
        
            
                
            
        

    














WILDERNESS

Sorcery and Science: Book 2


Story Summary

Book 2: Wilderness




Veteran mercenary Everett Black is not in the habit of turning down good money. Then again, no one has ever offered him a job to set off into the Elition Wilderness, a vast land where magic reigns and electronics die. As secretive as they are powerful, the Elitions would kill him if they caught him there. He has little reason to risk the Elitions’ wrath just to rescue two teenage princes—especially not the heirs to the Selpe Empire, which destroyed the city he called home and is now hunting down every last survivor. But if he cannot save them, then the empire’s most demented aristocrats will seize power, and things will get a whole lot worse for him.

And to succeed, Everett has to put his trust in three dubious allies: Cameron, a runaway Elition teenager; Isis, a charming young guide with a guarded secret; and Jason, an assassin with a notorious reputation for killing Selpes.

Wilderness is the second book in the Sorcery and Science fantasy adventure series.


Book 2: Chapters




ONE   The Mercenary

TWO   Treasure Hunters

THREE   Crossroads

FOUR   The City of Secrets

FIVE   The Assassin

SIX   Hunted

SEVEN   Nightmares

EIGHT   Pegasus

NINE   The Black Ruins

TEN   Trapped

ELEVEN   The Temple of Sequoia

TWELVE   The Red Woods

THIRTEEN   The Night Rose Order

FOURTEEN   Memory

FIFTEEN   The Three Houses of Gemma

SIXTEEN   Dead Bodies

SEVENTEEN   The Elition Menagerie

EIGHTEEN   Dangerous Distractions

NINETEEN   A Selpe Confrontation

TWENTY   Rewound

TWENTY-ONE   Pirates

TWENTY-TWO   Needle’s Weave

TWENTY-THREE   Disjointed

TWENTY-FOUR   Eclipse

TWENTY-FIVE   Evergreen

TWENTY-SIX   Nemesis

TWENTY-SEVEN   The Two Prophets

TWENTY-EIGHT   Reputation














1. The Mercenary

526AX June 18, Cypress







IN HIS FOURTEEN years as a mercenary, Everett Black had learned one universal truth: trouble swarmed to him like starving men to a free all-you-can-eat buffet.

Everyone was talking about it. From the Selpe Empire’s capital city of Orion to the Western Territories, they all had that picture burned into their mind: the one of Emperor Selpe’s pasty pale face, his dead eyes frozen open in wretched terror. You’d think that if he would have looked at anything, it would have been the gaping hole in his chest, where his letter opener had found a new home. But no. It was instead his own hand, those five bloody fingers clenched around the murder weapon. Well, the Selpes claimed it was murder, anyhow. How the letter opener ended up in old Ambrose Selpe’s hand was anyone’s guess. Some speculated suicide, but in typical Selpe fashion, those voices were soon silenced. Reading between the lines, Everett could see that the Selpe ruling nobility were pointing their very dirty fingers at Elitia, the nation of sorcerers. Elitia was living up to its reputation of mysterious indifference by coolly ignoring them.

Much as he hated the Selpes, Everett had to admit they had a point. Just think about it. Who else but an Elition could have plowed through the layers upon layers of men guarding Ambrose Selpe? Of course it had been an Elition. Everett shivered as he shelved the thought. They were just downright creepy. They and their eerie eyes, mind games, and inhuman, gravity-defying gymnastics.

Disturbing as it was to picture Ambrose Selpe’s final moments, Everett could hardly feel sorry about his death. He was a Rev, after all, which made all Selpes his enemy. Especially after Hope.

His home city was lost, destroyed by the Selpe Empire. It might have been the haven of delinquent behavior in the west, but all that had been entirely harmless. They had been no threat to the Selpes. Not really. They had not deserved this fate. But the Selpes had been looking for an excuse to attack for nearly twenty years, the consequence of an unhappy breakup. Well, they had finally found it. After the Selpe city of Decia was attacked, they wasted no time in booming out their overplayed accusations of nefarious Rev schemes.

The Revs had not attacked Decia. Everyone with half a brain knew that. It was not even their style. Teepeeing a few Selpe administrative buildings? Sure. Coating their imperially hygienic toilet seats with a generous dose of superglue? Absolutely. Even replacing the treasured art hanging in the homes of the Selpe aristocracy with finger painting drawings would have made the list. Childish stuff, fun stuff. Not the murder of half a million people, most of them as disempowered as the Revs had once been.

The streets of Hope were piled with the bodies of innocents. It was a ghost city now, a graveyard of murdered dreams. Hope was lost. The Revs were lost. Those who had survived the Selpe attack had scattered across the world. With nothing to hold them together, the Revs had fallen, disheartened and dismayed, into chaos. They were no more.

Two weeks later, Everett still struggled with his guilt. He had survived. Could he have even done anything had he been there? A small part of him, the part that fueled his guilt, believed so. Yes, he alone against thousands of Selpe soldiers. He had heard crazier stories.

Everett had missed the destruction of Hope by but a few hours, for he had departed on a job just two days before. He was a mercenary of sorts. A hired man. A professional. He liked to think of himself as an entrepreneur. The Selpes, on the other hand, had branded him a pirate. Not that Everett minded the term. Accurate or not, it did have a certain romantic charm to it.

Admittedly, the reality of his work was a far cry from charming or romantic. It was more akin to selling himself to the highest bidder. Romantic proclamations aside, Everett was honest enough to admit that to himself. He knew the life well, for his parents had once walked the same path. That was before they had cashed in their substantial wealth eighteen years ago, on the eve of Rev independence. With it they bought an island and retired to the quiet life of growing overinflated wine sipped by doubly overinflated aristocrats. They had grown tired of stealing from the Selpes and had settled for the more enlightened—and far less dangerous—thrill of merely ripping them off.

They had survived the decimation of the Rev territories, their lone vineyard island alive amongst a sea of a hundred dead others. Since the attack, Everett’s parents had sent letters to him, but he had not read any of them. It was all too suspicious that they alone had been spared. He really did not want to go home to learn that his parents had betrayed the Rev people.

And Everett certainly would not be content to sell overpriced wine to Selpe lords, all the while laughing at them behind their backs. He was not nearly that refined. He might have experienced the joy of reuniting lost children with their families, but that took a back seat to the pleasant load of a full wallet. Neither, however, could hope to compare to the satisfaction he found in looting treasures from overburdened Selpe estates, themselves built from the bones of the less fortunate. They absolutely deserved it. Absolutely.

Yes, he loved every moment of his work. Well, maybe not every moment. In his thirty-two years, Everett had been chased by angry guard dogs precisely seven times. He had been at least partially submerged in water of questionable quality twenty-three times. On five occasions, he had been shot. He had been brutally stabbed by an Elition. Thirteen hot licks of an Elition knife had etched thirteen scars into his sun-worn skin. And he had never even set foot inside Elition territory. For good reason too. He knew better than to wander into the realm of magic. No, he preferred to stay out of their business and off their lands. He valued his skin, scarred as it was, far too much.

This mild summer night, the sky was clear and the wind pleasantly balmy as Everett rode his roaring motorcycle down the busiest road in Cypress. He had no reason to keep his head low here, for he was hardly the most suspicious character in this underworld of misfits, at the far eastern tip of the Selpe Western Territories. Maybe the motorcycle had been overkill. Or the leather jacket. Or the spurs on his boots. He was never sure how far to take it in this cowboy town. Looking too normal would attract far more attention than anything he could have put on, Everett told himself as he flung open the swinging gate doors of the saloon with a calculated flourish.

It was called the Castrated Pig, a name that did not even raise an eyebrow in this town that fancied itself the capital of the self-reliant and the blunt. This was not Everett’s first time in Cypress, though he remembered that day well. It was here that he’d first heard of the contract that had led to his biggest payout yet. That was seven years ago. His group had been tasked with apprehending a ‘dangerous criminal’ who had turned out to be not at all human. That was before Everett had learned the value of staying the hell away from Elitions, a resolution he’d only broken once since. No matter the reward, it just wasn’t worth it.

And the reward had been generous. As their band of twelve met their mark amongst the sleek umbrella trees of western Greenwood, Everett realized why. The man was not only Elition; he was out-of-his-mind crazy. To call the man dangerous was the omission of the century. He was a phantom of death. The Elition parked six of his comrades at death’s door before they even saw his face; four more fell before he and Ryder finally managed to corner the man. When those intense turquoise and amber eyes met his, Everett saw a hunter, a wildcat unbound by morality. And he began to realize that there would be no taking the Elition alive, assuming they even survived to do the deed.

By some miracle, Everett did survive. Barely. As he and Ryder limped their newly etched bodies, curtesy of one very ticked off and now very dead Elition, toward Lear, Everett swore off Elitions. And for the last seven years, he had done a mostly decent job of it.

As luck would have it, the person waiting for him in the Castrated Pig—his latest employer—was unmistakably Elition. While the rest of the saloon’s clientele blended in perfectly with the boisterous jungle of tasseled suede jackets and hardcore leather, this Elition had retreated into the shadows. Two vibrant emerald eyes, catlike, shone out from the darkness of the corner. They caught Everett’s gaze and held it, waiting. And waiting. Concealing a sigh, Everett turned from the bar and forced himself to stride on over to the cloaked figure in the corner.

Even as he stood before the table, he could make out nothing more of the Elition but the faded black woolen cloak and those fiery emerald eyes. He narrowed his own eyes, squinting to see more than flame and shadow.

“Be seated, Everett Black.”

The voice was weary, as though its bearer had lived to see a thousand years of sorrow. It was the croak of a spent, old man.

Everett sat down and waited, thumping his fingertips against the tabletop, as he often did when anxious. At that realization, he stopped abruptly. There was no need to clue the Elition into how nervous he really was. Whenever he saw an Elition, Everett’s old scars flamed up, as though his skin were being cut all over again. Did that make him crazy, jinxed, or just a coward? None of those options were particularly appealing.

Choking back the rising acid in his churning stomach, Everett set his hands lightly upon the round table and crossed them. The tabletop was so narrow that his fingers almost brushed against the Elition’s crossed hands. Everett swallowed the sudden shock of seeing them, pale and smooth and delicate as a young child’s. They did not belong with that old, scratchy voice. The man was a contradiction. Just like all Elitions, Everett thought to himself.

The Elition’s soft, young lips curled into an amused smile, and the old voice croaked out, “Fascinating. I have read no fewer than twenty-three distinct emotions from you since you entered this bar.”

Everett did not particularly like the idea of being ‘read’. He shook the chill from his spine and steadied his tone to ask, “So you can read minds?”

“Oh, nothing so dramatic as that. I am but a curious observer of bodies and faces. My true talents lie elsewhere.”

Everett did not expect him to elaborate further. In addition to fashioning themselves as mysterious, Elitions were generally close-lipped about their individual ‘talents’, which were given such dramatic names as Prophet or Phantom. Everett was certainly curious, but he was also more than spooked enough not to dwell on the mystery. He supposed that if it ever did come down to his finding out the special abilities of any given Elition, it was probably already too late for him anyway. The thought sent another involuntary shudder down his back.

“Something is the matter,” the Elition said—not asked. His face was far too neutral for comfort.

Everett bit his lip in frustration. He was supposed to be a fearless pirate. No, he was a fearless pirate. “Just tell me about the job.”

“I assume you have heard of Emperor Selpe’s assassination.”

“Of course.” Everett replied with a nod, not failing to note his choice of word. Like the Selpes, this Elition seemed confident that Ambrose Selpe had been murdered.

The Elition lowered his voice and leaned forward, just close enough that Everett could make out his face. His skin was as flawless and smooth as his hands. If he had been human, Everett would have put him at no older than sixteen. But, as those enchanted emerald eyes so effectively reminded him, this man was far from human.

“What you may not have heard is that Hayden and Ian Selpe went missing the very same night.”

Hayden and Ian, Ambrose Selpe’s twin sons, heirs to the Selpe Empire. “Kidnapped, no doubt.”

“So we believe.”

“Who is ‘we’?”

The Elition’s response was an inscrutable smile. He seemed to be enjoying this game they all played.

“So, you think someone is making a power play?” Everett asked him.

“The evidence all indicates something of that nature. Emperor Selpe was assassinated and his sons were kidnapped on the very same night. On the eve of the Selpe attack on Hope, no less,” he added.

That again. “I don’t believe the Revs had anything to do with this,” Everett said, forcing his jaw to relax. He would not clench his teeth. He would not give himself away.

“Of course not. It is a silly Selpe notion,” the Elition replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “The assassination and kidnappings happened before the attack on Hope. Plus, it is not really your people’s style, Mr. Black.”

Everett glanced around the bar to make sure no one was listening. Luckily, everyone seemed pretty occupied drinking themselves into a heavy stupor. “Excuse me?”

“It is obvious you are a Rev. Your accent for one thing. The way you walk. Your clothing,” the Elition said, amusement plastered all over his face. It seemed to be his default emotion.

Everett brushed his hand across the left sleeve of his leather jacket, just over the concealed tattoo. He thought he’d done an adequate job of dressing the biker cowboy part. None of the Selpes seemed to think he stood out.

“They are blind. And drunk,” the Elition told him, watching Everett’s eyes scan the dusty room of unevenly cut wooden tables and lopsided stools. “But mostly blind.”

“I see.”

“No need to fret, Mr. Black. I am no more a friend to the Selpes than you yourself are.”

“I am not fretting.”

The Elition’s eyes lit up, those old, knowing eyes on the face of an innocent. “Of course not.”

“Could we just get on with this?”

“As you wish.”

“So, the assassination and kidnappings are all part of some sort of conspiracy?” Everett prompted.

“Likely. If it were merely a matter of revenge, then the boys would have been killed rather than taken. Someone is vying for control of the Selpe Empire. The question is who. Selpes, Avans, Elitions, Revs. There are so many players.”

“And that is what you wish me to find out?”

“No,” he replied simply, then paused, still smiling. “They say you are good.”

“Yes.”

“Trustworthy.”

“As long as you pay me on time.”

“Brave.”

“But not suicidal. I want to live to see my reward.”

“Unbiased.”

“For a price.”

“How are you with a blade?”

In response, Everett filled the very small table with several very large knives.

“Impressive collection.”

“I first learned to fight with a knife. The Selpes did not let us keep guns.”

The Elition nodded. “I think you are the perfect man for the job.”

“And what precisely is this job? You don’t want me to find out what’s going on with the Selpes. Not that I’m disappointed. I could think of a number of places I’d rather be than poking my nose around the Selpe imperial palace.”

“I am sending you to Elitia.”

Everett could feel his eyes grow wide. Elitia did not make the very long list of places he’d rather be. In fact, it was basically hidden down at the very bottom, possibly beating out being put before a firing squad, or being tortured by Lord Adrian, the infamously ‘creative’ Selpe nobleman. Possibly.

“I have arranged a guide for you at the inn, Crossroads, a tourist waypoint at the edge of Elitia, just inside the Selpe territory of Greenwood,” the Elition continued, ignoring Everett’s obvious discomfort. “From there, you will head to Lear, where you will gather information. We have reports that Hayden and Ian Selpe passed through the town before their captors moved them along.”

“To where?” asked Everett, certain he would dread the answer. He was right.

“The Elition Wilderness.”

Of course. If the tales were true, the only thing worse than Elitia itself was the Elition Wilderness, the home of savage witch cults. Supposedly. Who knew whether the stories were true, but of one thing Everett was certain: human technology did not function in the Wilderness. No cars, no computers, no electricity. That was common knowledge. It was for that reason a truly excellent place to hide high-profile captives such as Hayden and Ian Selpe. The extremely well-funded Selpe military and their impressive array of technological doodads were utterly worthless out there.

Everett, on the other hand, depended on no more than his wits, a few well-chosen weapons, and his hardheaded will to survive. Which was probably why the Elition had sought him out in the first place. Then again, he did rather want to keep what was left of his scarred skin.

“Why can’t you go yourself? Or send a team of Elitions?” demanded Everett. “It is Elition territory.”

“Yes, well it is not so simple as that. Such actions would alert those scheming Selpe aristocrats, you see, for Elitia is sworn to the Selpe Empire. Selpe spies are everywhere, even in Elitia, I fear.”

“You believe the Selpes have something to do with this.”

“Perhaps they do, or perhaps not. That is not for me to say. Or you. Your job is to rescue the boys and keep them safe until you can deliver them to this location,” he said, sliding a folded piece of canvas across the table.

Everett opened it and stared down at the subtle, black-inked loops and lines of the hand-drawn map. “You want me to bring them to Mist Veil?” Mist Veil was one of the northern kingdoms of Elitia, an area of evergreen forests and foggy valleys. Everett could think of few places so remote—or so deep inside Elition territory.

“Yes, and now listen very carefully. We have a cabin up there in Knell Woods, just pass the bend in the Gulch, the river that cuts through the forests. The boys will be safe there until we can figure out what is going on.”

And now it was time for the real question. “Why should I risk my neck trekking up and down the Elition Wilderness for the heirs to the empire that was responsible for the destruction of my home and the deaths of most of my friends?”

“For forty thousand Crowns,” the Elition said, the words like silk on his tongue.

Everett had to work not to raise an eyebrow at that. The Selpes had ordered their coinage into Crowns, Coronets, Circlets, and Crests—all of which were basically one or another type of headwear on the fanciness scale, with Crowns being the fanciest and therefore set at the top of the currency hierarchy. Forty thousand Crowns was a lot of a money. Not enough to retire and spend the rest of his life as a man of leisure on an estate with high metal fences and packs of hunting dogs, but enough to buy himself a boat. Or perhaps a small jungle island that nobody wanted in the middle of the ocean. Not bad for one rescue mission. Then again, he had sworn to himself to keep his nose out of Elition business, and this job would send him scrambling through the wild lands of Elitia.

“You will have to do a bit better than that,” he told the Elition.

“Fifty thousand then.”

“I mean, you will need to give me a better reason than just a whole lot of money.”

“You’re a mercenary, and you want a reason other than a whole lot of money?” the Elition asked his first question of the evening. The smile wilted from his lips.

Now, that was something you didn’t see every day: a surprised Elition. They were always so very smug in their unfaltering know-it-all-ness.

“Yes, I do,” said Everett.

The Elition replied almost too fast, as though he had foreseen this hurdle. “You will take it,” he said, his complete confidence restored.

“And why is that?”

“Because, Everett Black, you know what I, also no friend of the Selpe Empire, know: that they are far less dangerous under the rule of Ambrose’s sons than subject to the whims of their twisted aristocracy.”

Everett felt his chest collapse from the leaden weight now pressing down on it. With Ambrose Selpe dead and his sons missing, the Selpe aristocracy was already moving to seize power. Even he had seen the signs. The old emperor had been frightened and frail. He had not made a decision in years that hadn’t first come through his so-called Advisory Council, a body made up of the Selpe Empire’s most powerful and demented territory rulers. If the Advisory Council took control, things could only get worse for people like him. A whole lot worse.

“Ambrose’s sons are sympathetic to those outside the Selpe Empire. Including your people,” the Elition said.

He couldn’t know that.

The Elition nodded smugly.

Everett sighed. It seemed the Elition knew him better than he’d thought, damn him. He had certainly not selected him by chance from a lineup of mercenaries. But did Everett really want to be that guy, the one who took it upon himself to ‘save the world’? On the other hand, he could not just hide away on a private island, like his parents, as everything crumbled to pieces around him.

“You will need to leave immediately,” the Elition told him.

“I have not said yes yet,” Everett reminded him.

“Not with your lips perhaps, but your eyes have told all.”

“Damn Elitions,” muttered Everett.

The Elition gave him a congenial smile.

“Just so we’re clear, I am still taking the fifty thousand Crowns,” Everett told him. When this was finally all done and through—assuming he survived—he had earned himself an abandoned jungle island.

“Of course,” agreed the Elition, still smiling.

As Everett stared at those emerald eyes, he wondered just how he’d gone from a position of Elition avoidance at all costs just an hour ago, to charging in screaming through the Elition Wilderness in search of trouble.














2. Treasure Hunters

526AX June 19, Pegasus







CAMERON AND HIS classmate Jared hiked beneath the sweltering forest cover of the wooded umbrella giants of southern Elitia. Even the shade here provided no adequate shelter, however, from the unrelenting glare of the afternoon sun—not during the peak of Pegasus summer. The two of them trudged along the narrow path overgrown with unkempt flowering vines and now-feral rose bushes. Just ten years ago, this had been a skillfully cultivated garden, one of the famed Wondrous Gardens of the Elition kingdom of Pegasus. Today, the gardens—like Pegasus itself—were little more than a memory, a pleasant remembrance of a departed era.

Cameron felt the breeze swirl up and tickle his fingertips, and he took off running for the nearest tree. He scaled it in a few enthusiastic bounds, as though he had feathers on his boots and fire in his heart. Intoxicated with freedom, he looked down at Jared from his high perch, a grin on his face.

“Come on up!” he called out.

Jared shook his head and replied, “No, I can’t climb so well. Besides, I’m afraid of heights.”

He had barely finished his sentence when Cameron was down beside him again, speaking into his ear, “Who’s ever heard of an Elition that’s afraid of heights?”

Jared jumped in surprise. “Yeah, well…” His voice trailed off, and he looked rather sheepish. “Whoa, you’re fast! I didn’t know you were a Phantom.”

“I’m not,” Cameron said, wishing desperately that he were. “I’m a Prior.”

“I’ve never seen a Prior move that fast,” Jared said, his words heavy with skepticism.

Cameron shrugged. “I’ve learned to be fast. All those times I’ve escaped from school, you know. They’re on to me by now.”

