “I’ve seen too much.”

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know. But I’ll figure something out.”

Leonidas didn’t doubt it. Figuring things out was Marin’s specialty. 

“For now, I just need to rest.” She looped her arm in his. “And so do you.”

He liked the feel of her close to him. If she'd been any other woman, he would have sweet-talked her until she swooned—or thrown a drink in his face. But he couldn’t do that with Marin. She was too important. Besides, she still hadn’t said anything about the kiss he’d given her. He’d expected some reaction. Any reaction.

Instead, she acted as though it had never happened. Maybe it had meant nothing to her. Or maybe he was just an idiot. No, not maybe. He was an idiot. Why couldn’t he just tell her how he felt? What’s the worst that could happen? An icy jab colder than the Elition Tundra shot through his heart.

“Rest? Naw, I rested plenty in that prison cell at Precipice,” he joked. Because making stupid jokes was the best way to ignore the things that really mattered.

“The Elitions can’t hide you forever, Leo. Ariella is our friend, but if King River finds out that you’re inside Elitia, the terms of the alliance would compel him to turn you in. As for other options… The Avans would take you, drain you of all useful intelligence, then kill you. The Helleans would sell you out—plus, they’re probably not too pleased that we nearly crashed one of their cities. The Revs are gone. The Varenese are crazy.” She tallied off every name on her hand, then tapped one of those fingers against his chest. “You have no choice but to come with me. There are few places in the Empire as remote as Beechwheat.”

Well, maybe the Fen district in northern Aspenstone. But the weather was better in Beechwheat.

“If they find you, we can always go somewhere else.”

It was a funny sort of logic, especially coming from Marin.

“Please.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I don’t want to be alone.”

That did it. Leonidas didn’t even need to think. “Ok.” He wrapped his arm around her. “But if there’s the slightest hint of danger, we leave. Immediately.”

She bobbed her head up and down, a smile creeping up her lips. “I’ll even let you keep them busy shooting at you while I get away.”

Haha. “Thanks.”

Marin grinned, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She was still sad about Silas. Well, so was he. The big brute could be a sick bastard, but Leonidas had come to realize that everything he did actually had a reason. Even years after his love’s death, he still pined for her. He was honoring her memory by protecting first the man she'd married, then her two sons. He’d thrown himself through a portal for them, even knowing he might never come home again. That was love. Leonidas looked at Marin. He had to respect that.

“So, tell us about this Elition spy. What do we want with him?” he asked Ariella.

At first, she didn’t answer. She passed the last of the fluffy floating blossoms and entered the woods. Only then did she stop and look at him. “I’m hoping he has some information about the Crescent Order’s contract on Hayden and Ian Selpe. He is Elitia’s spy inside that group. His name is Enigma, and he’s a Chameleon-Cipher. That’s basically everything you need to know.”

“Chameleon-Cipher?” Marin asked, her eyebrows peaking with curiosity.

“Most Elitions have a single gift. A few of us have two. Then there are Triads. But they're just crazy,” a man said with a gruff laugh as he appeared out of nowhere. Literally. A second ago there had been nothing but trees, then he was just there, standing in front of them. Leonidas could see why the Elitions had made him a spy.

“Destiny, how wonderful to see you again!” Enigma landed a big kiss on Ariella’s cheek. “I see Prince Halo’s penchant for hanging around humans has finally rubbed off on you.”

Ariella blushed but didn’t let that get in her way. “Enigma, I need information. It’s important.”

“Yes, I heard. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t have any details about the Crescent Order’s job on the Selpe boys. They’ve kept very tight-lipped about the whole thing, sharing details only with the assassins directly assigned to the squad going after them. The secrecy usually means that the client asked for extra discretion, even from members of the assassins’ own order. Or that the assassins know there’s a traitor in their midst. Trust me, had it been the latter, I wouldn’t be sitting here having this pleasant conversation with you. But surely you know all of this. I already told the Phantom tiger everything I knew when he came to me with these very same questions last week.”