“How many times have you snuck out of Black Moss?”

“This is number fifty-two.”

“Wow,” gasped Jared. “And is it true you once made it as far north as Mist Veil?”

“Yeah, they had a fun time trying to track me down.” Cameron chuckled.

“Wow,” Jared said again, then added with a nervous laugh, “This is my first time. I hope they don’t expel me or anything.”

“If only it were that easy.” Cameron sighed. “But I don’t think they will let you go for anything less than burning the temple to the ground.”

“Is it also true you set the library on fire?” Jared whispered, as though afraid of the answer.

“That was an accident.”

“Oh.” Jared’s eyes grew wide. “Um, shall we continue on then?”

And without waiting for Cameron to respond, Jared set off at a hurried pace along the path once more. They did not speak again for several minutes. The silence was broken only briefly by Cameron’s ‘almost there’ as they passed a burnt tree, the marker for the portal. He felt a slight jolt, and then they were walking through a forest just across the channel. The trees, the path, the thick air were so nearly identical that the jump was hardly noticeable.

They were in open territory now. Cameron slowed and inhaled deeply, drinking in the fresh air of freedom. He nodded to Jared, who paused to wipe his dripping face with a cloth, which he then tied around his head, concealing his eye-catching raspberry-red hair. He stopped beneath the next tree and leaned his boot against the dark bark as he shook the device in his hands, hoping to joggle its scrambled screen into submission.

“Put that away, Jared. It won’t work here so close to the Wilderness,” Cameron told his companion as he passed by.

He did not stop, but rather picked up the pace. Now that they were on the mainland, all of Elitia and beyond seemed to stretch out before him, beckoning him forward. Cameron, too, checked to make sure his hair, a striking shade of light white-gold blond, was still concealed beneath his hat. He then obscured his icy blue eyes behind a pair of deeply shaded sunglasses. Elitions were endowed with hair and eyes of uncommon, sensational shades, just beyond the ordinary. While this led to the general consensus that they were the most beautiful and exotic of all peoples, it also made them the most conspicuous. And in this place, the haunt of many an unsavory folk, one could not be invisible enough.

Beside him, Jared was looking rather skittish, and Cameron was worried that he would at any second lose his nerve. Poor Jared was obviously thinking of Luna, their stern old instructor, who had set them the task of milking nectar from the Hestial flowers beside the lake. Cameron had assured him that they would make it back long before anyone noticed their absence, though he was not entirely certain he could actually keep that promise. He tried not to feel too guilty about that.

“So, what’s your talent, Jared?” Cameron asked to fill the silence.

“I’m a Cipher. Well, sort of,” he added weakly.

“So, you’re good at solving puzzles and codes and such?”

Jared nodded.

“Well, then,” Cameron began. He swung his heavy backpack to his front, removed a piece of thick parchment from the outermost pocket, and hooked the loose strap back over his shoulder—not missing a step as he plowed through the knee-high underbrush. He unfolded the creaseless sheet and brushed his finger across the silky surface. A black brushstroke artfully began to loop and curve, drawing a map of their immediate area.

“Hey, that’s a Delineation Scroll! Where did you get it?” Jared asked.

“From the library.”

“We’re not supposed to have those. They’re antiques. They’re rare. Luna said there’s no one alive who even knows how to make them anymore.” Jared’s fingers twitched as they stretched forward.

“Then we’d best be careful not to damage it.” Cameron stopped to show Jared the map. “What do you see?”

His classmate eyed him with obvious suspicion. “You didn’t really get it from the library, did you?”

Cameron shrugged. Well, technically it had been in the library, just not in any section they were allowed to browse through.

Several times, Jared looked from Cameron to the Delineation Scroll, but his curiosity eventually won out. He brushed his index finger across the map, and the black forms of trees and paths scrolled past as newly drawn illustrations appeared.

“There,” Cameron said, stopping his hand.

“There is our treasure?” asked Jared. He rested his finger against three circles positioned to form a triangle. The map zoomed into the three marks. Now at a size large enough to fill much of the page, they were more obviously stones.

“I believe so,” Cameron replied.

“Now, that’s interesting,” Jared commented softly, his eyes fixed on the map.

“What is?”

Jared showed him the zoomed-out map, which displayed most of the Elition southwestern coast. He indicated the drawing of two eyes side by side, one open, one closed.

“What do you think that means?” Cameron asked.

“I have no idea,” breathed Jared. He pointed to the drawing of a twisted dagger. “But I know what that means. Avan soldiers. They are nearby.”

“Then we’d best hurry,” Cameron said, snatching the parchment. He set off at a brisk pace down the path, leaving Jared to catch up. 

At this new pace, they soon came upon a ruins site. Huge, heavy square slabs of rock extended in stacked columns high above them, forming a passageway just wide enough for them to walk single file to the end. There waited a fountain bowl formed from dull silver rock. The fountain had gone long undisturbed. Bright purple flowers grew out of slender fissures in the stone, and though no one was left to tend to it, the basin was filled with clear, fresh water.

“And now what?”

Cameron shushed him and squatted down to look the fountain over. He ran his fingers across the basin rim and its underside, then down along the cylindrical base, over the flowers and against the fissures. He felt his thumb catch on an unnaturally smooth edge. With a smile, he applied steady pressure to it, and gentle ripples formed on the water’s surface. Cameron rose in his knees and, slipping off his sunglasses, peered into the basin, where three unremarkable grey stones now sat.

“That’s it?” Jared said in disappointment. “We cut class, snuck off the grounds, and risked disciplinary action all for a few worthless, dirty rocks?”

“They are hardly worthless,” said Cameron. “Legend has it they play a crucial role in a very old and very powerful Elition ritual of mental clarity.”

“Like they make you smart or something?”

“Kind of.”

“Well, then, I suppose they might be worth the trouble after all,” Jared decided and snatched the stones from the basin.

“Wait!” Cameron exclaimed as his companion took off running. “There could be…traps.”

But Jared had already run past the rock columns, chanting, “I’m going to ace my exams, my exams, my exxaaamms!”.

Cameron heard an ominous, thunderous crack from above. His eyes widened as he looked up to the unsteady tremble-jolt of a massive tree falling. As it tumbled down from far above, ripping through the forest’s lesser trees, Cameron sprinted past the stacked stone columns, which also began to vibrate with angry energy. Racing, racing, racing, he jutted forward as an especially violent corner of the nearest column exploded and vomited razor sharp broken stone debris at him.

Just as Cameron dashed free of the crumbling rocky passageway at top speed and dove for the shelter of a nearby tree cluster, the columns tensed and erupted in a brutal spectacle of leaden boulders and jagged, eye-piercing dust. He dropped his heavy head to the mossy ground and blacked out.




* * *
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Cameron opened his eyes. He jumped up and spun around, gulping in his surroundings. Very little time had elapsed since he had passed out—half an hour, maybe an hour at most. The light had not even changed. He stepped up onto the path. Jared was nowhere to be found, but the sight of the three light grey stones could not have been more obvious. There they waited, in plain view on the worn trail, as though they had been set out where he could not overlook their presence. Cameron shivered at the thought as he tucked the stones into the inner pocket of his olive green cargo pants, concluding that his skittish classmate must simply have dropped them in the midst of his ecstatic escape.

He froze suddenly at the sound of muted rustles against the trees. His breathing quickened as he closed his eyes and rotated in slow, nervous circles, around and around and around on the spot, listening intently. This wayward twirl stalled and halted, and Cameron opened his eyes. He did not know what lay before him, why he had chosen to stop in the direction of a rather uninteresting bundle of saplings, but he felt with unwavering certainty that whatever he sought was there.

He stepped with light feet through the fresh leafy mulch and parted the interwoven branches. Here, in this open clearing, Cameron found Jared’s body.

He hung by two thick ropes, one knotted around each outstretched arm. His throat was slit and his clothes torn; his pockets had been turned out. Whoever had done this, they had been looking for something. Cameron clasped his pocket. They had been looking for the stones.

He heard the crunch of boots against dried fallen leaves and a distant rustle in the trees. There were too many of them. He was surrounded. First slipping on his sunglasses, Cameron turned to face his doom.

Dumbstruck, frozen, he watched five pairs of dark boots march forward. His eyes slowly panned up to five men, dressed in camouflage wear, all holding long jagged knives that glimmered in the sunlight. The front man, the leader, wore a thin golden chain around his neck. His comrades—one with a black bandana, one with the tattoo of a large bird across the left side of his face, one with a shaved head, and one with a handheld gadget similar to Jared’s—stood impatiently behind him. They were itching for a fight.

Soldiers of the Avan Empire.

Cameron fumbled for his own dagger—only it was actually an undersized pocket knife, the kind they used at school to sharpen their pencils or cut the wispy binding off their exam booklets. The knife jumped from his quivering hands. In his effort to recapture it, he bumped into the hanging corpse, displacing his sunglasses. He shouted out in alarm. The Avans roared with laughter.

The leader met his exposed eyes. “Oh, looky, looky what we’ve got here. A stray Elition baby chick.”

As the men looked him over, Cameron had the sinking feeling that they were summing up how much he would be worth.

“Now, boy. I think you have something that doesn’t belong to you,” said the leader.

Cameron shot the corpse a nervous look. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. I was just hiking here, getting a bit of fresh air.”

The leader tapped his knife against his free hand. “Fresh air, you say? Just a hundred meters from an ancient Elition vault? One that now lies buried in the rubble of triggered booby traps? And you don’t know anything about that?”

Cameron found himself unable to speak.

“That’s what I thought. Now, then, where have you hidden our treasure?” the leader asked, looking him over.

“You know what I think?” said Black Bandana. “I think maybe he’s gone and swallowed it. I think maybe we’ll just have to cut it out of him.”

The men stepped forward, their five jagged blades raised. Cameron had no hope of escape. A corpse blocked his way on one side, the advancing Avans on the other. He clenched his fists and waited. He knew he could not fight them off—of course he couldn’t. He had never learned to fight. Actually, he had never learned anything of any real use, he lamented as he stood helpless and stuck. They had sheltered him, babied him, locked him off from the world. This was their fault. Jason’s fault. Oh, how he loathed Jason! And how he wished he could be Jason with all his many abilities and adventures!

Chimes called out upon the wind: a hopeful song. Cameron’s ears picked up a gentle hum, and his eyes honed in on his salvation. An arrow! Cameron could see its destination clearly, as if it were a string ending as a bullseye mark on the Avan’s chest. As the arrow whipped past Cameron, time slowed down to a crawl, freezing it before his eyes. With its long mahogany-brown wooden shaft, bright scarlet head, and feather fletchings the color of mustard, the arrow was a beautiful sight to behold. Especially as it zipped off again and planted itself in its mark: Black Bandana’s chest. The Avan immediately stumbled and fell backward, most decidedly dead. The smirks melted from the remaining four Avans’ faces as their eyes darted about wildly. The rustle in the trees picked up and the jingle of chimes joined in.

“They say these woods are haunted by Elition spirits,” mumbled Tattooed Face.

“Angry spirits,” added Shaved Head.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you superstitious fools. There’s no such thing as spirits,” Gadget said with a mocking chuckle. He swept and shook his device around in sharp, uneven strokes. Cameron could see that like Jared’s, this technological triumph boasted no power here. Its screen fluctuated unhelpfully between scrambled and black.

Once again, the eerie song chimed out like crystal. A whistle cut through the air as another arrow punctured the underbrush. It shot past Cameron and landed with a heavy thud. Skeptical Gadget was the second to fall victim to the angry arrows.

“This place really is haunted!” the leader declared, and the three remaining Avans ran off with a nervous shuffle.

Their footsteps died off, and Cameron was left alone in quiet. It would have been almost peaceful, if not for the hanging corpse. He fumbled along the leafy ground for his sunglasses and shoved them back into place. Deep laughter howled out in glee, followed out of the trees by a brawny man with rugged, outdoor clothes and a dark stubble on his sun-bronzed face. From his left hand hung a wind chime, from his right a bow. He looked very pleased with himself.

“Now, just what did you do to tick off the Avans?” he asked Cameron.

“Destroyed some old ruins they wanted to check out.”

The man burst into laughter and thumped him on the back. “Such nerve!” He extended his hand. “The name’s Everett. Everett Black.”

Cameron pulled away. “How do I know you’re not one of them?”

“Come on. Let’s get out of here.” Everett grinned and started to walk off. He stopped at Jared’s body, his eyes freezing on the bright red hair. “A friend of yours?”

“Not really a friend,” replied Cameron. He looked Everett over. He could trust him. Somehow, he knew he could. “A classmate actually.” He slid down his sunglasses just a tad, exposing his icy blue eyes.

Everett’s face was torn between wariness and delight. “You’re Elition. Marvelous.”

“My name is Cameron.”

“Well, Cameron, you are just the person I was looking for.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have found myself with a very lucrative job to complete at the moment. Big reward. I think I could use someone like you. Someone with your…talents.”

“But I don’t have any useful talents,” Cameron protested, embarrassed. He hated to admit it, especially to someone he had known for all of two minutes.

“Nonsense. You stood up to those Avans all right. Any other fellow in your place, unarmed, outnumbered, would’ve pissed himself silly. You’ve got guts. That’s what I need.”

“And?”

Everett’s hazel eyes twinkled back at him. “All right, you’ve got me. This job will take us through the Elition Wilderness. We’ll be joined by a famous guide named Finch—maybe you’ve heard of him? In any case, there’s no telling what we’ll face there. I could use an Elition. And, well, to be blunt, they’re not so easy to come by, seeing that they’re all either off keeping to themselves or under the thumb of the Selpes. Plus, I like you, Cameron.”

Cameron was glad his sunglasses hid his surely blank stare.

“Did I mention your cut of five percent? And all meals and expenses paid.”

“What’s the mission?”

“Now, we’re talking! I’ll tell you all about it inside,” Everett promised.

“Inside?”

They had just cleared the outer edge of the forest and stood on a high vista overlooking an inn that while undeniably rustic, Cameron was still surprised to see here in the middle of nowhere. He had snuck out of Black Moss fifty-two times, yet he had never imagined there could be an inn nearby. Probably because he was always running deeper into the Wilderness, not in the direction of the Selpe Empire.

As they reached the front door, Everett put out his arm to block the way. Cameron’s eyes panned up to the wooden sign over the door, which read ‘Crossroads’.

“These backwoods inns can get a bit rowdy,” Everett told him. “Violence. Drunken bar fights. Seductive thieves that will leave you with not a coin to be found on your naked body. Narrow escapes and near misses. And they don’t care much for strangers either. So you’d best stay behind me and follow my lead.”

Cameron nodded, and with a mix of apprehension and curiosity, followed Everett inside.
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CROSSROADS INN WAS far from the wild, dangerous place Everett had described, Cameron thought as he sipped his spiced cider. It was quiet—peaceful even. When they entered, the matron greeted them warmly, as though she already knew Everett. A squat, rosy-cheeked woman with rolled-up sleeves and a flour-frosted apron, she was exactly as Cameron had always pictured an inn owner to be.

All eyes immediately turned to Cameron, for it was obvious that he was Elition, but she led them to a cozy table behind the unlit fireplace, secluded from prying stares. She had soon completely filled their small, round table with platters of steaming food. Cameron’s mouth watered as he eyed the warm bread basket. It had been a long time since he had eaten real food. The mantra of Black Moss was moderation, and all its students were victims of that never-ending tedium. It was no wonder he was trapped in a state of perpetual hunger.

“So, Cameron, just what were you doing in an Avan-infested forest in the middle of nowhere?” Everett asked him.

“The Avans aren’t supposed to be here,” evaded Cameron.

“Unfortunately, that has never stopped them before. But that was not my question.”

Cameron sighed. He might as well tell Everett everything. Well, nearly everything. “I am schooled at a nearby Elition temple.”

“I did not see any evidence of an Elition temple.”

“You wouldn’t. It’s accessible only by portal, masked to the outside world by what you humans would call ‘enchantments’. Only those who have been let in on the secret of its location can find it,” Cameron explained.

“Enchantments, huh? I’m not sure I really believe in such things,” replied Everett.

“In that you are not alone,” Cameron told him.

Everett’s eyes narrowed. “Enchantments or not, what were you doing outside your school? I was under the impression that Elition students do not generally leave the school’s grounds.”

“We’re not supposed to,” Cameron admitted. “Jared—that was my classmate who…so, Jared and I kind of snuck out.”

Everett simply nodded. Cameron was grateful that he had not brought up Jared’s grotesque death. He was trying hard to forget it.

“I read in one of the history accounts that an ancient treasure was buried in the forest,” Cameron continued. “I was curious.”

“Do you think the Avans were after the same thing?” Everett asked him.

“Most likely. But the treasure site is nothing but ruins now, so I don’t think anyone will be finding anything there,” said Cameron. He did not mention the three stones tucked away in his pocket. Everett seemed decent enough, but Cameron was not ready just yet to trust him that much.

“What happened there?”

“Booby trap,” replied Cameron. “I almost got flattened by falling trees, then buried in exploding rock.”

Everett laughed aloud and thumped him hard on the shoulder. “I knew I was right in bringing you along. You’re a tough kid.”

“I’m seventeen,” Cameron told him.

“Ok?”

“Elitions are considered adults at sixteen. So, not a kid.”

“Kid or adult, you’re tough,” Everett said. “And that’s what I need. I can’t afford to do any hand-holding on this job.”

“What precisely is the job?” Cameron asked.

Dropping his voice to a hushed whisper, Everett said, “A wealthy man is offering fifty thousand Crowns for the rescue and return of twin sixteen-year-old boys.”

“Hayden and Ian Selpe.”

Everett stared at him blankly.

“I was eavesdropping outside the temple sand pit last week and overheard two priests talking. They said the Selpe aristocracy are trying to act as though the boys have not gone missing. Like that will last. The Selpes are such shameless gossips.”

“Perhaps you are not as innocent as I thought.”

Cameron shrugged. “If I were so innocent, then I would not have snuck out of school fifty-two times.”

Everett studied his face for a moment before a grin broke out from his lips, quickly spreading to his whole face. “I like you, Cameron.”

“In any case,” he continued, leaning forward and dropping his voice to a whisper. “The boys are believed to be in the Elition Wilderness, a perfect spot for the kidnappers to hide them away, as no sane person would go within ten kilometers of the area.” He looked at Cameron and extended his hand. “What do you say? Care to be insane for a go?”

Money. Leaving the temple. Finding his own life. Back to the Elition Wilderness. The thoughts streamed through Cameron’s head. He took Everett’s hand and shook it.

“Excellent! Now, why don’t you go get us some more drinks,” Everett said.

As Cameron waited in line at the bar, he looked back at his new companion. Everett had taken out his bladed weapons and spread them out on the table between the food platters. His boot thumped impatiently against the wood-planked floor, and he cleaned an already spotless knife with rigorous determination.

The barman plunked two overfilling mugs down onto the counter, and Cameron turned to return to their table. He froze, staring wide-eyed at the bizarre scene before him. It was all soft, white, diffused, ethereal. Even dreamlike. Everything and everyone moved in slow, streaky motions, as though he were watching it all just a second after it happened. People walked across his path, splitting out of his way in distorted lines, wrapping outward toward the outer edges, out of his field of view.

All except for one. She was a girl no older than he, bathed in a golden glow, walking straight up to him. Cameron stopped moving and looked at her. Her voice distorted as though underwater, she whispered, “Cameron,” and turned her eyes up to him.

Cameron never did see her face clearly, for he snapped out of the trance before their gazes met. He was thrown back into a place that now felt loud and harsh. He stood in front of their table, a mug in each hand, still trying to adjust his eyes and ears. Even his tongue stung. The air tasted stronger, more bitter than the silk cream meringue he had breathed in, that he had felt tickle his tongue.

“Hey, set down the drinks, would you?”

Cameron complied, taking his seat in a daze. He stared into his cider, swirling the translucent warm brown-beige liquid with a cinnamon stick. Everett unfolded map after map across the table.

“Where is he?” Everett said, ruffling the top map in frustration.

“Who?”

“Our guide. He was supposed to meet us here half an hour ago.”

Cameron had the feeling someone was standing over his shoulder. He looked up, and there she was. The girl from his hallucination had planted herself behind his chair. Her eyes danced out in private amusement, as though relishing in some great inside joke. Cameron wondered what it could be. And there was something about her eyes—bright and blue and staring out from behind a light veil of hair cropped across her forehead. They seemed familiar, like the memory of an old friend. The rest of her hair was braided into a weave of sun-lightened blonde intertwined with green and black ribbons that matched her attire. She had beige cargo pants, not unlike his own. They were lined with a narrow inky side stripe from the hips down to her black boots. And she wore a fitted forest green tanktop. She was too plain for an Elition, yet somehow too extraordinary for a human.

“I’m ready,” she said to Everett.

He turned his eyes up at her and gave her a baffled look. “Ready for what?”

“Ready to guide you through the Wilderness,” she replied. She looked at Cameron and winked before returning her attention to Everett. “I’m Isis.”

Everett looked her over. “I ordered an adult guide, someone a little less fragile. A man by the name of Finch. Have you seen him?”

“He found out you wanted to go into the Elition Wilderness and had a change of heart,” Isis told him. “He’s under the impression that the Wilderness is haunted by angry spirits.”

“That is ridiculous,” Cameron said, though he could not help but think back to Everett’s ruse in the forest.

“These are superstitious parts here. They say no one comes back from the Wilderness quite the same,” Isis said, her tone foreboding.

“Nonsense. What about the other guides?” Everett asked her.

“You mean them?” Isis turned her head toward a group of men seated at the bar.

One was singing drunken songs with the guide beside him, who was burping in time to the lyrics. Another lay passed out, drool oozing onto the counter from his wide open mouth. The final man was for the most part sober, but looked so old and shaky that he could barely walk, let alone survive a journey through Elitia’s wild lands.

“They’re all cowards,” Isis said to Everett’s displeased face. “But I’m not.”

Everett shook his head. “No. You’re too young. And this job is too important.”

“Suit yourself.” She shrugged and walked off.

Cameron watched her go. “How are we going to make it now, without a guide?”

“You know the area, right?”

“Some of it,” he replied. “But not all. They don’t let us out much.”

“Somehow I doubt that ever stopped you,” Everett chuckled.

“Not really,” Cameron admitted, reminiscing fondly on the time he had made it all the way to the edge of Mist Veil before they’d caught up with him. It had been an exhilarating run.

The words had barely escaped his mouth when the front door of the inn flung open, and three soldiers filed in.

“Selpes,” Everett hissed and grabbed ahold of Cameron’s arm.

The Selpe soldiers headed straight for the matron and began to question her. Isis, her back resting against the bar, took a sip from her metal canister and looked to Everett and Cameron’s table, but it was already empty. Cameron slipped through the back door, then eased it shut. Outside the inn’s back entrance, concealed between the building and the compost bins, he stretched tall to peek into the small, round stained glass window.

“We need to move. It’s best to avoid any Selpe encounters,” Everett said.

“Do you think they saw us?” Cameron asked, glancing back at him.

“No, not those three. But there should be three more nearby. Selpe soldiers go about in groups of six.” He frowned. “Or twelve.”

At that moment, the soldiers came through the back door, spotted Cameron and Everett, and rushed them.

“Go.” Everett pushed him forward, and together they took off running. As they passed the front entrance, three more soldiers joined their comrades. Now there were six.

Cameron and Everett passed into the forest. They wove through the trees—detouring from the all too obvious path—running instead upon an uneven ground of cracked branches and soggy mulch beside the swampy lake. Not that it did them much good, though. The Selpes pushed on in stubborn pursuit. Cameron felt Everett’s fingers lock around his arm. He pulled him around a tree and down to the ground.

“Those are nothing but regular Selpe soldiers, not Diamond Edges. If we can just make it into the Wilderness, they wouldn’t dare follow us,” said Everett. He took a handheld device from his pack and shook the screen, but it refused to unscramble.

Cameron wondered when all these people would finally accept the fact that this technology, impressive as it was under normal circumstances, was utterly worthless here. As Everett continued to fiddle with the device, Cameron listened. Instinctually, effortlessly, he pushed Everett’s head down as three throwing knives zipped over them. Cursing under his breath, Everett threw the device into the chunky water.

They jumped up and set off running again. The Selpes were close, and they were gaining ground. Cameron felt a sudden lunge-drop as Everett pulled him down a second time. They slid along the smooth muddy hillside to a low, mulchy area, out of sight. Above them, the Selpes’ foot thumps cut through the leafy underbrush and soon faded out of earshot. Everett smirked, looking very pleased with himself.

“What is this?” Cameron asked in alarm as he felt himself begin to sink. “A bog?”

Everett’s pleasure faded in an instant, and he struggled in vain to move himself to higher ground. Cameron flapped his arms about with no greater success.

“Tsst, tsst. Oh, my, gentlemen. Just look at what you have gotten yourselves into.”

They looked up into Isis’s amused face. She sat on the ledge above. Her legs dangled freely, totally relaxed.

“We’re sinking,” Cameron said with pleading eyes.

“Yes, I see that,” she replied, her smile cheerful. “It must be dreadful.”

“I demand that you help us out of here immediately, you silly girl!” Everett shouted.

“Ok, ok. Calm down and stop screaming. You wouldn’t want those Selpes to hear you, would you now?”

She tested the branch of a nearby tree with her weight. Satisfied, she bent it downward, grazing the surface of the water. She pulled Cameron, then Everett, out and led them into a grove of solid ground secluded from sight.

“You’re just magnets for trouble, aren’t you?” Isis wiped a layer of thick mud from Everett’s left upper arm, exposing the tattoo of a ten-sided sun. “You’re Rev.”

Everett turned from her, holding to his arm. “I was born there, yeah. What of it?”

Isis turned her gaze to Cameron, looking from his conspicuous hair to his prominent eyes. “Selpe territory isn’t safe for gentlemen like you right now. You could at least try to blend in.”

“You don’t blend in so well yourself,” Cameron said, poking the end of one of her hair ribbons.

Isis flicked her hair, ribbon and all, behind her back. “I don’t need to blend. You two very much do.” She pointed at Everett. “Do you not know what the Selpes will do to you if they catch you? After Decia, they have declared death to all Revs.”

“The Revs had nothing to do with it!” Everett exclaimed, his voice shaking with anger.

Isis shrugged. “And you think a Selpe soldier will stop to hear your plea?” She looked to Cameron. “And you! Of all the stupid ideas. What is an untrained Elition doing running around in the open? If the Selpes don’t capture you, any number of other unsavory folk will. Do you not realize how much you are worth on the auction block?”

As she chastised them, she collected wood and built up a fire. They sat in uneasy silence by the flames. Everett threw a jacket on over his top, and Cameron meekly stuffed his unkempt locks under a hat. With the setting of the sun, the sounds of night faded in, and the nocturnal awoke under the rising moon: the insects’ twilight song, the background rustle of the subdued evening breeze against the trees, and all the resonances of life that had been otherwise masked by the overcrowded melody of day.

Cameron stared into the flames, watching as they tickled the wood in a twirling, fiery dance. He found himself mesmerized, brought back into the trance. The red-orange light of the fire became a diffused pink-white blur, and he could not see much of anything else. Everett’s knife shone out in silver streaks as he flicked it around. Isis was masked in the same gold-white glow from his previous hallucination, shining like an angel. She said something to Cameron, but it was incomprehensible, once again muffled as though spoken underwater.

“What?” he asked her. The soft, silken layers slipped down around him, and he felt himself jolt back to harsh normalcy.

“Drink this,” she said.

Cameron took the proffered aluminum cup and drank. He felt his whole body tingle in appreciation as the warm liquid went down.

“You will face many dangers on your journey,” she told them. “That inept group of Selpe soldiers will be the least of your worries. There are dozens of other Selpes, infinitely better trained ones, constantly scouring the countryside. Bandits, bounty hunters, mercenaries, assassins. All of these you are likely to meet along the way. And as you progress deeper into the Wilderness, you may come across renegade Elition camps—ones who, unanswerable to any greater authority, practice a number of grotesque mysticisms.”

She tossed Everett his broken, wet computer. “Such toys are of no use in the Wilderness. Electronic devices do not function there. It is a vast land—a wild land—that seems to defy the very notion of navigation, sending you in constant circles, setting you free only to shoot you straight into the hands of your enemies. “You need a guide,” she stated. “Someone who knows the area. Someone who can lead you around trouble. You need me.”

“How much?” grumbled Everett.

“Ten percent of any earnings from jobs you undertake while I’m your guide.”

Everett jumped up. “Ten percent?! Are you out of your mind? Do you know how much money that is?”

“I know how much money you won’t be making if you end up dead,” replied Isis. “Ten percent. That’s my offer. And trust me when I say you won’t find another guide willing to risk her neck in the Elition Wilderness for such a measly sum.”

Everett looked at her unyielding face and sat down in defeat. “Very well,” he agreed.

Cameron wondered if he should have tried to negotiate himself a better rate. Though it wasn’t like he could be so choosy. He just wanted to get out, away from the mundanity of Black Moss.

“Excellent,” Isis said with a cheerful smile and sat down between them. She pulled out her metal canister and drank. “So, what brings you gentlemen—oh, I didn’t catch your names.”

“Everett.”

“Cameron.”

“Pleasure to meet you. So, what brings you way out here so close to the Elition Wilderness? Where do you need me to take you?”

“I was hired to find two teenage boys. My source says they were kidnapped and brought into the Wilderness just two weeks ago. But we are to look for intel in Lear, on the Rocky Shore. Do you know where that is?”

Isis bit her lip. “I do, and though it is not inside the Wilderness, it is a dangerous path. The area is heavily patrolled by Selpe soldiers because it’s so close to the Avan border. And due to the recent attack on Decia, the Selpes have doubled their patrols pretty much everywhere.”

“Can you get us to Lear?” asked Everett.

Isis perked up and said, “Leave it to me. We should be there in three days’ time.”

“Is it not a one week journey?”

“Sure, if you suffer from a lack of imagination.” She grinned. “But I know a few unused shortcuts. Rest assured, Everett. You are safe with me.”
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ISIS KEPT HER promise with time to spare. By sundown on the third day after joining Everett and Cameron, she led them into a small orange grove just outside Lear, where they made their camp.

The journey had been without incident. Tidy lines of Selpe soldiers marched in plain sight along the main road, and bandits hid in shadow beneath the forest cover, but Isis steered them clear of both. Instead, she brought them along a little-known backpacking trail that followed the coastline. They spent the entirety of the journey with the trail and its panoramic ocean view to themselves.

Even Everett, who though still obviously irked about the ten percent profit he would be losing, had to admit they would not have made it so far and so fast without her guidance.

“Our mission in Lear is straightforward,” Everett began as they sat down to rest beneath the splotchy shade in a grove outside the city border. “The city—and the whole peninsula, for that matter—is not Selpe. Nor is it anything else. It is unallied but of great interest to both the Selpes and Avans, as well as the Varenese, so spies of each of these three groups reside here.”

“Lear is known as the ‘City of Secrets’, as so many are protected and uncovered here,” Isis commented, and she bit down on her carrot stick with a crack.

Everett nodded. “Yes, and it is one such secret that we hope to uncover here. Our kidnapped boys were brought through this area on their way into the Wilderness, so one of the three spies is sure to know something about them.”

“Or one of the three is responsible,” Isis said, amused at his continued omission of Hayden and Ian Selpe’s names. As though she didn’t know which boys he was after.

“Even better,” replied Everett. “So, here’s the plan. According to my source, each night all three men visit an establishment called the Red Leaf. It’s a restaurant, bar, and hotel, and, um…” He gave Isis an apologetic look.  “A burlesque club.”

“Why, Mr. Everett, you are the rare gentlemen!” exclaimed Isis. “But you needn’t worry about me. The Red Leaf is a very tame burlesque club. Women in long evening gowns with silly feather boas and ridiculously large hats, flicking up their rather absurdly-shoed feet and singing off key,” she said, to their great surprise. She shrugged. “I’ve been there. I told you boys I’ve been around.”

“So, then, the first thing we need to do is identify the three spies. I thought we’d listen to—”

“Here’s how we will do it,” Isis cut in quickly. She hopped down from the tree stump where she had been sitting and used her broken carrot stick to draw a map of the city in the dust. “The city police station is here. They actually have identified and created files on the three spies. They just don’t have the ability—or the nerve—to kick them out. We will break into the station records room and snatch the files, then proceed to the Red Leaf, where we will encourage the spies to reveal what they know.”

“Encourage? Just how do we do that?” Cameron asked her.

Isis looked at them and grinned.




* * *
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They headed into the city at nightfall. From a distance, Isis watched Cameron as he walked down the main road, his steps both staggered and rushed. Isis could read the excitement in his eyes, the desire to prove himself shining through with brilliant clarity. Here in Lear, he was free from the need to mask his appearance, for the sight of an Elition out and about was far from out of the ordinary. Still, Isis was thankful that the street was mostly empty, the partygoers already tucked away inside the clubs. Cameron was untried, and she was not entirely certain he would not make a complete mess of their plan.

Finally, he reached the police station. It was one of the tallest buildings in Lear, and yet it was unremarkable. The walls would be laughably easy to climb, and the windows were poorly guarded from entry. Isis supposed no one would bother breaking into such an insignificant station. Well, no one but the three of them, anyway.

As Cameron pushed the front glass door open, Isis sat down on the park bench outside and leaned over her shoes, pretending to fuss with the laces. She watched Cameron head directly for the reception desk, where a boy about his age sat with his feet propped up on the tabletop, reading a comic book with what appeared to be black-clad soldiers on the cover.

Isis tilted her ear toward the open door.

“Can I help you?” the boy asked in a bored tone. He did not even look up.

“That’s a good one,” Cameron said, indicating the comic book.

Isis was positive he had never even read it. Or heard of it. It was not exactly Elition school material. Good for him, playing up the part.

The boy perked up. “I know! Isn’t it, though? And they say it’s really authentic. Just like being a Selpe Diamond Edge yourself, the elite of the elite of the Selpe military. What I wouldn’t give to be a Diamond Edge! They are soooo cool.”

“Why don’t you join up?” Cameron asked him.

“I tried. They wouldn’t have me. They…laughed at me when I asked to join,” the boy said, his tone bitter and brittle. His eyes stared out over Cameron’s shoulder.

Isis followed his gaze through the glass front of the building, down the stairs, and across the street to where a group of men stood. They were decked out entirely in black clothing, with light blue accented borders across their collars, sleeves, and hat brims. Diamond Edges.

Isis’s heart skipped a nervous beat. She took a deep breath and assured herself that they were not after her. On the other hand, this was the perfect chance for Cameron to get that boy out of the building.

“Arrogant blockheads. It’s their loss,” Cameron told him.

“They told me I was better suited to filing trivial paperwork in this irrelevant police station in this backwater town. They told me I would be stuck here forever, while they got to live a new thrill every week. Adventure, action, girls,” he lamented.

“Isn’t there any way you could make them, say, miss their next new adventure?” Cameron suggested.

“I don’t understand.”

The boy really was dense. Isis did not wonder at the Diamond Edges’ refusal to take him.

“Aren’t they breaking any local laws? Couldn’t their misbehavior cause them to be delayed here while it is cleared up?”

The boys eyes lit up in understanding. Finally. “Well, now that you mention it, Lear has a ban on consumption of alcohol outdoors. And they are drinking beer and smoking—another no-no!—outside the bar.”

“Then let’s go show them who’s really in control here,” Cameron prompted him.

“Yes, let’s!” the boy agreed, springing up from his chair.

Cameron followed him out the front doors and across the street to the Diamond Edges, who in addition to drinking and smoking, had attracted a few women in thigh-high skirts into their crowd. The boy looked at the women with big eyes, and would certainly have lost his nerve had Cameron not prodded him forward. As he tallied off their offenses, Isis stood from the bench and silently slid through the open front doors.

She glided down the hall and slipped inside the records room, an area of ceiling to floor file cabinets stuffed with thousands of color-coded sturdy folders. She thumbed through the files until she reached a blue folder, which she tucked into her backpack, then continued on toward the back of the cabinet to find three folders of green, red, and again blue.

She heard the voices of Cameron and the boy as they reentered the building. Taking long, silent strides, she ran further back through the rows of cabinets, past the supply closets, and into the room of confiscated items. She looked up at the small, round window high up on the wall, almost at the ceiling. Hooking her hands into cracks in the stone wall, she slowly worked her way upward. As her foot balanced along the top of a cabinet, it slipped against an unexpected box atop it, almost sending the top item—what appeared to be a cracked Elition sand slate—tumbling downward. Isis caught the slate with her fingertips and returned it to the box, then pulled herself up the final stretch to the window, unlatched the hook, and squeezed her body through the tight circular opening.
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Isis sat upon a soft, squishy seat in the front lounge of the Red Leaf. Further in, Everett waited at the bar, stirring his coral pink drink, which he had ordered sans alcohol. Thank goodness. They were not among friends here, and the last thing she needed was to drag his stumbling, semi-conscious body out of there should things go south. But Everett had insisted that he was a professional—that he never drank on the job, for slow wits and sluggish reflexes were the heavy price to pay for such an indulgence, and he simply could not afford that. Not on a mission as lucrative as this. Since it came down to money, Isis was inclined to take his word for it. Everett was a mercenary first.

According to the only useful report she had swiped from the police station—those on the Selpe and Avan spies did not even identify who they were—the Varenese spy Darius Sinf came to the bar every night between nine and nine-fifteen to meet with contacts. Tonight, Everett intended to be one of those contacts, at least as far as Darius Sinf was concerned.

A man dressed in a flamboyant blood-red shirt and stiff, unbroken black leather pants swished past Isis on the way into the bar, leaving a trail of cinnamon-scented cologne in his wake. He took the stool beside Everett. With his thickly gelled straight black hair arranged into a multitude of short spiky peaks, black mascara, and deep purple eye shadow, Darius Sinf could hardly have been more conspicuous.

He glanced at Everett’s pink beverage and black drink umbrella, but did not meet his eyes. “Before nightfall, the barn’s doors are closed. Its caretaker shuns the daylight, but, ever watchful, he does not idle away the hours in sleep.”

Everett kept his gaze low as well. “The mouse sought an audience with the river, but when he stepped into the water, he drowned.”

Darius Sinf nodded. “The creature ought to have aimed lower and achieved higher. There will be no cheese for the dead. But what brings the unicorn into broad moonlight?”

“A unicorn is but a horse in disguise—but what a horse he is! He gallops on water and swims on wind,” replied Everett. “Some days he is a raven, circling the skies, looking to catch a glimpse of the peacock and the scorpion.”

“The peacock and the scorpion are in constant motion, ever dancing around each other but never touching. The peacock enjoys puffing out his chest…”

Darius Sinf shifted his eyes to a man in the lounge area just a few steps from where Isis was. There, the band thumped and drummed away under a mask of flickering candlelight. Peacock wore a nicely-fitted black suit, and from his silk sleeves women dangled like tree ornaments.

“The scorpion cocking his stinger,” Darius Sinf continued.

This time his gaze whisked past a man who sat alone at a back table in the restaurant adjacent to the bar. He sipped his wine and slowly, methodically, assailed the food on his plate.

“Yet they fear the thrash of the unfettered.”

“To be unfettered is to stand skinless before the volcano,” said Everett, and he slid his stool back and walked away.

As he passed into the front lounge, Isis stood. She had exchanged her hair ribbons and braid for an up-twist accented with sparkling hair gems. Instead of outdoor clothing, she wore a slinky evening gown that fell to her high-heeled shoes in silky silver fabric.

Everett bowed to her, and she dipped her head in acknowledgement, following his eyes all the way to the Avan spy in the restaurant. Standing tall, she made sure to click her heels against the tiled floor as she strode over to the spy’s secluded table. When his eyes looked up and saw her, they widened, and he shifted in his seat as she sat down opposite him. They looked at each other silently across the table. Isis’s chin balanced lightly against her propped hands. The Avan’s anxious fingers tapped the tabletop.

“You don’t look like the other girls here,” he finally said.

“I’m not like other girls,” she replied, biting her lip with a playful smile. She stroked her fingers gently against his arms, trying hard not to cringe at his copious coat of thick, coarse hair.

“I have a room upstairs,” he suggested, closing his eyes in pure pleasure. Isis would not have been surprised had he begun to purr like a cat.

Without a word, she locked her fingers in his, leading him out of the restaurant and up the staircase to the red-carpeted hotel on the second floor. The Avan directed her into his room, one of the suites, and shut the door eagerly behind them.

Isis stared at him through long eyelashes, and he looked at her with sick desire, as though she were a delectable dessert that he could not wait to devour. He brushed a loose lock of hair from her forehead then twiddled it between his fingers.

“I’m Morton. Morton Corse.”

“I know,” Isis said, though she had not. She kissed his stinky, grubby fingers.

“Who are you?” he asked in awe, again on the verge of purring.

“A friend. One here to keep you company. I know it can get lonely out here, so very far from home.”

“Did he send you?”

Isis did not know who ‘he’ was, so she cooed, “Don’t you realize how valuable you are? How appreciated your efforts are? Especially in a recent matter.”

His mouth hovered very close to hers. “Oh, I didn’t do anything really. Just made sure they got the boys through here unnoticed.”

“A crucial role. Why else would I be here?” whispered Isis.

“I’m sure glad you are.”

She moved her lips past his cheek and blew the words into his ear, “Tell me, Morton. Tell me the story of how you did it. Tell me how cunning you were.”

He shivered at the feel of her breath against his skin. “It was just over two weeks ago that I received word they would be bringing the boys through Lear. It was a risky move. Chase, that ridiculous Selpe, is always snooping his nose around where it doesn’t belong. But it was their way into the Elition Wilderness. I snuck them through right under the blank stare of that witless Selpe.”

“They have a very long, very dangerous journey ahead of them,” said Isis.

“I’ll say! The Black Ruins are supposed to be buried deep inside the Wilderness. It is a savage, perilous area.” He set his hand on her hip and eyed the bed hopefully. Then he began to slobber wet kisses down her neck. “Not nearly as cozy as here.”

Isis suppressed the urge to gag. She smiled and laid her finger on his slimy lips. “But first, let’s drink to your success. I’ve ordered us some champagne.”

She opened the door to find Cameron standing there. Dressed in the white uniform of a waiter, he rolled in a tray with two full champagne glasses. He met Isis’s eyes for a moment, then handed one to her and the other to the Avan spy. He bowed out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

“To your success,” Isis said with a lift of her glass.

“To celebrating my success,” he amended and emptied the glass in one gulp.

Isis retreated a few steps, watching coolly as his eyes rolled back and he collapsed to the floor. She stepped over his fallen glass on her way to the door. She opened it and once again found Cameron on the other side.

“He should be out for half an hour,” he told Isis as he entered the room.

She grabbed the towel that hung from the champagne cart, ran it under water, and wiped her skin down in disgust. Not that it could wash the taint away. Two hundred rose petal bubble baths could not hope to wash that away.

“Are you ok?” asked Cameron. “What happened?”

“I did seem to get stuck with the most unpleasant task,” she lamented.