Phantom tiger. It was an apt description of Silas.

“How about Lady Cassandra?” Ariella pressed on. “Have you heard anything about her?”

“She’s an interesting character. So, you probably know she escaped. But what you may not know is how.”

When he paused for effect, Ariella motioned for him to continue.

“For years now, Lady Cassandra has had an outstanding contract with the Crescent Order that should she ever end up in a Selpe prison cell, they’d spring her free. I’d always wondered why she needed such a contract—well, until she turned out to be an Avan agent. I have to say, I didn’t see that one coming. She always came across as so…so Selpe.”

His tone as he said the word was hardly complimentary. Leonidas would have been insulted, if he hadn’t known Enigma was absolutely right. And that he himself wasn’t a very good Selpe anyway.

“Well, once she was out, she didn’t waste any time. Rumor has it she immediately hired the Crescent Order for another job. I’ve been unable to find out what, though.”

“Maybe to finish what she couldn’t?” Ariella suggested.

Enigma smacked his hand to his forehead. “Of course. Hayden and Ian Selpe. That makes a whole lot more sense now.”

“The question is why,” she said.

“If the Avans saw an opportunity to destabilize the Selpe Empire, they would take it,” Leonidas pointed out.

“Yes, but then why not just have them killed?” Ariella twirled the tip of her ponytail around her index finger. “That would have been much easier. And far less expensive.”

“When they went missing before, it seemed the Avan’s ploy was to capture them, brainwash them, then send them back to rule. An invasion from the inside,” Marin said.

“Except that the Crescent Order was hired to push Hayden and Ian Selpe through a portal that led not to the Avan Empire, but to a different world,” Ariella said.

“According to the dying assassin. He could have been lying.” In fact, Leonidas would have been shocked if everything the man had told them was true.

Ariella tapped her fingers across the hilt of her sword. “No, I don’t think so. I could see it in Silas’s eyes. He knew the portal would take him someplace far away. Someplace that he might not get back from. Crazy as it sounds, I think that portal did take them to another world.”

“Yes, I overheard some Hellean technicians talking about it. They said the portal led to another world,” confirmed Marin.

“If only I knew where. And why,” Ariella said. “But it looks like we have more questions here than answers. This whole mission was a complete failure. We didn’t save Hayden and Ian, and we lost Silas.”

Leonidas looked at Marin. “Not a complete failure.”

“Oh, of course I’m glad you’re safe, Marin.” Ariella smiled at her, but her shoulders were still slouched in defeat. “And I appreciate your help. But you and Leonidas should go home. Before something else happens to endanger you. Now I just need to figure out what in Aurelia’s name I’m going to tell King River.”
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THE LATE AFTERNOON sun filtered through the everlasting pink blossoms of the cherry trees that encompassed the palace of Laelia, pouring soft warm light into the floor-to-ceiling glass windows of the main corridor. Ariella walked alone toward the assembly chamber, having left Marin and Leonidas at the temple. One of the guides would show them back to Swarden, the Selpe territory where they'd both grown up.

That was good. Whether from the physical or emotional burnout of the last week—and all those weeks chasing a conspiracy before that—Marin looked ready to fall apart. She'd held it together long enough to get them off the Hellean city, but what she really needed right now was a long break from fighting for her life. And despite his past betrayal, Ariella had a feeling Leonidas was just the person to look after her during this time.

Ariella could have used a break herself. Her last one had been cut pitifully short, interrupted by Silas’s pleas that she help him rescue Hayden and Ian Selpe from a band of assassins. She tried not to dwell on the reality that after surviving fire-spitting dogs and a myriad of maniacal machinery, they'd not only failed to save the Selpe brothers but also lost Silas in the process. Though as Leonidas had said, at least they’d saved Marin.

A break. That’s what she would focus on. She promised herself that once she'd filled King River in on everything that had happened, she would take some time off. Maybe Davin would agree to come along and who knew… Perhaps after a few weeks together on a beach somewhere, things could change between them.