Cameron struggled to control the twitch of his lip but failed. It was obvious he was laughing at her. “Well, I don’t think either Everett or I could have lured him up here so effectively.”

“This isn’t funny, Cameron. That man is disgusting,” she pouted.

“Looks like you’ll actually have to earn your ten percent then, no?” Everett stood in the door, a smirk on his face. The unconscious Selpe spy was leaning against him.

Isis stuck her tongue out at him, which smeared a bit of lipstick on her teeth. It was still worth it.

“Help me with this toadstool, won’t you, Cameron?” Everett asked.

Cameron hurried to help him drag the Selpe spy inside, and Isis closed the door behind them. They dumped his unconscious body onto the bed and were just about to leave when Isis stopped them. She had an idea.

“Wait. Just a second.”

She dragged the sleeping Avan across the floor of the room, not being too careful about it either. His big head thunked against the leg of a side table. She heaved him up and dumped him onto the bed beside the Selpe. She then undressed the two men down to their underwear and shifted them into a cuddle position.

“Now they’ll awaken to an unexpected surprise,” she concluded with satisfaction.

Everett looked from the Selpe to the Avan to Isis, then exchanged glances with Cameron. He burst into laughter. Quite pleased with her work, Isis held out her arms, one to Cameron and one to Everett, and they danced out of the room.
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They departed Lear under the same shroud of darkness beneath which they had entered. Back at their secluded camp outside the city walls, Isis and Cameron made the fire as Everett prepared to grill the meat for their evening meal. The meat had been his choice. Her choice, a few fruit-skewered sticks, lay to the side. The Rev gave the fruity snacks a dubious look.

“My dear, you turned a rather dull mission into anything but. That alone was worth your ten percent,” Everett told Isis.

She smiled. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“Hey, don’t look at me like that! Cameron, do you see how she’s looking at me? I’m not upping your cut.”

“Don’t worry. I didn’t do it for you,” she said.

“The Avan got a little hands-on,” Cameron explained.

Everett looked at Isis. “I’m sorry. Do you want me to cut off his fingers?” He actually sounded sincere.

“Goodness no!” exclaimed Isis. “But it was, um, sweet of you to offer.”

“I shouldn’t have sent you in to deal with him,” Everett said, his words heavy with guilt.

“Think you could have lured him up there yourself?”

“Not like you did, honey. You sure looked beautiful,” he told her.

Isis was flattered but offered only a modest shrug in response. “And you couldn’t very well do everything yourself. Besides, I had Cameron there just outside to protect me.”

Cameron’s face went crimson as she gave his hair a playful ruffling-up.

“That’s true. You had Cameron.” Everett grinned and winked at him.

Cameron laughed. “At least I didn’t have to speak gibberish.”

“Man, was that some crazy nonsense,” agreed Everett. “I was worried the whole time that you, even with all your supposed scholarly training, had not figured out the intricacies of the code properly, or perhaps not explained it well enough.”

“Or, perhaps you hadn’t understood my explanation well enough.” Cameron stuck out his tongue. “Maybe I should have spoken with the Varenese spy.”

“No way. Haven’t you read his file? He’s way too dangerous. Had you slipped up just once, he would have killed you before you realized you were dead.”

“He’s right, Cameron,” Isis told him. “That man is bad news.”

“And there was always the risk that whoever compiled the file was just some witless hack. Or worse yet, that the whole code was all some big joke,” Everett added.

“It does seem to be too ridiculous to be real,” Cameron commented.

“One of the things I’ve learned out here is that nothing is too ridiculous, and most things are very much real,” said Isis.

She said this in earnest, but her companions burst into laughter anyway. Does no one take me seriously?

“I’m glad to be a source of amusement,” she muttered.

Still hiccuping laughter, Everett took a swipe from a glass flask. He then offered it to Cameron, who took a gulp and almost choked on it. It was no wonder. Even from a distance, Isis’s nose twitched with the burn of very hard liquor. So when Everett presented the flask to her, she found it easy to refuse.

“Oh, my apologies,” Everett said and hurriedly wiped down the lip of the bottle with a clean cloth. He held it out to her once more. “Don’t worry, no germs will be able to live inside there.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” she replied.

“What, so, you think I’m trying to poison you then? I need you. I would never do such a thing,” he assured her.

“No, Everett Black, I do not think you are trying to poison me. After all, you are a gentleman, as I said before. And as such, if you were to kill me, I would expect you to do so outright, without trickery.”

“Then what?”

“I have my herbal tea here.” She tapped her metal canister. She leaned forward to sniff his bottle, and her nose cringed back in disgust. It was even worse up close. “Whereas you have your most-certainly-not-tea beverage there.”

“You don’t drink alcohol,” said Cameron.

“No, not usually. Nor does it seem do you, Cameron.” She smiled as he once more attempted to swallow down the very hard liquor. “I don’t quite trust myself under its spell.” She rose slowly. “And so I must now take my leave of you both, for it is past my bedtime.”

She left them beside the fire and disappeared through the trees in search of her night’s sleeping spot.
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CAMERON FADED IN and out of sleep. He caught glimpses of their dark camp. Ashes sizzled and smoke rose with unnatural slowness from where their small fire had once been. He dreamed of Jared’s mutilated body, thumping heavily as it hit the neighboring trees. He heard Everett’s deep snores, thick and muffled, and the whistle of sharp blades, like grass singing in the wind. Black boots crept silently across the campsite, diffused as though seen through a translucent white screen. When he followed the body upwards, he saw nothing, for it was cloaked. He wasn’t sure what was real and what was a dream.

Cameron jolted up as rough leather gloves brushed against his lips. He looked from the hand that covered his mouth, suffocating his scream, into Jason’s face tucked away beneath a black hood.

“Cameron,” said Jason Chanz, notorious Elition assassin, and moved his hand away. He slipped the hood from his head, and his tousled hair spilled out to crest the tops of his ears. Like all Elitions, his hair was unusual. It was the color of butterscotch, interwoven with strands of deep caramel and pale gold.

“Jason?” Cameron asked in shock. “What are you doing here?”

His deep obsidian eyes smoldered in silent disapproval. “Following a stray child.”

“I hope you don’t mean me. Or have you forgotten that I am a man now?” Cameron said.

“In age, perhaps, but when it comes to common sense, a child of ten has more by far. What are you doing here so far from Black Moss? And who is that?” He pointed at Everett, whose snoring had stuttered as he rolled over.

“Everett Black. A Rev.”

Jason seldom rose his voice, but his tone was pure, calculated ice. “A Rev? What are you doing with a Rev? Don’t you realize that the Selpes have targeted them? All of them. They are rounding up any strays that fled the destruction of the Rev cities. As if you’re not enough of a magnet for trouble yourself, you had to paint a big red bullseye on your forehead by traveling with a hunted man.”

“He saved me from a band of Avans,” Cameron said.

This response only made things worse.

“You managed to get yourself cornered by Avans? Cameron, between the Selpes and the Avans, I’m not sure I can keep you safe.” He stood and dragged Cameron along after him. “Let’s get you out of here and back to Black Moss before the Varenese or—Aurelia forbid—the Xenens get added to this woeful tale.”

Cameron kicked his feet in protest and struggled free. “I am not going anywhere, Jason. No matter what you’d like to think, I am a man now, and I will decide where I go and with whom I travel. Everett is paying me to assist him in any Elition issues that might crop up,” he said, feeling more than a little proud of himself.

Jason was clearly unimpressed. “So, you’re a mercenary now?”

“More like a finder of missing persons. We’re trying to track down Hayden and Ian Selpe, who were kidnapped,” Cameron threw Jason a smug I’ll bet you didn’t know that look.

“So, I’ve heard.”

Cameron’s face fell. It just wasn’t fair. Jason always knew everything.

“Everett says there’s a big reward,” Cameron added.

“Not from the Selpes, I take it.”

“I’m not sure actually,” admitted Cameron. “Though, of course, Everett does not seem overly eager to meet up with any Selpes.” He managed not to mention the Selpes that had chased them out of the inn. Such tales would only make things worse.

For awhile, Jason was silent, apparently lost in his thoughts. Finally, he spoke again. “We should wake your Rev. You do it. I tend to shock people.”

Cameron nodded. He knelt beside Everett and shook his shoulder a few times.

“What is it, Cameron?” he grumbled. His breath still smelled of that evening’s liquor. “Oh, the fire has gone down? Why don’t you go collect some wood, ok? I have a hell of a headache.”

“Everett, a friend of mine is here. He wishes to speak to you.”

Everett glanced up at the sky. It was dark, but the first hint of blue had appeared, signaling that dawn would arrive within the hour.

“At this hour?” He sat up, wincing. “How did your friend even find—” His eyes locked onto Jason’s. “Oh. I see.”

“Mr. Black, you know who I am.”

“I’ve seen the posters here and there in towns. They made you look more…feral.”

Jason’s face remained unreadable. “Yes, that they do. The authorities, whether Selpe or Avan, share in common their immense love of frightful exaggeration.”

“Was it an exaggeration that you killed the Selpe Lord Jon Garrison, though he was locked behind an elaborate security system openable only from the inside? By the time the Selpes bore through the walls a month later, his body, and the bodies of his three guards, were in a wretched state of decay. They never did figure out how the assassin could have made it inside. There were no signs of entry. And the bodies were clear of marks. It was as if they had all simply fallen over dead. The Selpes suspected you to be responsible, though they could never prove it.”

“Nor have they ever proved anything of which they have accused me,” Jason replied. “Only a fool leaves proof behind to find.”

“How did you do it?” Everett asked, his eyes eager.

“Fear is a weapon far more powerful than any one housed in an arsenal,” was Jason’s cryptic reply.

Everett stared at him wide-eyed. “You killed them with fear?”

He studied Jason’s cold, blank expression for a moment, but looked away quickly.

“Cameron has told me of your job.”

“Has he now?” Everett said, shifting his weight.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Black. I am not here to steal it from you. I am here to join you.”

Relief spread across Everett’s face. “The great Jason Chanz, working with me? Such possibilities.” He held out his hand. “Glad to have you. Oh, and you can call me Everett.”

“Understand, Everett, that my services do not come without a price.”

Everett’s lips thinned. “Naturally.”

“You will give me fifty percent,” Jason said.

“Fifty?!”

“If I do it alone, which I assure you I can, I will get it all.”

Everett chewed his lip for a moment. “I will give you thirty-five, and you will take it because you want to stay to keep an eye on Cameron.” His eyes twitched upward, as though afraid something really heavy would choose just that moment to drop on his head.

Cameron was shocked to see Jason nod in agreement. Everett had out-negotiated him. Such things just did not happen.

“Good,” Everett said, and his relief was apparent. “Now, Jason, word is that the Elition Wilderness has been crawling with Selpe soldiers ever since their emperor was murdered three weeks ago. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“If you’re asking if I killed him, the answer is no. Just because the Elitions of our kingdom severed our ties to King River ten years ago, that does not mean we care nothing for the people of Elitia. Ambrose Selpe was a far better choice to rule than whoever his undoubtedly anti-Elition replacement will be. I’m just wondering—”

He stopped mid-sentence. His obsidian eyes narrowed, and his head snapped left. They honed in on Isis as she emerged from the trees, her arms stacked full of branches for the fire. Before Cameron could blink, Jason was already behind her, pressing a jagged-edged knife to her throat.

“Wait, Jason, stop! She’s with us!” Cameron called out.

“With you?” Jason asked, his knife still held to her neck.

“Our guide Isis,” Everett added.

Jason sheathed his weapon and released Isis, but his eyes remained on her, hard and suspicious. Isis was shaking. She met his cold gaze and walked back, not blinking, not turning her back to him for a second. The four of them stood there and said nothing.

Everett finally broke the silence. “Well, it’s almost dawn, so we might as well have breakfast now and get an early start.”

As the sun burst from the horizon, Everett gathered the wood Isis had dropped and started up a fire. He passed out cups of hot water to each of them.

“You don’t need to worry, Isis. Jason is a friend. He won’t hurt you,” Cameron assured her.

Her eyes still fixed on Jason, she sipped from her canister and replied, “I am familiar with the reputation of the assassin Jason Chanz.”

From across the fire, Jason said nothing, but his eyes bore into her in silent suspicion. Cameron wondered what was more suspicious about a cute girl like Isis than a rugged mercenary like Everett.

Jason snapped his head around. In a streak of movement, two knives, smooth and flat and crafted entirely from dark metal, flew through the air in smokey silver streaks. They pinned a man Cameron had not even seen to a tree trunk. Jason stood beside his dangling feet and looked him over.

“Avan,” muttered Everett from behind him.

Jason stared at the Avan, as though he were looking through to his soul. The man’s eyes pooled over in tears and his body hurled forward, plunging into the blade of the knife still in Jason’s hand. Blood oozed down his chest.

Jason’s head twitched at the rustle of boots on fallen leaves. Cameron could just make out the flicker of shadows behind the trees. Everett waved Isis over. The four of them stood in a circle, their backs to one another, their eyes watching and waiting.

A second man emerged from hiding. As he jumped through the air like a flying squirrel, Everett shot an arrow at him. He was caught by the thick shaft and pinned to a tree, several meters up, the arrow plunged through his neck. The man’s legs twitched for a count, then dangled limply.

Three additional men charged. Jason was busy with one and Everett with another. The third broke through and ran straight for Cameron and Isis. He shoved Isis out of the way and grabbed a hold of Cameron, throwing him over his shoulder. The last thing Cameron saw before blacking out was Isis jump up and take off running after him.
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Warm water sprinkled Cameron’s face, jolting him back awake. He opened his eyes and found Everett standing over him, his fingers swirling a bowl of water. His sleeve was torn and he had a fresh cut over his eyebrow.

“They were Spirit Reapers,” he told Cameron. “We took out four. The other one got away.”

“We need to get moving,” Jason said. “The Avan knows where we are and is sure to direct his friends our way.”

Cameron pulled himself up enough to lean his back against the nearest tree trunk. He could feel the bumpy bark through his jacket. An arm’s length away, Jason was crouched down beside Isis, binding up a knife wound on her shoulder. He said nothing to her, but Cameron noticed he was no longer glaring at her in stony suspicion. Perhaps just plain old normal suspicion.

Everett patted her other shoulder. “Isis, dear, you’re not a fighter. That was beyond crazy to take on an Avan soldier, let alone a Spirit Reaper. Foolish,” he repeated. He flashed an eager smile at her. “Details?”

Isis looked at him but seemed unable to speak.

“As crude as the mercenary just was—” Jason shot a cold look at Everett. He met Isis in the eye. “It would be helpful for us to know what you saw.” His tone was devoid of its usual ice.

Isis nodded and took a deep breath. “The Avan ran off with Cameron, who seemed to have fainted.”

Cameron blushed.

“I followed him to a clearing in the woods. He had set Cameron down and was crouched over him, slapping his face. Cameron appeared to be awake again, and the Avan was shaking him by the shoulders. Then the Avan pulled his knife out. I shouted for him to stop.”

“That was unwise,” Jason told her.

Isis shrugged. “I had hoped to distract him long enough that we could both get away. But he hit Cameron over the head and then turned on me. So I pulled out my own knife.” She looked at Jason with a cautious smile. “And that’s when you came running in.”

“The Avan got you before I could stop it,” Jason said as he finished off bandaging her wound. Cameron knew he could not abide failure, particularly from himself.

“You saved me,” she told him. “When he saw you, he ran off frightened at the very sight of you. Who knows what he would have done to me had you not been there.”

“It is likely the soldier would have escaped with Cameron had you not been there to stop him,” said Jason.

Watching the newly shared admiration in their eyes—or at least lack of cold intolerance on Jason’s part—Cameron felt uncomfortable, as though he were intruding on a private moment. Isis no longer cared that he was a world renown, deadly assassin who had held a knife to her throat just one hour ago. And it seemed Jason had decided her presence in the group was acceptable the moment she had risked her own life to save Cameron’s.

“I’m glad we’ve all made up and are the best of friends, but our troubles have just doubled,” said Everett. “First Selpes, now Avans. What horrid luck.”

“I do not believe this to be the fault of bad luck,” Jason replied. “They are stalking us with a purpose.”

“But why?” asked Everett.

“I suspect because neither the Avans nor the Selpes wish us to find Hayden and Ian Selpe. Chances are good that they are in on this together.”

And with that said, he turned and stared into their shocked faces.
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THE RAIN ALWAYS hit at the worst possible time, Everett thought as he wove through the closely spaced trees at top speed. Though it was not so much rain as torrential downpour, the assault of a thousand angry needles, a vomiting of the heavens. Beside him, Cameron ran in long, powerful strides, his eyes glued forward in intense concentration. But the two of them were still far behind Jason, who led the dash, and Isis, who ran beside him. Everett watched the hypnotic whip of her long braid and almost slammed face-first into a tree.

“This way!” Isis called out as she cut to the left.

As he followed Isis through a wall of burning thistles, Everett could still hear the rustle of the Avans’ footsteps somewhere behind them. He did not want to think about how close they were. Just clear of the bush, he scraped his feet to a stop. He looked down at the cliff he had nearly tumbled over. Cameron tore through the bush. His head was turned back, looking out for Avans. He did not see the cliff.

“Cameron, stop!”

Everett reached out, but Cameron was too fast. He had already shot past him. His feet slipped out from under him, and he slid over the edge of the cliff. Everett’s breath caught in his throat and he leaned over the edge. He was relieved to see Jason pulling Cameron into a small cave inside the cliff. Isis gripped a root that grew out of the rock and looked up at Everett.

“Come on!” she whispered.

She was insane.

“Climb down. Use one of the roots,” she said. “And hurry. They’re coming.”

Everett found the thickest root he could and slid down to the cave, praying all the while that it wouldn’t break. As soon as he was within reach, Isis pulled him inside. Then she rolled four big rocks, one right after the other, to the edge. When they were all lined up, she pushed them over. There was a break of silence, then the sound of four heavy plunges against the pool of water far below.

Cameron was about to speak, but Isis held her finger over his lips, motioning for him to be silent.

“The fools jumped,” said a loud, scratchy voice from above.

“So let’s go in after them,” suggested a deep voice.

“You go in. I’m not jumping that,” Scratchy said.

“Coward,” replied Deep. “Fine, there was a path back there that led down. Let’s go get the others and take it before they get away again.”

They waited in silence until the Avans’ footsteps had faded away, and they could hear nothing but the falling rain. Finally, Jason opened his eyes and said, “They are gone. But we should wait here until they have all left the forest.”

The wait turned into half the day as they waited for the Avans to finally give up their search. At long last Jason declared their hunters to have left the area, and they ventured out of the cave.

It was dark, but the rain had softened into a wispy, misty drizzle. Isis set up a camp site under thick canopy coverage and started up a fire. It gave little warmth, and they could hardly see its struggling flame through the grey fog, but it was better than nothing. Everett sat down to pour water out of his boots and rub his naked feet. Beside him, Cameron pulled a sandwich from his bag, frowning when it turned out to be soaked all the way through.

“It’s a sponge.” His stomach growled.

“Take mine then,” Everett said. Then he saw the state of his own sandwich. “Oh, never mind.”

His sandwich had fared no better. He should have packed plastic storage containers for the sandwiches. He always packed plastic storage containers. But he hadn’t been sure how many months he’d be stuck in the Wilderness, so he had tried to pack light. A stupid decision.

Cameron hunched over and stared into the fire. He sulked for about a minute before he perked up, his eyes alight. He took a stick from the ground and skewered the wet sandwich on it. Everett tried not to laugh. He really did.

It didn’t take Cameron long to figure out that his experiment had not been so brilliant after all. He was left with a broken stick and a half-black, half-soggy sandwich. Jason seemed ready to relinquish his own dry sandwich, when Isis brushed her fingers against his offering hand, holding it back gently. She tossed a tightly-wrapped package across the fire into Cameron’s lap.

“What’s this?”

“What’s it look like, Cameron?” she replied. “It’s supper.”

He felt the packaged sandwich. “But it’s dry!”

“You want to keep the wet one?” She pointed to his sogs-and-flakes sandwich.

Cameron shook his head and dumped the soggy remains of his failed experiment into the flames, where they hissed and sizzled before being consumed. He finished off Isis’s sandwich in four mouth-stuffing bites. Everett had once gone a few days without food, and even he had never eaten anything that fast. Cameron had a talent.

Across the fire, Jason was talking to Isis, who appeared to be content with nothing more than the tea from her canister.

“We’re being chased out of the Wilderness,” she told Jason. “And every time I bring us back in, we’re pushed out even further. At this rate, we’ll hit Selpe territory before the week is up. Greenwood, Lord Adrian’s territory.”

“A place we should most definitely avoid,” said Jason. “The Avans, they’re trying to keep us out.”

“We could try the Pegasus coastline,” Isis suggested. “The going is slower and there are no trails to follow, but in this case that would work to our advantage. The Avans do not know the area as I do. It is unlikely they would find us there.”

“Yes,” Jason agreed. As he met her gaze with his dark eyes, she gave him a shy smile.

They said Jason’s eyes killed his target before his blade did. Obviously, Isis hadn’t gotten the memo.

“Well,” said Isis, standing. “I think I will be off to bed now. We should rise early. The hike to the coast will be long and steep, and tomorrow is sure to be sunny and hot.”

With easy grace, she stepped over to a spot amidst a ring of saplings and laid her head down upon a moist mulch ground. Everett could have sworn he caught Jason’s deep black eyes linger on her long after she had fallen asleep.
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IT HAD STOPPED raining. Cameron awoke suddenly and found himself too thirsty to drift back into sleep. As he opened his eyes and stretched his legs, he noticed that both Jason and Isis were nowhere to be seen at the camp. He wondered what they were up to.

He opened his mouth to receive water from the canister he had lifted from the ground, only to be surprised by a sweet, flowery, subtly minty taste. Oops. He had drunk from Isis’s tea canister. He wiped down the spout with the corner of his shirt.

“Cameron,” said Isis’s voice.

He bent over to set her canister onto the ground, then turned to face her. She stood at the edge of the camp, just off the path that led to a small pond of rose lilies.

“Ah, hi,” he replied, trying not to sound too guilty.

“You are awake,” she commented.

“It’s hot.”

“Yes, the rain has stopped.” She looked up to the clear, moonlit sky. “We will have a sunny day today.”

“So you predicted,” he recalled. “Where is Jason?”

“By the pond. Brewing,” she told him.

Smiling, she bit her lip and looked amused—delighted even—as she said this. Just exactly what had happened there at the pond?

“Well, I’m going to get some sleep,” Isis said. “You should as well. We have a long journey today.”

Cameron was tired, and his thirst was quenched for the moment at least, so he sprawled out on the ground once more. He did not know when he drifted from wake to sleep, or if he even slept at all. But the visions—or were they nightmares?—filled the remaining hours of night. He saw a thousand different faces: faces he knew, faces he remembered like from a dream, faces that he somehow recognized, though he had never seen them before. They shuffled past in erratic flashes, so fast he hardly had time to focus on one before the next replaced it. They were all bathed in a pulsing red light.

He saw Everett, setting down his knife to lift up a tea cup. He saw himself, holding hands with Jason and Isis. He saw the smiling face, pale and glowing, of a ruby-haired, emerald-eyed angel. He saw Jason—bruised, bloody, bones broken—looking up at him. He saw Isis, her head bashed, holding with clenched lips to her abdomen, which was gushing blood freely.

Cameron was jolted awake by turbulent shaking, the sting of sulfur still in his nose. His eyes rolled and his stomach turned. He felt as if the ground would disappear from under him.

“Cameron. Cameron?”

He looked up into the face of Isis. “You,” he gasped. He could almost still smell the blood on her.

“You were screaming in your sleep,” she told him.

“Yeah, we couldn’t wake you up. You had us kind of worried. Are you ok?” Everett asked and helped him to his feet.

“Stop,” said Cameron. They were there. His eyes panned back and forth rapidly, trying to find them. “They’re coming.”

Jason met his eyes, then ran off in a flash into the trees. Seconds later, five Avans charged into the clearing, weapons raised.

“Oh, not these guys again,” moaned Cameron.

“They’re improved. They’ve got swords this time,” Isis pointed out.

Everett shot one with an arrow, then drew his sword as the remaining four moved in close. “How about you two comedians stop goofing off and do something useful!” he shouted at them.

Isis pulled Cameron down just in time. The Avan’s blade just barely missed his head. “And what exactly are we supposed to do?” she demanded.

Everett tossed her a gun. “Try that.”

“A gun?!” She pulled herself and Cameron out of the path of a flying knife. “You’re giving us a gun?!”

“With real bullets too,” he said. “Enjoy.”

Isis looked at the weapon as though it were acid on her hands, then tossed it to Cameron. He did not even glance at it before tossing it back. She gave him a stern look and pushed it his way again.

Everett clashed blades with an Avan. “Would you two stop fooling around already!” he said through clenched teeth.

Cameron steadied the gun and aimed it at the Avan who was fighting Everett. He squinted his right eye. He stuck out his tongue. And shot. He might have looked ridiculous, but at least he hit his target, even though it was only in the foot. Everett gave him a thumbs up and took advantage of the soldier’s painful distraction to stab him hard in the chest. Isis turned away, looking rather green.

Jason had reappeared. His two small knives blurs of black, he was fighting two Avans at once. Another lay at his feet, taken down when the assassin was yet unseen.

“Go, Jason!” Cameron exclaimed.

The Avans lifted their heavy swords and struck. Jason threw the first off of him, but the second sword flung the knives from Jason’s hand. Now weaponless, Jason backed up. The second Avan laughed. He swung his sword. Jason grabbed the other Avan and pulled, using him as a shield. And the two Avans were killed, each stabbed by the other’s sword.

Jason threw them casually aside. “Cameron, are you all right?”

“Fine.”

“Don’t you worry about us. We had Everett to protect us. And you too, of course, Jason. You fight like magic,” Isis said with a wink, though Cameron noticed her eyes were avoiding the mass of bodies upon the ground.

Everett smiled and stood tall. And Jason, too, seemed pleased with her words, even if the only response he gave was a slight twitch at the corner of his lip. Cameron knew him about as well as anyone could, and such a reaction made it clear he cared for what Isis thought of him. The question, then, was why. He knew Jason was grateful that she had saved him the other day, but could it be more than that?
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THE SUN HAD risen, and they still had not left camp. Seated with Cameron before the ashes of their former fire, Isis was tapping out the seconds with her foot. Jason was just as eager to be off, but Everett had insisted on checking their food stores first. It was a valid point, Jason had to admit, for the coast of Pegasus was notoriously fickle with its bounty. Should the tide be against them, there would be little to eat save shriveled up old starfish and the sand-dry remains of kelp.

As Everett counted and redistributed the water and newly made sandwiches between their packs, Jason used the time to clean his blades. He only had thirteen in total: one knife hidden inside the holster at his ankle, two slender smokey silver knives slipped into each wristband and three inside the band around each arm, one snug in the belt bound to his right thigh, and finally one dagger strapped at his left hip. Jason did not believe in clinking with metal at every step. Most of his knives were small, made for throwing rather than heaving. Throwing knives were forbidden in Selpe territory, of course.

Despite its alliance with the Selpes, Elitia had not yet been so corrupted as to adopt the ban—a law that had come into effect directly following Jason’s hit on the Selpe aristocrat, Lord Benjamin Redwater. The Selpes did not fancy finding their nobility with the pot marks of seven knives cut into their backs. Though Jason had warned him not to run.

“Done. We should have enough supplies to last two weeks,” Everett announced, swinging his loaded pack onto his back.

Jason did not bother asking what was in those sandwiches that would allow them to survive two weeks in this heat. He had smelled their questionable composition of processed chemicals before sampling the first bite. But Jason had to give this to the Rev: his sandwiches might not have been gourmet, but they were decent backpacking fare.

Isis hopped to her feet. “Then let’s get moving before anyone else decides to attack us.”

She led them toward the coast, cutting through the forests of Pegasus with an easy familiarity that even Jason could not have matched. Though Everett grumbled and stewed over her payment, Jason thought he could not have been paying her enough. Isis was young, but she was good, the best guide Jason had ever seen. He did not generally have much respect for the profession, which seemed to exist for the sole function of leading around caravans of clueless, overpaying city folk from one tourist trap to the next. Jason had no use for such hustlers. Isis, on the other hand, he could use. Maybe when this was all over, he would hire her himself.

“Just another half hour to the falls,” she said shortly before sunset on the second day. They were making steady progress, despite the soft, sandy footing of the beach. “There will be a hidden path along the waterfall, leading up the cliff through some stringy bushes.”

And so there was. The trail was so concealed that it was nearly invisible to those who had not taken it before. Isis took the lead on the way up, and within ten minutes they were all sitting with their feet dangling over the edge of the waterfall, one of the best views in all of Pegasus spread out before them. Below, seagulls bathed in the sparkling, streaming water that slowly fed into the ocean. As the reddening sun eased toward the horizon, unending water as far out as Jason could see, Everett passed sandwiches around and they sat and ate in silence. It was almost peaceful. Almost. Jason Chanz had too many burdens to ever be completely at peace.




* * *
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It was past midnight, and Jason lay open-eyed on the grass patch that was his bed. The fire had burned down to a steady blue flare flower, swaying in the breeze. Cameron mumbled and twitched in his sleep; he spoke so many voices, none his own. Beside him, Everett slept on his back, snorting up breath. His thick hands held to the naked blade across his chest. Alone and still, Isis lay a few meters off, her body coiled tightly into a C.

Jason rose and stepped across broken twigs and past the campsite. He flowed, quickly and tingling with energy, past thin tree trunks. His feet hardly touched the ground. A clearing appeared. Jason crouched and swung his legs over the edge of the cliff. Below, the dark ocean swished and rolled, rippling hypnotic liquid circles.

The moon shone on a glass of water—a reflection, a hint, a mere illusion of the real thing. Jason tried to meditate. It was all he knew to block the jumble of visions falling into his head. He clung desperately to his own thoughts, as a climber held to a rocky cliffside.

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

Jason held back his twitching muscles. Surprise: it was an unsettling feeling. Composed, but still unsettled, he turned to find Isis seated beside him. Why did she often come to him so late, in the hour he spent to collect his thoughts?

Everything around him was overly sharp and clear, high contrast yet partially desaturated, just as was typical when he was hit with the force of Vision. Isis’s form, however, was splattered with sparkles of a dozen different colors, shining in and out like stars in the nighttime sky.

“Dying Falls, they call it,” she said. “How very melodramatic.”

Her legs swung up, down, up, carelessly brushing the cliff’s edge. The waterfall beside him drizzled his legs with tiny droplets, sharp and cold as ice.

“Their true name is Unicorn Falls, and they are far from dangerous. I’ve heard a tale of a truant schoolboy from Rosewater who once fell from the cliff, but it’s hardly a waterfall of death. The people around here have gotten their drinking water and fish from these waters for generations. Still, they insist on believing in ridiculous ghost stories. A whole lot of nothing, if you ask me.” She turned her head up to him. “Don’t you think?”

Strange how she could just sneak up on him like that. The force of Vision was distracting him.

“You know what, Jason Chanz?”

The visions were growing faster, busier. It was getting hard to concentrate.

“You’re not really so scary,” she laughed.

The world around him shifted into higher and higher contrast.

“The stories about you are surely exaggerated.”

He was disjointed somehow. Sounds, sights—they were too sharp, too clear. An orchestra of overstimulation. His eyes stung and his tongue burned with a spicy sizzle.

“Because you’re not at all the monster they say you are.”

Jason closed his eyes. Must concentrate. Slow it down to normal speed.

Isis pressed her hand to his chest. “You have a heart.”

Jason felt his chest pulse under her fingers. He opened his eyes to find his own hand cupped over hers. With her other hand, she stroked his palm, gently tracing the lines. Her face was fresh, fully awake. To her, it was morning. He met her gaze. The eyes—so deep, too deep for her years—glowed back at him. Blue and bright, they were not Elition, and yet strangely extraordinary all the same.

She tilted her head toward him. “Are you all right?”

“I need to meditate,” he replied, retracting his arms.

“Of course.” She kissed his cheek as she stood to leave. “Goodnight.”

Meditate? No, he could not hope to meditate. Jason felt his face. Her kiss was branded there, absorbing into the melody stream of souls within him.
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THEY TRACED THE coastline northward, hiking along pathless sandy beaches. Everett didn’t know much about Pegasus. He did know it was famous for being the only Elition kingdom that had refused to sign the Selpe alliance papers. And for having the world’s most beautiful waterfalls. The coast was no exception. Each day of their journey, they passed at least three falls, each a magnificent free-plunge of diamond sparkles that swirled into the foam fluff of the ocean water. When the tide was low, their path was dotted with tiny tide pool microcosms of sea life. When it was high, they often found themselves clinging to the sea mussels glued to the rocks they were scaling. The eroded coast left them often without even solid ground to follow, or sometimes no ground whatsoever.

“It is better than the Avans,” Isis reminded them as they waded through waist-deep water.

“I don’t know. After being completely drenched for the fourth time today, the Avans are looking mighty cozy,” countered Everett in a concentrated grumble. He was struggling to keep his pack balanced above his head, trying with all his might to keep their food dry.

Finally, after a week along coastal Pegasus, Isis turned inland and entered the Elition kingdom of Sienna. Though they had been in the Wilderness for awhile now, this was true wild territory. There were no cities, no people—nothing but untamed nature. The ancient trees, uncut and unbothered, reached up to tickle the heavens and extended outward in rings that would have dwarfed the houses that were not there. Streams ran over in a dance of unfettered frenzy and oversized pine cones littered the forest floor in a thick, spiky blanket. It was all very beautiful—and at the same time, very eerie. Everett tried not to think about the mad Elition he had fought seven years ago. Even if they came across anyone like him, Jason was here this time. Everett shook his head. Thinking about Jason was no better. He still wasn’t entirely sure the assassin wouldn’t kill him in his sleep.

Only a few days after turning inland, Isis stopped atop a cliff. It was just before sunset, and the sky shone the color of blood. Everett hoped that wasn’t ominous.

Isis wiped a black smudge from her forehead, then took a drink from her canister. “The Black Ruins are just below.”

As Cameron rose to his tiptoes to peer over the high bushes, Jason yanked him down. “Be still. We have no idea who—or what—is waiting down there.” He took a discreet look for himself, then ducked back under the cover of the bushes. “Avan soldiers. On the north end. Looks like ten of them, two groups.”

Everett squinted. “I don’t see anything.” He pulled out his binoculars. “Ah, yes. And look there, on the south side. Is that Hayden? Or Ian?”

Cameron looked, this time just peeking past an open patch in the bush. “Whichever one he is, he’s unguarded.”

“It’s Ian,” Jason said. There was not a hint of doubt in his voice. Not that there ever was. “Now, you all wait here. I will run down and then carry him back up.”

Everett, Cameron, and Isis all spoke at once.

“No way I’m leaving you alone to make off with my reward.”

“What about me?”

“You’ll need help to get him to safety should those soldiers decide to check on their prisoner.”

“Fine.” The word was sharp and cold. “We’ll go together. But don’t make a sound.”

Jason led the way down the hillside, his feet barely brushing the ground of loose pebbles as he sprinted to the edge of the ruins. Everett ran behind him. He didn’t fly, but at least he managed not to slip on the pebbles. Below, Ian Selpe sat chained to the wall, his dusty head drooped low. Everett’s stomach churned as he saw the boy’s skin. He had been cut. Many times. His skin was a web of scars and still-bleeding slashes.

“Hey, kid. Are you all right?” Everett asked, shaking him.

“Be careful,” Jason said. “He’s been damaged.”

“You mean wounded.”

Jason’s eyes were cold and indifferent.

“Stand back,” Isis said as she ran up behind them. “This requires a woman’s touch.”

She brushed her hand lightly down Ian’s cheek and his eyes—brilliant jade in color—opened. She snatched Everett’s water bottle from his side and lifted it to the boy’s dry lips.

When he had finished gulping it down, he stared at Isis with wide eyes and said, “Angel, you have come for me.”

Everett swallowed a laugh. Isis frowned and elbowed him in the stomach.

Ian looked to Isis, then Jason and said, “Hayden said you would come for us.”

As he began to cough, Isis watched him with trembling eyes. “We have to get him out of here.” She stared at his wounds.

“Yes,” Jason agreed.

She braced her arms against the stone wall, looking queasy. Jason was watching her but swiveled around as Cameron’s feet slip-slid down the hill in a wave of falling pebbles and a growing cloud of dust that was sure to be seen from anywhere in the ruins.

“Oh, Cameron, damn it,” he swore.

Jason hurried back to Ian and grasped the chain holding him to the wall. As he yanked the chain apart, Isis screamed. Everett tried to regain his footing, but it was too late. The ground beneath them split in two, and they tumbled into shadow.
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JASON LANDED ON his feet, and he was impressed that Isis managed to do the same. Everett nearly completed the landing upright, but the impact of the high drop made him slip down to his hands and knees. Surrounded by a tornado of dust, Cameron had landed on his rear end. Jason turned a dark stare at him as the hole in the ceiling high above slid shut, enveloping them in near darkness.

“Cameron, if I had not sworn to my dead parents that I would protect you, believe me, you would be experiencing a whole new level of pain right now. One that would leave you begging to return to the boredom of school,” he said.

“Sorry, slipped,” Cameron replied, looking down.

“You can play the blame game later,” said Everett. “Let’s just get out of here.”

Jason looked up at the sliver of light on the ceiling high above, that which had been the hole. He could make out the two metal-backed plates which slid apart to make the trap door. He turned his eyes upon the belly of the chamber. They had fallen into a tunnel of stone and dust. It smelled of leather and lather and musk. Humans had been here. They had put in the trap just hours ago.

“What are you doing?!” hissed Isis.

Jason watched her snatch the candle out of Cameron’s hands, then turn her glare on Everett. The lit match between his fingers fell in a fiery downward whirl to the ground, where it was squelched by a coat of grainy dust.

“No fires,” she whispered.

“But I can’t see a damned thing,” Everett protested.

“We don’t know who is down here,” replied Isis.

“Avans. I can smell them,” said Jason.

“You can smell Avans? How do they smell different than Selpes?” Everett wanted to know.

“Spicier. It’s in the food,” Jason explained.

“In…the…food?”

“Of course. Where else?”

“Anyway,” Isis cut in, her voice strained and high. “We need to get out of here. How about that trap door?” she asked Jason.

He shook his head before realizing she could not see the gesture in the darkness. “They are standing up there right now, just outside with their guns. If I try to blast the door open, I have no doubt they will start to shoot. I could not save you all.”

“We could all hide out of range until they expend all their bullets,” suggested Cameron.

“Assuming they are stupid enough to waste them all if no one is standing there,” Isis pointed out.

“They might. But they have a Siennan with them,” Jason told them.

“A Siennan or an Elition?” Everett asked. “Don’t tell me that they smell differently too.”

“As a matter of fact—”

“So, the way we came in is out,” Isis said quickly. “What are our options?”

There was only one way, and that was the tunnel before them. Jason followed it as far as his eyes could see, but it disappeared around a corner. He closed his eyes and tracked the path further, around and around through twists and turns. At the end stood a doorway, cut into the rock, and there waited a woman in a red leather battledress. Her eyes were turquoise and hard and mean. She had spiked red-orange hair and smug red-orange lips. She looked out at him, a smirk on her face. Jason retracted, snapping back into himself.

“Nemesis,” he growled.

“What is she doing here?” Cameron wondered.

Jason slid his finger across the blade of the knife at his hip, as he often did. It helped him to think. “She has Hayden and Ian Selpe. She is the kidnapper. And perhaps the murderer as well.”

“Must we confront her?” asked Cameron. “Nemesis is supposed to be out of her mind.”

“Who is Nemesis?” Everett asked.

“Trouble,” Jason said.

“A powerful and very angry Siennan,” Cameron elaborated.

“No, Cameron. I think it best if we avoid her,” decided Jason. He lit Cameron’s and Everett’s candles. “But it seems there’s no reason not to have light. No one is right here.”

Too many potential casualties. Traveling with company sure was annoying. It made him slow and vulnerable. Cameron was the biggest liability, for he was always charging with reckless abandon into danger, and Jason had sworn to keep him safe. Isis could stay out of trouble and out of his way, but besides her arsenal of sarcastic remarks, she was of no use to anyone in a fight. Everett could defend himself against Selpes and Avans, but he folded at the sight of Elitions. A practical man. A survivalist. He knew how to pick his battles.

“Then where shall we go?” Cameron asked.

Jason snatched Cameron’s hand and set it upon the stone wall. “You tell me.”

His pale eyes stared out in obvious confusion, then widened slowly until they were as round as icy blue saucers. “It won’t work.”

“It will,” insisted Jason.

“Cameron?” Everett’s voice tingled with the tenor of curiosity.

Cameron sucked in breath, then sealed his lips.

“Cameron?” asked Isis, calm and gentle.

Jason was not gentle. In one swift stroke, he swept Cameron forward until both his hands were pressed flat against the wall. Jason caught the candle before it hit the ground, and handed it back to Isis.

“Just do what you can,” Jason told Cameron, then turned to Isis and Everett. “Cameron is a Prior. He can peer into the past. He will tell us what happened here and find us a way out.”

“Nemesis was here,” spoke Cameron, his voice soft and distant. “With at least thirty Avan soldiers. Maybe more. She was watching them, her eyes hot and vicious. They carved out a hole in the floor of the ruins, triggered by Ian Selpe’s chains. They built the trapdoor. Then they walked out of the cavern down the tunnel…” Cameron’s voice trailed off as he walked, his fingers tracing the wall. He stopped at the mouth of the cavern. One more step and he would have been in the tunnel. His eyelids had been fluttering yet closed the entire time, but now they shot open. “There’s no way out.” His voice went flat and he slouched in defeat. “The tunnel contains booby traps. Lots and lots of booby traps. All of them are nasty.”

“Maybe I don’t want to know, but what kind of traps?” asked Everett.

“Scalding oil. Poison. Very large knives.”

Everett had drifted close to the mouth of the cavern, but he now took a step back. “Friendly one, this Nemesis.”

Jason peeked into the tunnel, careful to keep his head out. He located the first of the dilapidated temple’s presents: the shimmering hints of fifty silver blades hidden inside the wall.

Isis’s hair brushed his cheek as she stretched her neck forward for a look, her extended candle casting patches of dancing light against the tunnel walls. She smelled of milk and honey and of mint most of all.

“Those certainly are very large knives. And see those holes in the rock? That’s where the poison darts are, aren’t they, Cameron? Then past that, the floor is reflecting quite strangely. I’d wager it’s been coated with something slippery. And see that hint of a grid pattern on the walls and ceiling? It seems to be some sort of sticky net. Like a spider’s web, it is likely meant to trap and hold us until our foe descends,” she rattled off, not missing a single trap that Jason could see.

He was impressed, and it must have shown on his face, for she gave him a shy smile and said, “This is not my first time in a booby-trapped Elition ruins site.”

“Is that so?” said Everett.