Ariella choked back a despairing laugh. “The expelled Xenens would return first,” she muttered.

Ok, if not Davin, then Isis. She needed a break as much as Ariella did. But then perhaps she’d prefer to spend her time off with Jason. What were they doing together at Winter’s Gate? Though it was probably routine for Jason, being shot at by Selpe soldiers was not something Isis would consider a good time. Besides, it hardly seemed like much of a romantic getaway.

Despite the priest’s warning at Winter’s Gate, Ariella hadn't seen a single Selpe soldier since coming through the portal to Laelia. The Gateway was empty—though now that she thought of it, that was kind of odd. There was always someone there, an Elition guard or two at the very least. Always. But they hadn't seen a single human since stepping through the portal. They had seen very few Elitions. Even the halls of the palace were practically deserted. As Ariella reached the doors of the assembly chamber, she only hoped she’d find King River inside.

Only one person was inside the torchlit room, and it wasn’t King River. Muse, an Elition Cipher who served as one of the high king’s advisors, sat in the only occupied chair of sixteen at a round table of red-brown walnut. Stacks of papers were piled all around her. The steady scratch of pen against paper echoed off the high walls, making it sound as though at least a dozen people were writing in sync. Ariella approached the table, and Muse’s bronze eyes turned up from the paper to look at her.

“I need to speak to King River,” Ariella told her.

“He left a note for you,” Muse replied, nodding toward a sealed brown envelope at the table’s edge.

Ariella picked it up and brushed her finger across the smooth white seal. Humans sealed their envelopes with wax; Elitions did it with magic. As soon as her finger touched it, the seal faded, melting out of existence. The lower half of the envelope fell open, revealing text written in King River’s hand on the other side.

Ariella, it read. Come to Orion at once.

She turned the paper over a few times, looking for more, but that was everything. Which could only mean that whatever King River had to say was so sensitive that he would not write it down—not even in a sealed envelope. Sighing, she tucked the letter into her jacket and headed toward the Orion portal. When she'd thought about a relaxing spot for a break, the capital of the Selpe Empire had most certainly not come to mind.
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King River was waiting for Ariella at the Orion palace. While the other members of the Selpe Advisory Council all had monstrous villas along Imperial Lane, he had only a modest apartment inside the palace. He once explained that he had no need for a house in a city that would never be his home; he didn’t care to spend a second longer than necessary there.

Despite his high position in the Selpe government, he was still Elition. He often said he only felt at home in Elitia. Ariella knew the feeling, for it was one that most Elitions shared. The moment they stepped foot outside of Elitia, the urge to return grew steadily stronger, calling for them to come home. Staying away for a week was difficult; staying away for a month was downright painful.

It was a wonder Silas had managed all those years as Ambrose Selpe’s bodyguard, and at least then he'd been only a quick jump away from home. She had no idea how he would manage on another world altogether, completely cut off from Elitia. A tear rolled down her cheek, shed for a man who might never again see his own kind. She quickly brushed it aside. Silas could take care of himself. She had to believe that.

“King River,” Ariella said, bowing before launching into her tale.

Standing on the black and gold carpet in his living room, he listened in silence—the perfect audience. His fingers did flex when she came to the part where Silas and the Selpe brothers disappeared through the portal, but he said nothing until she had concluded the report.

“The Selpes have already given up Hayden and Ian for dead,” he told her. “The official line remains it was an accident in the Oasis lab.”

“They could be responsible.”

“Perhaps, but all we know at this point is that someone—maybe Lady Cassandra—hired the Helleans and the Crescent Order to get Hayden and Ian through that portal to…another world, you say?”

“According to one of the assassins, yes. And I think Silas knew it too. There was something in his eye as he turned to go through the portal, as though he didn’t expect to see any of us for a long time—if ever again.”