“Sure, I led some fellows—treasure hunters of some sort—to one just last summer. You are not paying me merely for my good looks, you know,” she told him with a grin.

“I am sure as hell not paying you for your smart mouth,” Everett retorted.

She snorted. “Of course not.”

“What happened?” Cameron asked. “To the treasure hunters?”

“It did not end well,” she said. “They were after some ancient Elition treasure. A palace buried centuries ago by an earthquake.”

“Did they ever find it?” Everett asked her, drawn in by the mention of treasure.

“Oh, sure. Of course, they turned on one another before they could claim it. Three men, not so different from yourselves…dead. Somewhere out there.” She swept her hand in a shaky loop.

“What happened to the treasure?” asked Everett.

“Not sure. I suppose the earth reclaimed it.”

“I suppose you reclaimed it,” muttered Everett.

“Me?” Isis turned around to face him. She extended her arms wide open and pinched her skin, as though trying to find the pockets that were not there. “What would I want with some silly old treasure? What would I do with it? Where would I put it?”

As she spoke, Jason stared at her eyes—so open, so clear. Their guide—this self-reliant girl—looked so young. So nonthreatening. But past those innocent blue eyes there was something else, a feeling Jason could not quite describe. Sorrow and secrets and happiness and hope. Isis was split. She looked at him with trust he did not deserve and at the same time with distrust that he surely did.

His own feelings for her were no less divided. Half the time he did not know if he wanted to drown her for her clever impertinence or smile at her for the very same reason. And Jason did not smile at just anyone. Such was not the expected conduct of a reputable assassin. He was actually disconcerted that he would even consider smiling at an impish human girl he had known for little more than a week.

“So it would seem there is no way out. Nemesis has trapped us well. She need only…wait us out,” Jason finished with a glance at Isis.

She had been watching him oddly, her eyes twinkling with curiosity, her mouth curled up in amusement. He returned the stare with a healthy dose of his trademark smoldering stoniness, which only seemed to tickle her pinker.

“This is hardly funny, Isis,” Everett said.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that Jason’s face was so very amusing. He seemed to flash through at least a dozen different emotions in a matter of two seconds,” she replied, shaking with suppressed giggles. “I did not even think that was possible.”

Everett nodded and said in a whisper, “Elition voodoo, no doubt.”

“Your face was impressive, Jason,” agreed Cameron. “I think I saw more emotions on it just now than I have in the entire ten years I’ve known you.”

“He does seem to prefer just the two expressions: neutral coldness and threatening coldness.” Everett snorted.

“I am pleased the three of you are all having so much fun, but might I remind you of the dire situation we are in,” Jason said, selecting ‘threatening coldness’ just for Everett.

The Rev shivered, though he tried to hide it by speaking up quickly. “Perhaps if we were to wait until night when they can’t see us so—”

“Elitions can see perfectly fine in the dark.”

“But there’s only one Elition. Or Siennan. Or whatever. And she has to sleep sometime.”

“You would be surprised. Some of the priests at Black Moss go days without sleep, mulling away in the library archives,” Cameron said. “I’ll bet a psychopath like Nemesis can go weeks without sleep. It probably only makes her meaner and crazier than—”

From above came the thunder of footsteps and gunfire and the shouts of Avan soldiers. Jason could hear as they fell to the dirt ground, kicking up dust. A bit further out, he honed in on other voices, also human—but Selpe. The Selpes continued to shoot and the Avans to fall. A shrill voice called out, sounding over the booming gunfire. Nemesis summoned the Avans to her, and they retreated.

This was their chance. Jason looked to the trapdoor, and it began to buzz. A second later, it was vibrating violently, and then it flew open, pummeling the Avan soldier still standing there. Before anyone could say a thing, Jason was up on the ceiling, looking out. The Avans and Selpes were fighting on the opposite side of the ruins, leaving their escape path clear.

“Come on,” Jason said, jumping back down to land beside Everett.

The Rev eyed the smooth, sloping walls with skepticism. High above them, red-orange light flooded through a rectangular opening. “I am not a frog. I can’t jump that.”

“Then climb,” said Isis, who had gripped onto a thick vine and was working her way up.

Cameron was climbing up the vine next to hers.

Everett glared up at Jason. “If I fall to my death, I’m coming back for you, Jason Chanz.” Then his face hardened with resolve, and he headed up the wall on his own vine.

Jason leapt and landed at the edge of the opening. He extended his hand down once, twice, three times, until they were all safely above ground. Perched at the ridge line, Nemesis was far away from them, but not far enough away for Jason’s comfort.

“We need to retreat to the woods.” He pointed at the patch of forest just steps away from the open trapdoor. They could lose themselves in the trees while the Selpes and Avans battled it out.

High above, looking down upon them with a smug smirk on her face, Nemesis was holding onto Ian Selpe. Then, the red-orange hair bobbed up and disappeared behind the ridge, dragging her pasty-faced prisoner along with her. The Avan soldiers let off a few halfhearted shots in the Selpes’ direction, then followed.

“Now run,” Jason hissed, and they took off before the Selpes had the opportunity to select them as their new foe.

With Jason at the head, they ran for a very long time. When he was satisfied that they had put enough distance between them and the ruins, he stopped. Everett stumbled down onto a burnt stump and began to wrap up the cut on his hand. Cameron paced, and Isis sat down with her back against a tree trunk.

“That must have been the first time I’ve ever been happy to see Selpe soldiers,” said Everett.

“Definitely. Thank goodness they weren’t closer, though.” Isis plugged her nose. “They always reek so badly, especially after a long march.”

“Do you think they saw us?” Cameron asked Jason.

“Yes,” he replied. “The question is whether they will follow their kidnapped princes or our little band of outlaws.”

“Speak for yourself.” Isis grinned. “I’m no outlaw. I’m but a guide.”

“Who sells her services to anyone desperate enough to pay her fee,” Everett reminded her. “That’s sure to have won you a few enemies by now.”

Isis shrugged, her eyes twinkling. “What can I say? I like pretty things, and pretty things cost money.”

“Then how about earning your ‘pretty things’ by leading us to the princes?” said Everett.

“That’s not how it works, Everett Black. You tell me where to go, and I get you there. I am not a magic compass that points to lost Selpe treasures—gold, prince, or otherwise,” she retorted, then addressed Jason, “They seemed to be heading north. Perhaps to Giantswood?”

“Or further yet. I’d imagine Nemesis is trying to find her way back to her Avan empress, prisoners in tow. She hopes to avoid the Selpes by hiding inside the Wilderness.”

“For all the good that did her. They found her,” Cameron said, leaning his hand against the trunk of a gigantic, gnarled apple tree. 

“Be that as it may, now more than ever she will need to find a portal back across the ocean. There are so few of them.” Jason watched Cameron take his hand off the trunk, shake it out, then set it there once more. “And most of them lead to the Elition Western Continent.”

“Cameron, what are you doing?” Isis asked as Cameron pushed his second hand against the bark.

“I think they were here,” he whispered, setting his ear to the trunk. His eyes rolled back and his mouth dropped open.

“Where did they go?” Jason asked after a long pause.

He waited another minute, and when Cameron still did not respond, he nudged him with his finger. As soon as his skin touched Cameron’s, Jason felt a pop, like the shock of electrical energy. He felt his stomach lurch and drop through his feet, and his knees shook to the point that he could barely hold himself upright. And then the voices came. They were deafening at first, like the rumbling echos of waves on the ocean, but they soon quieted and separated from the tangle until Jason could make out many distinct voices.

“She is magnificent.”

“She has exceeded my highest expectations, for sure, but do not get too attached. She is a tool. Nothing more.”

“As you say.”

Jason could hear the two speakers as though they were standing right beside him, but he could see only shadows and mist. A whoosh of the wind pushed back the darkness, and then there they were: two men standing with their backs against the very same apple tree, looking down over the valley below. Their faces were turned away, but Jason could smell the scent of human sweat on a hot summer day.

And then they were gone. In their place stood Hayden Selpe. He and Ian were identical twins, but there were differences. Though both were the same height, Hayden stood with his head held higher and his chest puffed out further. Ian seemed more like the type to curl up for the evening with a book, while Hayden must have spent his nights partying into the early hours. Ian was thin and Hayden muscular. Ian reserved and Hayden impulsive. Both had soft, fawn-brown hair grown out to the jawline, but whereas Ian’s face was completely smooth, Hayden was already working on a prickly, unshaven look. Someone had likely told the sixteen-year-old prince that this was what women liked. Jason could not argue with that. He had no notions whatsoever of what silly girls wanted in a man.

Hayden set both his hands upon the gnarled tree trunk. His long eyelashes swept up and his eyes opened, bright pools of brilliant jade. Elition eyes. Their Elition blood was too obvious to miss. Jason wondered how the Selpes had never noticed.

“I know you are watching. I felt a Prior amongst you,” Hayden whispered, his lips hovering just above the tree bark. “I know you will come for us. She does not think I’m listening, but I am. They are taking us to Mist Veil. More than that I do not yet know. But I will find out. Watch for me.”

“Hey, what do you think you are doing over there?!” Nemesis’s voiced cracked through the air. “Come walk where I can see you. You know what will happen if either of you try to escape.”

Hayden peeled his hands from the rippled bark. With feigned fear plastered upon his face, he limped on after Nemesis, and then they were all gone.

Cameron opened his eyes slowly. He let go of the tree trunk and took a step back. “Did you see?” he asked Jason.

“Yes.” He turned to Isis. “They are heading for Mist Veil.”

“I will get us there faster,” she promised him with grim determination.

She did not waste a moment. Before Everett was even on his feet, she was already on the move. If the resolve on Isis’s face was any indication, she would have them marching through the nights if she had to, but she was going to lead them to those boys.
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COMPARED TO THE onslaught of the previous week, it was an uneventful journey through the forests of Sienna and on into Giantswood, the Elition kingdom that boasted trees the size of palaces and flowers as big as cats. Under the cool shade of the canopy, Everett slogged along beside Cameron. Too far ahead of them, Isis led with Jason right beside her. It had been not quite three weeks since they’d fled the Black Ruins. Three weeks through rain and mud, through off-and-on hail storms, past streams and under an unbroken stretch of forests. Three weeks of the death march pace Isis had set. She did not appear worse for wear, but it was killing the rest of them. Except Jason. Everett wasn’t even sure the assassin could be killed. But the pace had definitely brought Cameron to the end of his rope. Everett wasn’t faring much better.

Every night, as soon as they stopped to make camp, Cameron dropped to the ground. Everett always had to shake him awake half an hour later for dinner, which the boy ate in drowsy half-consciousness. Everett was trying to tough it out, but even he had his limits. He hadn’t had blisters in years, but he had them now. They covered his feet like an infestation of pox. So he was going to pull off his boots and rub them at the end of each day, no matter how much Jason Chanz watched with disapproving eyes. Not everyone in this world welcomed pain.

Then there was Isis. She trod along hour after hour, day after day, always a smile on her face and a song on her lips. Everett did not know how she did it. Jason’s resilience he could understand; he was a hard assassin. She was only a young girl. She didn’t look so tough. And yet she walked with a skip in her step, as though the hills and streams and unbroken trails were nothing but a waltz in the woods, with never a hint of exhaustion or the slightest whisper of a complaint. He wondered how long she’d been out there, guiding travelers down those overgrown paths. Seeing how natural it all seemed to her, it must have been years. That was no way to spend a childhood.

On the other hand, her resilience was helping Everett. He never would have guessed it at the time, but it turned out hiring her had been one of his better decisions.

“Are you heading for Sequoia?” Jason asked Isis one day.

“I wasn’t planning on it. Why? Do you need to stop there?”

Jason frowned—if you could call a slight downward twitch of his lip a frown. “Not really need. More like should. I should use the sand pit to check back at home. Otherwise, I’ll be hearing about it for months.”

“A girlfriend?” asked Isis.

 Everett could have sworn she paused in her stride—if only for just a fraction of a second.

Cameron snorted. “His sister. The only one who scares the great Jason Chanz.”

“As always, you exaggerate, Cameron. I am certainly not frightened of Lana. She just has a gift for making people feel guilty, and I have no intention of being at the receiving end of that gift.”

“Sequoia is close enough to our path that we will not lose much time,” Isis told Jason, then glanced back at Cameron, who despite his snorts and smart remarks was dragging his feet. “And I do believe we could all use a break and a snack.”

Isis did not need a break or a snack. She looked as though she could continue marching on uninterrupted for another day or even a week, but she was being nice. She seemed to have developed a big soft spot for Cameron. But then so had Everett.

“What is Sequoia?” he asked Cameron.

“A temple and school in the kingdom of Giantswood,” he replied.

Isis cut left and led them down a soft, loose hill, weaving through tree trunks and over a dripping stream until they came upon Sequoia. As the name suggested, the Elition school of Sequoia was set amongst an old-growth forest of colossal trees. The main building was surrounded by a half-ring of trunks cut at varying heights. A smaller house had been built upon each platform, like towers of a castle, and they were all interconnected by a series of wood-planked bridges.

Everett stopped and just stared for a moment. “That is an Elition temple?”

“Of course. What were you expecting?” Jason asked him.

Sequoia was beautifully constructed, but it wasn’t quite what Everett had pictured an Elition temple to be. “I don’t know. Something grander. Something sparkling.”

“Each Elition temple is unique, and very few are ‘grand’ or ‘sparkling’.  We do not relish in ostentatiousness. We are not Avans. Nor are we Selpes, no matter that King River has sold us out. We are Elitions,” Jason declared with pride.

Isis watched him. She looked almost amused.

“Besides, people don’t really believe in Elitions—at least not as we are. And I’d imagine King River wants to keep it that way. To not draw attention to us,” Jason said, glancing sidelong at Cameron.

Everett wondered what that look was supposed to mean. Then decided he’d probably never find out anyway. If there was even anything to find out. Most of the time, it seemed Elitions did things just to be mysterious.

“What can you tell me about Elitions’ supernatural powers?” Everett asked. He’d heard a few hints from Ariella, but she hadn’t been very detailed.

“Not much.”

Typical. Elitions weren’t good at sharing.

Jason surprised him by continuing, “We have powers, but I wouldn’t call them supernatural. It’s just who we are,” replied Jason.

Everett had seen those powers firsthand. And they freaked the hell out of him.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Isis said.

They followed her, brushing past layers of draping leaves to the small cluster of trunk-top houses. As they got closer, Jason passed in front of her to take the lead. He made straight for the central building and cracked open one of the twelve doors that were evenly spaced like numbers on a clock. The inside structure was circular, like the trunks that encircled it.

“This is the temple,” Cameron whispered to Everett. “It was once a tree itself, the largest in the entire forest until fire hollowed it. Then the Elitions of Giantswood built it into a temple.”

The inside of the temple was cool and dark. The ‘windows’ were only small circles, cut out of the wooden walls at staggering heights and fitted with pink-tinted glass.

Jason led them down the hallway, which spiraled ever inward. The floor beneath their boots was dark wooden mulch, and it kicked up a pleasant earthy scent as they walked. As they came to a voluminous chamber, Everett gasped. They had reached the core of the tree. There was no ceiling here in the central ring, but looking up, Everett could see layer upon layer of looping floors on the outer rings, all the way to the tips of the canopy. Because the hollow tree was so high, sunlight poured down in a narrow beam, lighting and warming the chamber.

Jason was about to take the descending staircase into the lower levels when he stopped. His eyes darted upward. Then he snatched Everett’s bow and shot an arrow up to the next level. A man tumbled down and thumped against the ground, dead. He was Avan.

The dead man’s nine comrades flew down the walls on ropes, surrounding them. Jason tossed the bow back to Everett. He slipped a knife out of his wristband, and with a solid flick, launched it at the nearest one, who fell instantly.

“The Avans followed us here,” Isis observed.

“You think?”

Everett knew it was mean of him to snap at her. He’d have to apologize later—when a bunch of Avan soldiers weren’t trying to kill him. He drew his sword.

“A Versatile sword?” Jason’s eyebrow crept up.

Everett shrugged. Elitions made fine swords. He wasn’t going to deny that. Though that didn’t make the sorcerers any less unsettling.

The Avans charged in a fury of steel and sweat. As Everett ran out to meet them, he saw Jason dance across the wall—lightly, horizontally—to come at them from behind. One of the Avans swung his sword at Everett. He blocked and pushed the man back. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Isis. Two Avans were advancing on her, backing her against the wall. She skirted around them and snatched Cameron’s hand, retreating into a back room. The soldiers made to follow, but two of Jason’s throwing knives sank into their backs. The other Avans were too busy to have noticed Cameron and Isis’s escape. They were safe.

Together, Everett and Jason managed to whittle the Avans down to just one. The last man was weaponless. He stood frozen as Everett drew light swirls against his pulsing throat with the tip of his sword.

“Where are the Selpe princes, you reeking pile of rags,” Everett demanded.

“Princes?” croaked the Avan.

“You heard me. Where have you taken them?”

Jason approached, flipping a knife slowly around in his hand. The sunlight caught the silvery blade, reflecting sparkles through the five holes in the flat handle. The man said nothing, but his eyes bulged as he saw Jason approach. The assassin’s eyes actually changed color, darkening to pure obsidian. The man began to tremble. His eyes turned bloodshot. Screaming out, he struggled free of Everett, fumbled for a dropped knife on the ground, and stabbed himself in the chest.

Everett pointed at the small silver knife in Jason’s hand. “I thought you only used black knives.”

“I have a few silver ones. They aren’t very stealth, but the way they reflect the light scares most people.”

Everett nodded toward the Avan on the ground, a large knife protruding from his chest. “Well, he must really have been scared of you to stab himself.”

Jason looked up at the next tier just as a cloaked shadow with bright red hair disappeared over the edge. “Nemesis.”

“Nemesis?”

Jason nodded.

“We are keeping pace with her,” Everett observed. “She must be pushing her Avans as hard as Isis is pushing us.”

“She knows we are following her. And that we will take the princes from her should we catch her.”

Everett shivered, then shrugged, purging Nemesis from his mind. She sounded even crazier than Jason.

“Let’s go get Cameron and Isis,” Jason said.

They passed from one room to another until they came to one at the outermost ring of the tree. Cameron stood at the open door, peeking into a small sitting room. Inside was an old man with a shiny bald head and a long pale white-blue beard. Braided into the beard was a rainbow of colorful beads that matched his equally garish robes. Even his sandals were woven from leather dyed six different shades.

“You are safe now, dear child,” the man said as he set his hands on Isis’s shoulders.

Jason stepped forward. “You are the high priest?”

A priest, huh? The rainbow man didn’t look much like an Elition priest—well, perhaps a priest who had fallen into a few dozen paint buckets. Not that Everett had any clue about Elition priests. Until he had seen this man, he’d always pictured them as frail old men dressed in grey or black.

The priest folded his arms before him and faced Jason eye-to-eye. “I know who you are, Jason Chanz. And I know what you seek.”

“You know where the princes are?” asked Jason.

Raising a thin eyebrow, the priest said in response, “I know of no princes. I am speaking of a princess. The princess of Elitia.”

In a flash, Jason was beside him. “Where is Terra?”

“I did not say I know where she is. I said merely that you seek her,” he replied, and then with a sweep of his garish robes, he withdrew through the black curtained doorway.

Ok, then. Everett wasn’t stupid enough to go digging around in an assassin’s personal business. Most especially not in that assassin’s personal business. He turned and backtracked to the central chamber. This operation was not yet paying for itself, so he might as well scavenge the dead Avans for valuables.

When he returned to the back room, Jason and Isis were staring across the room at each other. Cameron stood somewhere in the middle, looking mighty uncomfortable. Isis’s eyes turned and focused on the heavy, jingling bag swung over Everett’s shoulder.

“Everett, we need to talk,” she began.

“About what?”

“Whoever you all are, whatever trouble you’re plunging headfirst into, I didn’t sign up for this. Being attacked by Avans and Selpes and psychotic Siennan witches at every turn. None of them are even supposed to be out here, in the Wilderness of civilization. They’re here because of you. I can’t even count the number of times I’ve almost been killed.”

“What’s your point?” Everett asked, sliding his finger down the shiny Avan dagger he had claimed for himself.

“My point, Everett, is—” She snatched the weapon from his hand. “—that you are not paying me nearly enough for this lunacy.”

“You want more money? You’re already getting ten percent! Between that and Cameron’s and our famed assassin Jason Chanz’s cuts, that leaves hardly anything left over for me!” Everett bellowed.

Isis shrugged. “Fifteen percent of all earnings.” She eyed his bag of treasures. “Or you can just find your way yourself.”

“What…but…you…” Everett stuttered. The words refused to come. There were none adequate to express the absurdity of her demands.

“I don’t think you have much of a choice,” Jason told him.

So, she’d gotten the assassin on her side. “Fine,” Everett grunted and pushed the bag hard into her stomach. “Take your fifteen percent.”

With a sweet smile, Isis reached into the bag and pulled out a hair comb dotted with turquoise stones. It was obviously something the Avans had stolen in their trek through Elition territory. Beaming, she set the comb into place in her hair and stood before the mirror, admiring her reflection.
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AFTER JASON DISAPPEARED into the cellar in search of the temple’s sand pit, Cameron and Everett decided to fill the wait time by throwing knives across the room at the wood wall. That had been going on for two hours, and even Cameron was starting to get bored of it. But at least his aim had improved. Somewhat.

Close by, Isis had spent the hours in front of a tall wall mirror, alternately decorating herself with a variety of sparkling trinkets from Everett’s loot bag and admiring her reflection in the glass. Cameron rolled his eyes. Even with dirt under her fingernails and leaves in her hair, she was still such an incorrigible girly girl.