“And still he went after them.” King River nodded, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Good. If anyone can keep them safe, Silas can. Wherever they ended up.”

“You don’t believe they were brought to another world?”

“I’m not sure what to believe. Such things are mentioned in our old tales, of course, but those are stories of long ago. I cannot say whether they were meant to be literal accounts or just metaphors.”

“Silas told me that he's been to another world,” she said.

“Has he? Well, as I’m sure you’ve gathered, Silas is very old. He’s seen things that few Elitions currently alive ever have. Or ever will.” King River folded his hands in front of him. “We just have to trust that Silas will keep Hayden and Ian Selpe safe and help them find their way back here. In the meantime, I don’t think the Selpes need to know that the brothers are anything but dead. It wouldn't stop what is happening here now, and if any of them were responsible, they might try again.”

“And what is happening here?” She was almost afraid to ask.

The faint smile crumbled from his lips, displaced by a grim scowl. “The rulers of the Selpe territories will soon be convening to select the next leader of the Selpe Empire.”

“The territory rulers? I thought the Selpes followed a line of succession,” said Ariella.

“They do, but in this case there are two individuals with an equal claim to the throne,” King River explained. “Ambrose Selpe’s niece and nephew, Veronica Frostwater and Aaron Pall. They are the two candidates the territory rulers must choose from.”

She tried to keep her voice steady as she asked, “Aaron Pall?” She could feel time creeping slowly toward that frightful foresight, the first of many nightmares.

“Yes, he's Ambrose Selpe’s nephew,” King River told her. “Veronica Frostwater is an accomplished mistress of manipulation with many allies. She was the clear favorite. Until today, when Aaron pulled suddenly into the lead.”

“What happened?” Though she'd foreseen Aaron on the Selpe throne, she could scarcely believe it would come to pass.

“Aaron would claim it's his charm that is finally winning them over. Really, it is his repugnant schemes,” Isis said as she entered the room. Her ponytail was lopsided and caked with dirt and blood. What remained of her bodysuit gripped her body in black strips, as though it had endured a thousand lacerations.

Ariella reached out to embrace her, but Isis only recoiled, avoiding her eyes altogether. She noticed that her friend was also avoiding eye contact with King River. And she was keeping a good distance from Davin, who had walked in behind her.

“What’s going on?” Ariella looked at Isis. “I just came from Winter’s Gate.”

Isis’s shoulders slouched, as though a tree had just fallen upon them, burying her alive—but just barely alive.

“They said you were with Jason. There were dead Selpe soldiers everywhere. What happened there?”

Isis’s pained expression said she'd rather be set on fire than talk about it.

“My son has done something horrible,” King River declared with a hard look at Davin.

“How is this my fault?” he growled. “I didn't tell Aaron to send thirty Selpe soldiers to Winter’s Gate.”

“No, you only allowed fifty into the Gateway,” countered King River.

Fifty Selpe soldiers in the Gateway, waiting there for Isis and Jason the moment they came through the portal. Ariella wasn’t sure even the Elite Phantom could fight his way out of that. She turned toward Isis, but her friend had retreated to the corner. Her back was pressed against the wall, which seemed to be the only thing keeping her on her feet.

“Isis,” said Ariella. “Where's Jason?”

A tear slipped from Isis’s eye.

“Isis?”

She shook her head. “Gone.” Her voice shook and cracked. She sat down on the floor and buried her face in her hands. “And it’s all my fault.”


What's coming next? Masquerade (Book 4.5) is coming in November 2015. Ensnared (Book 5) will be out before the end of the year. It's the longest novel in the series so far and will feature Jason and Isis in prominent roles.

If you want to be notified when I have a new book—and to get other goodies like early review copies—head on over to my website to sign up for my mailing list at http://www.ellasummers.com/newsletter. Your e-mail address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

If you enjoyed Skybuilders, I’d really appreciate if you could spread the word. One of the best ways of doing that is by leaving a review wherever you purchased this book. Thank you for your invaluable support!
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