Eventually, though, even she got bored with her own reflection. She left the room without a word and returned half an hour later with Jason.

“He decided to lose himself in the library,” she told them.

Jason’s hand darted out, catching the knife Everett had thrown at him. As Jason glared at him, the Rev shrugged and began to whistle a tune.

“As I told you, it was research,” Jason said to Isis.

Cameron suspected this ‘research’ had consisted of raiding the rainbow priest’s records for any hint of Terra. Nothing short of that would have possessed him to abandon the Nemesis hunt for even a moment, let alone two whole hours.

“Jason,” Everett said, tossing Cameron a sandwich. He’d resupplied in Sequoia’s kitchen. “We have been waiting here half the day. Just how much longer is this going to take?”

“We are leaving now,” said Jason. In other words, he had not found anything useful. Or, he had found something and was keeping silent, as was typical of him.

In the days that came, Isis led them out of Giantswood and into the kingdom of Zephyr, where they followed the growth of the Red Woods north. The trees reached up in tall, slender lines to the sky.

“Much as I hate to say it, I recommend we cut east once we’re clear of the Red Woods and take a shortcut to Mist Veil through Selpe territory.” Isis frowned. “It will be a couple weeks in their lands, but it is safer—and faster—than scrambling up jagged cliffs for the next month. Which is what lies before us should we continue along our current path and enter the Wasteland. Once we make it through that corner of Selpe territory, we can reenter the Wilderness where the forests of Mist Veil begin.”

Jason did not appear too pleased with this plan.

“It’s preferable to the Wasteland, and you know it,” Isis insisted.

“No, I do not.” He turned to Cameron. “Which way did Nemesis take?”

As though he were a magic window into the past. Well, as a Prior, that was actually how it was supposed to be, but since when had anything been that easy? Things blew up in Cameron’s face far more often than he managed to unravel mysteries.

“Try touching the ground,” Jason encouraged. “Our gifts are often magnified by contact, those of the Prior especially so.”

Trace steps over land and water, Cameron had heard so many times before—so often that he wanted to trace his boots over those priests’ faces. As he had no better idea, though, he figured he might as well give it a shot their way. He squatted down and pressed his hands against the moist ground littered with fallen leaves and broken branches. At first he heard nothing, and then a whole lot of jumbled madness. Thousands of voices blended into an indistinguishable mesh of chaos. He sifted and sorted, focusing on the uniquely shrill shriek of Nemesis’s voice.

“What has happened here?” Nemesis demanded. Her turquoise eyes flared to red as she looked down on Ian Selpe. His hair was soaked down with sweat, and his nose gushed blood.

“He ran off again,” one of the Avan soldiers said.

Nemesis’s eyes continued to pulse red. “Have I not told you before what would happen should you attempt an escape?”

“I had to pee,” Ian replied, putting up a brave face despite his obvious fear.

“Do you think I am an idiot? You, there! Tie him to that tree. Sixteen lashes this time, one for every year of his miserable mongrel life,” Nemesis commanded. “Let us see if that will not teach our little princeling some obedience.”

Hayden watched as a bald-headed Avan soldier strapped his brother to a tree trunk and pulled out a whip. All eyes—Nemesis’s included—were upon Ian. No one even noticed him stalk off through the slender red-barked trees and press his hands to a thick trunk.

“The trees have ears, they say,” he began. “And I know you will be listening on the other end, Prior. Though they are down a dozen men, there are still so many of them. And that crazy witch at the head. She sees all. Ian has turned her angry eyes on him to buy me these brief words with you. They are taking us to the Evergreen Peninsula, I have heard the soldiers whisper. Why I do not know, but they think it is their way back home. Now, I must go.”

Cameron watched Hayden peel his hands from the bark and return to camp. White, diffused mist enveloped him, and then Cameron was back, the last of the memory dissolving all around him.

“The Evergreen Peninsula,” he croaked out, adjusting back to the harsh bitter taste of the normal world. After the fluffy creaminess of the memory, he might as well have been breathing in acid by comparison.

“That’s on the western coast. Nemesis will take the Wasteland,” Isis stated with complete confidence. “It is along her path, and the only way there without drifting into Selpe territory. Even she is not so cocky as to flaunt the heirs to the Selpe Empire right in front of the eyes of their army.”

“I agree,” said Jason. “Do you know a way we can head her off before she reaches the Evergreen Peninsula?”

Isis nodded. “The Wasteland is slow going. If all goes well, we will be there waiting for her as she enters Mist Veil.”

“When have things ever gone so well for us?” Cameron reminded her, to which she could only shrug.

“We will take the Selpe detour,” said Jason, turning his dark eyes on Everett.

“Yes,” agreed the Rev, who in turn looked at Cameron.

“I suppose we do not have much of a choice. Let’s go.”

And that settled it. Isis nodded in approval, and rewarded their acceptance of her plan by picking up the pace.
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When they stopped that night, Cameron was exhausted. He was always exhausted. She pushed them along as though they were soldiers, members of Isis’s Death March Boot Camp. As she and Jason collected additional wood for the already smoking campfire, Cameron just tried to stay awake until it was time to eat. He hugged his knees and stared into the flames. Everything blurred and melted before him.

The next thing he knew, someone was shaking his shoulder. Cameron folded back into consciousness. As his eyes focused before him, he saw the silhouette of Everett’s hand, floating in detached blurs and bursts. Cameron blinked his eyes down hard.

“Hey, Cameron. Are you ok?”

Cameron blinked twice more. “Yeah. Ok. I’m fine.”

“You zoned out there for a bit,” Everett said, handing him a roasted ear of corn and one of his special sandwiches. “Like in some kind of trance.”

Cameron heard only the aftershock, a fading shadow of his words. Like an echo in his head, the drum beat down and down. The world was painted fluffy white. The white was streaked with splashes of pink, which danced like fire. And with violet, which puffed up like smoke. Hiss. Tsst. Ghosts sizzled in the fire, their bodies crumbling into charcoaled snowflakes. Cameron slapped his face, once per cheek. Across the fire, Jason rested his arms upon his knee. His body sculpted toward Isis, cloaking her.

“Trapped.”

“What’s that?” Everett asked him.

Cameron shrugged. He did not even know what he was saying, as though a voice his own, and yet not his own, possessed his tongue. Isis took a singed ear of corn. She looked up at Jason, not blinking once as she tore the golden flesh away. Jason said something, but Cameron could not make out the whisper through the thick air. Isis remained silent, slowly consuming the corn three kernels at a time.

“Everett.” Cameron leaned toward the Rev. “What do you think?”

“About what?” he asked, his mouth full. He followed Cameron’s eyes and swallowed. “About her?”

“Yes,” he said, then added in a mumble, “And Jason.”

Everett chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Cameron. I have not known your friend for long, but his reputation as a cold-blooded pragmatist precedes him. He is not the type.” He shook his head. “No, not the type for that at all.”

“But—”

“The little pixie sure is charming,” continued Everett. “But Jason knows—” He paused, and a grin spread across his face. “Or maybe you were thinking of a little friendly company for yourself?”

“Of course not. That’s ridiculous,” Cameron said quickly. “I only meant… I have no interest in… That is… There’s something about the way she… Oh, never mind!”

Everett was unsuccessful in his attempt to conceal a laugh, so he swallowed it, which sent him into convulsive hiccups. Serves him right, Cameron thought, and with his tummy now pleasantly full, he allowed himself to drift off to sleep.
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ACCORDING TO ISIS, they still had nearly a day of travel through the Red Woods before cutting out of the Wilderness to enter populated Selpe territory. Everett and Jason didn’t often see eye-to-eye, but they were united in their wish to stay the hell away from there.

On the eve of the third day after leaving Sequoia, Isis held out her hand and stopped them. “We must be careful. It is said that a renegade band of Elition gypsy mystics hunts these woods. The Night Rose Order.”

Everett scanned the trees, looking for the slightest hint of movement. There was nothing but the sway of branches in the wind.

“They are said to eat the brains of babies and the hearts of virgins,” Isis continued in delight. “And they wear necklaces of human finger bones around their necks.”

“That is an exaggeration,” said a voice.

Everett felt the prick of a knife’s tip against the back of his neck. Suddenly, all around them stood Elitions dressed in a hodgepodge of colorful cloths woven into clothing. A large decorative tattoo was inked on each of their faces. They were the shapes of natural elements: an intricate spider’s web, a spread-winged hawk, an open seashell.

“You don’t feel so funny anymore, do you, girly?” said the web-tattooed woman.

Isis shrugged. Despite her warning, she seemed unconcerned at the sight of the wild Elitions. Perhaps, she had eluded them before.

Everett turned his head to get a better look at his captor. The man’s eyes shone out honey-yellow, like a cat’s. That matched his tattoo, which was in the form of a tiger’s clawed paw. Long, jagged-cut hair of eggplant-black brushed the tops of his shoulders and crests of his brows. He had spent a great deal of time in the sun. His skin had bronzed darker than Everett’s, or even Jason’s.

Where was Jason anyway? He had been there just moments before. And now…

“Drop it,” said Jason’s voice.

The tiger-faced Elition’s blade fell. Everett turned around to find Jason behind the man, pressing a knife to his throat. He hadn’t wasted any time in neutralizing the leader. And that’s what the tiger man was. Everett could see it in the way the others looked at him.

“Jason Chanz,” he said, no fear in his voice. His cat eyes twinkled, and he began to chuckle.

“Braeden Falls,” Jason replied with a curt nod. His knife was still pointed at him.

“You know this fellow?” Everett asked.

“He is my cousin,” said Jason.

Braeden’s lips twitched. “And is this any way to treat your cousin? We are family.”

“You tell them to stand down.” Jason nodded toward the tattooed Elitions. “And I will let you go.”

Braeden flicked his wrist at his band, and they lowered their weapons. In a flash, Jason had returned his knife to his wristband and zipped around Braeden. He took up position right beside Cameron.

“Jason, it’s been—”

“Awhile,” Jason cut in.

“Yes, awhile,” Braeden agreed. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?”

“You remember Cameron?”

Braeden’s eyes lit up. “Ah, yes. How could I forget? Fantastic.”

Cameron’s eyes widened as he ogled at Braeden’s tiger tattoo. Everett couldn’t help but stare at it too. It was just so big.

“Like it, do you?” Braeden asked Cameron and stroked his own face with a smile. “We could see about getting you one—”

“That will not be necessary,” Jason cut in. “Cameron does not want to join your cult, do you, Cameron?”

Cameron looked into Braeden’s eager eyes. “No thank you.”

“Well, then, I can only hope you will someday change your mind,” said Braeden. He turned his hypnotic eyes on Isis. “And who is this?”

But the stare did not seem to have any affect on Isis, who rolled her eyes and looked rather bored.

“That’s Isis,” Jason told him. “Our guide,” he added quickly at Braeden’s raised eyebrows.

He examined her just as he had Cameron. He even ventured to grab the end of her braid, but she smacked his hand away.

“Remarkable,” he said. He did not appear the least bit vexed. “Jason, this one’s prettier than your last girl. Yes, very pretty for a human. No Elition, surely, but pretty in her own way.”

“How very rude,” she said, stepping forward. But Jason held out his hand to stop her.

“And another human!” Braeden said in delight, now turning his attention to Everett. “I’m not sure what’s special about you, sir, to be quite honest, but there must be something, considering you’re on the right end of my dear cousin’s blade.”

Everett wasn’t any more pleased with Braeden’s assessment of him than Isis had been. But at least he wasn’t trying to kill them. That was a nice change from the past few weeks.

“Now, then!” Braeden clapped his hands together. “Cousin, would you and your friends join us at our camp for the night?”

“I don’t think—”

“Please, I insist! We have food and drink and a roaring fire. And plenty of entertainment. Besides, it’s far safer than camping alone here, where the Selpe patrols have been growing more frequent every day. Some of you have a bounty on your head.”

Jason glared at him.

“No need for anger, cousin.” He spread his arms and smiled. “Now, come and enjoy our hospitality. You look as though not one of you has had a decent meal in weeks.”

Cameron perked up at the promise of a hot meal. Everett did as well. Isis, however, was still glaring at Braeden. But Jason nodded in agreement and motioned for them to follow the tattooed band of Elitions.

The way through the trees to their camp was no path, but rather an upward slippery stone journey worthy of a goat. They cut through thick, interwoven tree branches until they reached the base of a steep, seemingly unscalable hill. It was made all the more foreboding by the wide, downward pulsing stream that covered its entire surface. Braeden and his band led the way, followed closely by Jason. Cameron and Isis followed him, and Everett brought up the rear.

Cameron started strong, but his pace slowed with every step, until he was slogging along with as much energy as a felled tree trunk. His foot slipped on a mossy rock. Everett reached out to catch him. He needn’t have bothered. Before Cameron’s body could slide a single centimeter, Isis locked her hand around his arm and gave him a gentle tug forward.

Finally, they reached the top. There they were met with the sight of the tremendous waterfall that fed the downhill stream. Braeden motioned for them to follow, then stepped through the watery veil and vanished. Everett could feel the droplets of mist against his face like a coat of sweat, and as he neared it, the power of the falls threw water at his skin with the force of pebble bullets.

Unconcerned, Jason walked through the plunging water. Isis reached out her free hand to Everett, and they and Cameron stepped through together.

Rather than increasing, the force of the water disappeared completely. Everett opened his eyes to find an entire village all around him. Wide, open fields of grass surrounded him on all sides, planted with wooden houses. There was a well at the center of the village and also an artfully constructed garden of one-person bathing pools, each accented with a flower border. These unusual Elitions, whoever they were, had been there for a very long time.

“A portal,” Isis whispered.

Everett had heard of Elition portals, magical gateways that could transport you across the world in the blink of an eye. He had just never believed in them until now. The more time he spent in the Wilderness, the more he realized how many of the tales about Elitions were actually true.

“Our bathing pools are at your disposal,” Braeden said, leading them to the water garden. “And when you are done, join us at the fire for a meal.”

Well, Everett was dirty. He peeled off his clothes and hopped into the nearest pool—and was shocked to find it as cold as ice water. Cameron laughed at him, the chuckles dissolving into chattering teeth as he hopped into one that was no warmer. Jason seemed to have made a better choice, or maybe he was just immune to ice. Isis wouldn’t even undress until they all closed their eyes. When Everett opened his again, he saw she had selected the pool adjoining Jason’s. She wasn’t shivering, so that was certainly a warm one. Everett didn’t think she was immune to ice.

“I can’t even remember the last time I had a bath.” Isis unbraided her long golden hair from the green and black ribbons, then dipped the back of her head into the rose-petalled water.

“I paid to get you one at the public bath in Lear, so you could ensnare that Avan,” Everett reminded her.

“Right. That really seems like ages ago. Since then, it’s been muddy lake water or nothing at all. I was beginning to stink like you boys.” She laughed.

“You don’t stink,” Jason stated.

It was not exactly a compliment, but more like a fact. Like water was wet. Or winter was cold. Isis beamed at him nonetheless. Jason’s eyes were closed, but Everett thought he looked pleased.

I should have said it first. I’m supposed to be more of a gentleman than a cold-blooded assassin. Though that assassin sure doesn’t act the same way around her as he does around everyone else.

By the time they had finished bathing, it was dark. They made their way to the fire, where Braeden was waiting for them. The eyes of a dozen tattooed faces followed their every movement as they sat down beside him. Everett took the bowl of mystery meat offered to him and tried to ignore their inquisitive stares.

“I would like you all to meet Delilah,” Braeden said, indicating the woman beside him. Her hair, which fell loosely past her hips, shone the darkest of blacks. Her eyes were the palest of blues. And her tattoo was more colorful than those of the others. A red-black butterfly with eyes on the wings looped in flowering vines of green, purple, and pink gemstone tones, one wing along each side of her face. She wore a matching form-fitting dress with a short skirt of colorful fabric strands.

“Delilah has a very special gift. She is a Prophet. She can read your future,” Braeden told them, then turned to Cameron. “Cameron, would you like to know what lies before you?”

Jason looked at Cameron and shook his head slowly. Braeden paid him no mind. But when Cameron didn’t move from his spot, he said, “Please, I insist. It is a great offense to refuse such an offer.”

Cameron moved himself beside Delilah, tapping his fingers against his legs. She pulled a handful of various dried tea leaves from one of the pouches fastened to her ornate metal-studded belt. Then she turned to him with a smile that drew up the wings of her butterfly tattoo.

“Jason, you’re hurting me,” Isis whispered.

Everett turned as Jason looked at his hand. It was squeezing Isis’s wrist so tightly that her entire arm had turned ghostly white. He quickly released her with a subdued, “My apologies.”

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

But he did not respond.

Delilah set her warm hands on Cameron’s cheeks. “Concentrate.”

Her voice was deeper than Everett had expected. She dropped a pinch of dried grass, grated, into the tea cup between them. It smelled good—but not good enough that Everett was tempted to ask for some. Delilah grabbed ahold of Cameron’s hand and drew slow swirls through the leaves with his index finger.

“You don’t believe that it’s possible to see the future?” Isis whispered to Jason.

Delilah stared intently at the mess of leaves, as though she could read a pattern in the chaos. “Interesting,” she said.

Everett leaned forward to take a peek, but it looked like nothing more than a pile of aromatic leaves to him. Delilah swept the leaves into a sieve and was pouring boiling water through them into a new cup.

She placed the cup of crimson tea into his hands and said, “Drink.”

Jason appeared even less happy than usual, but Cameron took a sip.

“Of course, I do. I am Elition, after all,” Jason said.

“Oh, I see.” Isis picked at one of her fingernails. “You don’t believe she can see the future.”

“Precisely.”

“Concentrate,” Delilah reminded Cameron. He was looking back at them, his eyes unfocused.

“The Night Rose Order is a circus act,” said Jason. “They are nothing but frauds who showcase their ‘supernatural powers’ to the crude folk of the world for a profit. They are an embarrassment to all Elitions.”

“We may not all possess your special talents, cousin, but we are hardly frauds, and we do a lot more than profit off of gullible humans with spare change,” Braeden cut in.

Delilah slapped Cameron’s cheek gently to reclaim his attention. “Your future is wrought with hardship. You are a man divided by loyalties. Tormented, torn, you will be forced to choose between old friends and new, between family of blood and family of love, between the exciting and the serene, between your lover and your sister.”

“But I don’t have a lov—”

“You will.”

“Catchall fortune token,” Jason whispered.

It was a reference to those figures of dragons, unicorns, and other mythical creatures engraved with a ‘fortune’ on the base of the pedestal. They were sold as ‘authentic Elition magic’ in vending machines in the Selpe towns along the Elition border. Their biggest customers were desperate human teenagers and gullible tourists.

Delilah shooed Cameron away and her buzzing, long, red fingernail honed in on Jason and Isis. She motioned them forward and hissed, “You two, come!”

Isis took Jason’s hand and pulled him along with her to the fortune teller. “Come on, Jason. Aren’t you the least bit curious about your future?”

“If I were, I would consult a real Prophet at an Elition temple,” he replied.

“It’s just for fun,” she insisted. “Don’t be boring.”

Everett had heard many descriptions of Jason Chanz. Not one of them included the word ‘boring’. But Isis was bolder than most, and her carefree innocence seemed to charm the assassin enough that he indulged her far more than he did anyone else. Had Everett suggested he consult a fortune teller, he would have been treated to that famous granite stare.

Delilah looked at them with her round, wide eyes. “There will be blood and death between you two.”

Jason started to stand, but her spindly fingers closed around his wrist. “I’m not finished.” She looked at Isis. “You will turn on this girl. You will attack in fury. She will die.”

Isis began to laugh.

“This is not funny, girl,” said Delilah, setting her hands on Isis’s cheeks. Her eyes narrowed. “You are most odd. Your future is masked. I can see you only in the futures of others, like a shadowy reflection.” She frowned. “What are you?”

Jason took Isis’s hand and pulled her along with him away from Delilah. “Enough nonsense. We’ve played along long enough. Now if you—”

Everett did not hear anything more, for a scream tore through the campsite, blaring out all else. He turned and saw that the scream was coming from Cameron’s open mouth.
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CAMERON BLACKED OUT. When he opened his eyes again, he sensed at once that something was very wrong. Jason, Isis, Everett, all the tattooed Elitions—they were nothing but blurs of diffused light. They were all standing, facing him. He could tell they were speaking, but their words were nothing but a muffled mess of incomprehensible tones. His own tongue felt light with the fluff of foamed, airy sweetness, but when he tried to speak, the words would not come.

He made his way past them, past the campsite, and into a grove of young trees. Something was leading him on, pulling him along as though with a rope. He continued walking until he reached a small mossy pond. There he found a boy who looked about eleven, just before his Passing. The boy was clutching the tiny tattoo of a tree on the back of his arm. He did not look like the other ghosts of figures Cameron had seen back at camp; he was solid and real and glowing. His words cut through the thick air.

“This is where it happened.”

“Where what happened?” Cameron asked.

“Where Ness and I were playing when they found us. We wanted to explore. It is always so boring in the village. They never let us do anything fun.”

Cameron almost laughed. He could have been this boy.

“So we ran away. But the Selpes found us. And now my sister is gone, and I am afraid to go back.”

“Show me,” said Cameron.

He knew he had asked the right thing, for the boy faded out and reappeared on the other side of the pond. A girl the same age with light brown hair stood nearby, drawing ripples on the water’s surface with each dip of her bare toes. She stared at a stack of pebbles on the opposite bank, and they began to buzz softly, then tumbled into the pond.

She turned to her brother. “Lance, maybe we should go back. We’re not supposed to be all the way out here. We’re going to get into trouble.”

“You worry too much, Ness. And I don’t ever want to go back. They don’t teach us to fight or give us the mark.” He brushed his fingers against his smooth face, which had no tattoo. “It’s not fair!”

“They will give us the mark when we are ready.”

“Which they decide,” retorted Lance. “Just like they do everything. Don’t you see, Ness? We’re like prisoners there.”

“Let us free you then, children.”

Cameron turned to find a man in the uniform of a Selpe Diamond Edge. Five additional men backed him up, similarly dressed. The leader stepped forward, passing right through Cameron on his way to the children. It was an eerie feeling.

Ness looked very apprehensive and concealed herself behind her brother, who said in the bravest tone he could muster, “No thank you. We were just leaving.”

“I wasn’t offering, pip-squeak,” said the leader.

“We’re not supposed to talk to strangers,” Ness piped in, her voice a nervous squeak.

“You’re also not supposed to be out here, are you, little lady? There are all kinds of dangerous people around,” the leader replied.

“Ness, run,” Lance whispered to her.

But the Selpes were ready. Ness did not make it five steps before one of them cornered and grabbed her. Lance danced around them, dodging their heavy swipes, and took off at a sprint. As the boy ran, Cameron could feel his own legs begin to freeze up from exertion and his lungs soon felt as though they would explode out of his chest. Finally, when Lance could run no more, he limped back to the pond in the grove.

“But she was gone,” he lamented. “Those rotten Selpes took her. They got her because of me. It was my idea to sneak out, and then I just left her to them.”

“There was nothing you could have done,” Cameron comforted him.

“I should have fought them.”

“And then got captured yourself?”

“Well, would you have just left your sister to be taken?”

Cameron’s pulse jumped. He knew that in Lance’s place he would have stayed and fought, no matter that he could not fight.

“Look, you need to stop beating yourself up over this,” Cameron told him. “And take solace in your own resolve.”

“To what?”

“To take revenge,” Cameron replied.

The boy perked up at the word.

“But for now, you need to return to your village. You need to tell them what happened, so they can rescue your sister. Then, you need to train until your toes and fingers are ready to fall off, so you will someday be ready to take your revenge.”

Lance nodded. “You’re right.”

And then he faded. As his body vanished, the scene around Cameron returned to normal. The grove was gone and the campsite was back, along with all the familiar faces.

“Jason,” Cameron croaked out and collapsed to his knees.

In an instant, Jason was beside him, helping him to his feet. Isis joined them, looking concerned, and she propped his free arm over her shoulder for support. Still unsteady, Cameron walked between them as they led him back to the campsite. They sat him down beside Everett, who offered him a cup of water.

“What did you do to him?” Jason demanded, glaring at Braeden and Delilah.

“Nothing harmful,” Braeden assured him.

“What did you do to him?” Jason repeated, cold fire in his voice.

“It was only a little Fire Root and lemon grass. And a drop of Hestial nectar,” Delilah added.

Jason’s eyes flashed dark, then narrowed. “Are you out of your mind, Braeden? That is a toxic combination.” His tone was cold enough to give Cameron goosebumps. And he wasn’t even on the receiving end of it.

“Not to someone of Cameron’s talents,” insisted Braeden.

“I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Jason. I know he has the power of Memory. He is the power of Memory. The Elite Prior.” Braeden looked to Cameron. “Did you see them? Lance and Ness?”

Cameron nodded, and Jason’s eyes darkened further.

“And where are they?”

Cameron recounted everything: the grove where he had seen the children, the appearance of the Selpes, Ness’s capture, Lance’s remorse. Not seconds from the end of his story, the boy appeared in the village center, his clothes torn and filthy. He shuffled his feet forward, his face both nervous and resolute. Braeden hurried to him, and the rest of the Night Rose Order surrounded him in protective welcome.

“Are you ok?” Jason asked.

Cameron jumped a bit at the words that came from just behind his ear. “Yes.”

Jason stared into his eyes. “Your pupils are still a bit dilated from the drugs, but your eyes appear to be able to focus all right. How’s your vision? Your hearing?”

“Fine. Normal. I guess.”

“Good, then pack up your things. We’re going before Braeden’s cult decides to experiment on you any further.” Jason looked to Isis. “Did you eat or drink anything?”

“No,” she replied. “But I think Everett had some of their smoked rabbit. He looks fine, though.”

“Good. Then let’s move.”

And while their hosts were occupied questioning the missing boy, Jason led them from the camp and through the portal that returned them to the base of the pouring waterfall. It was past midnight, but they did not stop moving until Jason had deemed them far enough from the cult’s doorstep. By then, it was dawn, and they had cleared the Red Woods to look out over Gemma, the first town they would cross at the outskirts of Selpe territory.
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EVERETT KNEW THEY were ill-equipped to deal with the all-too-certain future of hostile attacks. Between the Avans and now the Selpes, their weapon stores were severely diminished, especially as Jason Chanz seemed to take every opportunity to launch knives at enemies in a dance of flamboyant exhibition—yet could hardly be bothered to recover them from the woods. Well, not unless they were his knives. Crazy Elition assassin. Brilliant and capable, yes. But even more so crazy. Those eyes—the blinding black orbs of death—they quite honestly freaked Everett out. And he was not sure he would ever get entirely used to them.

The kids, Cameron and Isis, were of little use in a fight, but Everett thought they ought to carry something to protect themselves. Isis’s current knife was better suited to smearing jam on bread than fighting, and Cameron did not have anything remotely resembling a weapon. All and all, though, Everett had been pleased with the way they had handled themselves.

Unfortunately, weapons did not come free—well, not unless he took up Jason’s suggestion that they break into a Selpe armory and take what they needed. But they had drawn enough attention to themselves without being caught stealing from the Selpes. Which left paying for them as their only option. The problem was they were a bit short on funds at the moment.

So, as always, Everett did what needed to be done and strolled into the town of Gemma that morning, where he took on a job that would buy all the weapons they could ever need. And this job was the reason he was crammed shoulder to shoulder with Jason and Cameron beneath the bushes beside the lake.

“Where is she?” Cameron asked, staring across the water.

“She’ll be here,” Everett assured him. At least, he hoped she would. The sun was already overhead, and the three men who sat eating their meal on the shore would finish their lunch break any minute.

“I see her,” Jason said, pointing to the lake. “There, the ripples.”

Everett wished his binoculars had survived the last Avan attack. He could not see a thing at that distance, but he trusted Jason—or his eyesight, at least. And it was not long before he, too, could make out the steady forward progress of a soft wrinkle on the water’s surface, slithering to shore.

When Isis pulled herself up from the water, she was a sight to behold. Coated in a layer of water, her skin shone slippery and glistened in the sunlight. As she strutted up the shore, droplets fell from her like a million diamond tears. From her hair, long and wet and golden. From her top, cropped and snug and exposing her midriff. From her bikini bottom, tied up in string bows at her hips. From her bare toes, slender and painted red.

Everett felt guilty looking at this almost-child in this way, so he cast his eyes downward. Jason’s gaze remained locked on her, as though he actually almost felt something. Everett wondered what the assassin really thought of their young guide. Could he seriously feel for her, as Cameron seemed to believe? Could he feel anything for anyone, for that matter? He did allow her to drag him around like a wet noodle—ok, a tense but obliging noodle. She was a cute little pixie for sure, but Jason did not seem the type to carry around excess baggage. He already had Cameron to watch over and seemed to care about his sister enough to suffer a detour to check in once in a while. Still, Everett did not think he was ready for the burden of a relationship. Perhaps even less so than Everett himself was.

He shook his head and returned his attention to the shore. The man in the straw hat flicked his companions, one shirtless and one with a shiny bald sunburnt head, with the back of his hand, drawing their attention to Isis. Their mouths curled up in unison grins.

“Hey, sweetheart. What brings you here?” asked Straw Hat, stepping forward.

“I’m lost, I’m sorry to say,” she replied, ringing out her hair so slowly that time seemed to have stopped.

Bare Chest jumped in front of Straw Hat. “Don’t be sorry, darling.”

“We sure aren’t.” Sunburnt Scalp positioned himself in front of the two other men, who were trying to circumvent his extended arms.

“Do you fellows think I could take a look at your map? My navigation unit went dead, so I threw it into lake. And I was so upset I don’t even know where that was anymore.”

“Computers don’t work here,” said Straw Hat as he jumped around Sunburnt Scalp.

“Too close to them Elitions and their creepy Wilderness,” Bare Chest explained, taking her hand.

“Yeah, I kind of forgot.” Isis let out a silly giggle.

“Don’t worry, precious. We’ll help you find your way,” Sunburnt Scalp said as he wrapped his hand around her exposed hip, dangling his fingers dangerously close to the string tie of her bikini bottom.

“You dare be so brash, vermin,” Jason growled under his breath.

Everett thought he looked like he would bolt out of the bushes at any second, charging like a fierce, fanged tiger called to battle. Even Cameron’s fists were clenched. As were his own, Everett was surprised to discover. He decided the little mercenary must have grown on him when he wasn’t looking.

“Don’t do it,” Everett whispered to Jason.

“Do what?”

“We’re not supposed to kill them. Goodman wants there to be no evidence of foul play. That’s why we sent in Isis and not you. Everyone will assume those buffoons just lost the documents.”

Jason said nothing, but it was clear he would have preferred to do things his way.

“So, I think I was here,” Isis said, rocking her hips as she leaned over the map on the men’s table. “But I’m just not sure. Could you boys have a look?”

Everett saw they were looking, all right, but not at the map. Straw Hat pushed the other two out of his way in an attempt to reach Isis first. Bare Chest would not have it, however. He stuck out his foot, and Straw Hat tumbled to the ground. Bare Chest was about to step over him when Sunburnt Scalp kicked him in the shin.

As the three men fought one another for Isis’s attention, she slipped her hand into the canvas bag hung over one of the fold-out chairs and pulled out a leather folder. After a quick glance to make sure the men were still occupied—they were now pushing one another into the lake—she tucked the folder under her arm and ran off into the woods just past the bushes where Everett, Jason, and Cameron had been watching the scene unfold.




* * *
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A fire seemed out of place so early in the afternoon, but Isis had really looked cold after her swim in the lake. The trek northward had brought with it cooler winds and wetter days. Isis said it even snowed there in winter, and summer often meant heavy skies that threatened to unleash rain pellets down upon anyone left without a rain jacket and pair of good waterproof boots. It looked particularly foreboding right now. Layered cloud blankets concealed a sun that had shone so proudly just minutes before.

“Why do I always have to seduce the prey?” Isis asked.

“Because you’re the cutest,” Everett told her.

“I don’t know. Cameron is awfully cute,” she countered.

Cameron said nothing, but he turned his red face down.

“But luckily for him, the bikini didn’t fit him,” Everett laughed.

Isis turned over the leather folder in her hands. “You know, seeing that I did all the work to get this, don’t you think I should get the bounty?”

Everett snatched it from her hands. “If only our client knew you.”

“I’m just teasing you, Everett Black. Don’t worry. Your precious money is safe.” Isis rubbed her hands together over the fire.

Kneeling behind her, Jason draped his jacket over her shoulders. She turned her head around, her smile sweet. Steady, unblinking, Jason stared into her eyes, as though he were trying to read something in them.

“How strange,” he muttered.

“What is?” she whispered, enthralled in his eyes.

“You are so silent.”

“Shall I speak up? What would you like to hear? A joke perhaps?”

“No, I meant only that your mind is silent.”

“Oh.” Her lips popped. “Should it not be?”

“Every human—and every Elition too—has a song of the mind, a melody of thought and feeling. Cameron, for instance, is feeling hungry right now.”

Cameron pulled his hand out of his bag, and looked up with a guilty smile.

“Wait—hold up—you can read minds?” Everett almost fell off his tree stump.

“Not exactly. It doesn’t quite work like that. I don’t hear the words of your thoughts, but rather sense the flavor what you are feeling. It is a complicated string of emotions and images, but I have learned to interpret them over the years,” Jason explained. “But I thought you didn’t believe in Elition ‘mysticism’, Everett.”

“I don’t. Or at least I don’t care to know anything about such madness.”

“Tell me about Cameron’s gift,” Isis said.

Jason remained silent, as was typical of him. Everett supposed the assassin thought it made him appear mysterious and aloof. It actually made him annoying.

“Braeden mentioned he is the Elite Prior. And we have witnessed quite impressive feats from him,” Isis prompted.

Jason did not appear pleased at the mention of his cousin. “Yes, somehow Braeden has figured out that Cameron is the Elite Prior. He can hear and see imprints from the past. This is the power of Memory. Priors are valued greatly in the temples of Elitia. It is a rare gift. And a useful one.”

“Sure, if you want to spend your life within the confines of the temple archives.” Cameron’s voice cracked with bitterness.

“Cameron, it is a powerful gift. You just have to pull your head out of the clouds and truly master it. Once you do that, it will serve you,” Jason told him.

“Not as well as your gifts serve you.”

“What else can you do?” Isis asked Jason.

“A few things here and there,” he evaded.

“Is it true you can control objects with your mind? And that you can control people as easily as a puppet master does his dolls?” Everett asked.

“It’s far from easy,” Jason remarked.

“I knew I didn’t want to know.” Everett clamped his lips shut. If only he could do the same with his ears.

“Fascinating,” said Isis. She took his hands. “Could you do me?”

Everett nearly spewed his water out through his nose.

“I’m sorry?” Jason looked uncomfortable. Which was odd for him.

“Can you control anyone’s body?” she clarified.

Jason shook his head. “No, not everyone. Some people have a natural resistance. Some have learned to shield their minds. Some Elitions. Usually other Phantoms.”

“Oh, you’re just being modest. I’ve never known anyone to resist Jason’s power,” Cameron declared. His eyes shone brightly. The kid was actually proud of his hero’s talent for brutality.
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Before sunset, Everett left the others behind and took the muddy path back into Gemma. There the stone buildings were equally muddy, as well as stenciled with accidental fissures in the stone. It was the result of the Selpes’ decision to leave the distant town mainly to its own devices for the past fifty years. Everything in Gemma was one or another shade of grey, which perfectly matched the dreary sky now draped overhead.

Goodman’s house was one of three monstrous villas in town, but even Gemma’s wealthiest man had only managed to pull his head out of the grey long enough to hang the steel blue Selpe flag over his upper balcony. The front courtyard was blanketed in stone blocks, leaving little room for nature to encroach. Where patches of grass had managed to grow, it was stringy and dull yellow. Everett found the entire place downright depressing.

One of Goodman’s bored-looking servants answered Everett’s ring at the gate. The man wore a grey suit. How shocking. He traversed the stone desert courtyard in sluggish steps, then led Everett back to the house at the same dead-slow pace.

Goodman, a tall man with thick arms and an even thicker neck, awaited Everett in his basement study, an expression of eager amusement on his wrinkled face. Unlike many with his disposable income, who collected paintings or rare books or even watches, Goodman appeared to have an appetite for documents. The wall bookcases were stuffed full with binders, and every free piece of floor had been filled with a file cabinet. When Goodman motioned him forward to the thick desk at the back of the room, Everett had to squeeze sideways along the narrow gap.

“Mr. Black. Back so soon?” Goodman asked, his chin resting on his propped hands.

Everett reached into his backpack and retrieved the folder they had stolen. “I have the files you requested.”

“How delightful!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been trying to get my hands on Hart’s sugar cookie recipe for years. It’s been a secret in his family for generations, you see, and he’s been so rude and obstinate in his refusal to share it. But it’s his birthday in a few days, so of course he needs someone to bake his cookies for him, now that his mother is dead. Not that I had anything to do with that. He can’t bake to save his life, you know. I found out he was sending his cronies with the famed cookie recipe to find Gia, who’s the best baker in Gemma, except she doesn’t really live in Gemma, but rather just outside town, past the lake. Kind of a hermit, if you ask me. Very odd trait for a baker, don’t you think? Bakers should be sociable.”

“I see,” said Everett. What else was he supposed to say? It seemed like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a cookie recipe.

“And you found it and brought it to me!” Goodman grinned as he scanned the sheet. “Marvelous. Simply marvelous.”

Everett wondered how much longer he would need to stand there listening to the man’s prattle before he was finally paid.

“Now, I know you’re wondering about your reward,” Goodman began.

His tone was not encouraging.

“But, well, the thing is, this was just a test, you see. I wanted to make sure you were capable before entrusting you with the real job,” Goodman explained. “But the good news is, if you manage to complete this task, which based on your spectacular performance so far I have every confidence you will, then I will triple the promised reward.”

Everett did not like changing terms, and he did not much like Goodman. But the reality was they needed money for weapons and needed it now. They still had weeks and weeks to travel before they made it to the northern reaches of the Wilderness. And then they would have to face a psychotic Elition. If they were lucky. If they weren’t, the boys would be out of their reach and the reward too. Wishing for an encounter with a crazy Elition. That was all kinds of wrong.

Everett turned to Goodman and said, “What do you need me to do?”
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“You are being hoodwinked.”

Everett ignored Jason. It did not matter if it was true. They needed this job. It seemed it took a bit more than ignoring the assassin to silence him, however.

“Wait until dark. Then I will go into town and discuss the matter with this Goodman. He will turn over the money, and then we can stop wasting time we do not have performing silly errands in this Selpe pothole,” Jason said.

“Why wait until dark?” Cameron asked.

“So, he can easily sneak into Goodman’s house unnoticed and slit his throat,” Everett told him.

“Sorry I asked,” murmured Cameron.

“How grotesque. You wouldn’t really do such a thing, would you, Jason?” Isis asked.

“Of course he would, you silly girl,” Everett said. He was the only one there not romanticizing Jason Chanz, and it was downright frustrating. “Or were you so busy making eyes at him that you suddenly forgot what he did for a living? He is an assassin. Do you think they make their money picking flowers and singing songs to woodland creatures?”

Isis sat down on a log, crossed her legs, and looked away. “There’s no need to be mean.”

“Were you really making eyes at Jason?” Cameron whispered to her. Though not softly enough. Everett could still hear.

“Ok, let’s concentrate here,” Everett said. “Goodman is interested in a document regarding something called Project Bellflower. It is in the possession of one of his competitors, a man named Merrit. We are to steal the document from Merrit’s safe, which I’m told he keeps in the wall behind the headboard of his bed.

“Now, Jason, do you think you could get up to the third floor window? That’s where his bedroom is, on the east side of the house.”

Jason tapped the knives strapped to his arms. “It is not a matter of could.”

Of course. It was a matter of would, and Jason would not do it. He was just being stubborn.

Everett turned to Isis. “Fine. Then, it’s up to you. I think you can make it through the front door.”

Isis exchanged glances with Jason. “Sorry, Everett, but I’ve played enough dress up for one day. If you want someone to charm his way through the front door, you will have to do it yourself. I will be busy here ‘making eyes’ at the fire,” she finished, then turned her back on him.

“Cameron?” Everett asked.

“Sure. What do you need me to do?”

Everett sighed with relief. Finally, someone who was not acting like a child.
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They left a silent Jason and a sulking Isis behind at the campsite when they walked into Gemma under the mask of darkness. If looks could kill—and Everett was beginning to realize that Jason’s obsidian stare could—then he teetered dangerously close to death the moment he recruited Cameron into his plan. Jason glared with such iciness that the temperature seemed to plummet ten degrees in the blink of an eye. Still, the assassin did not interfere or protest. Or say anything, for that matter.

Isis’s back remained turned to them. She stared into the fire in perfect silent stillness. It was only when they had reached the edge of the campsite that Everett heard the breezy echo of her whispers. He threw a quick glance behind him. Isis stood opposite Jason, so close they could almost be hugging, speaking in soft, hurried words. Jason set his hand on her shoulder and said something in response. Everett was disappointed he could not make out a single word, but then he decided it wasn’t any of his business anyway. The job was what mattered at the moment.

The villas of Goodman, Hart, and Merrit were positioned at the three ends of town. All three appeared to have been built by the same bored architect. They were nearly identical in every way, right down to the pitifully greenless front courtyards, slate grey fences, and boxy concrete balconies. Merrit, though, had clearly tried to upstage Goodman by hanging his substantially larger Selpe flag from a thick pole planted deep within the stony earth just beside the house. It was so close, in fact, that the rippling flag tickled the floor of the roof terrace.

And that was their way in.

“We need to climb the pole, then hop onto the roof. From there, we can scale down the side to Merrit’s bedroom window,” Everett explained as they stood below the flag pole.

They had hopped the fence, which was a rather pathetic barrier without electricity. For the first time, Everett found himself actually appreciating the Elition Wilderness. The lack of any power there, so close to its feral lands, meant no computers to guide them, no vehicles to drive them, no lights to illuminate their way. But it also meant no searchlights, no security cameras, and no electric fences.

Cameron looked up the pole that seemed to extend to the heavens. “Are you sure about this?”

“You don’t think you can climb it?” Everett teased.

“Of course I can. I’ve climbed worse. I escaped my school fifty-two times, and each time they built the stone wall higher.”

“Weren’t they trying to protect you?” Everett asked.

“And what’s the difference between being imprisoned and being protected?” Cameron posed. “But that doesn’t matter anymore, I suppose. I only meant, are you sure we can make it up the pole, onto the roof, and down to the bedroom without being seen?”

“Merrit is not even here. He and most of his guards left just a few minutes ago for Hart’s estate. I posed as one of Hart’s curriers just before leaving town this evening and invited Merrit to join Hart for a discussion tonight regarding their ‘common problem’. But we must hurry. The walk to Hart’s is short, and it will not take them long to realize this was all a ruse.”

Cameron nodded and began to climb up the flag pole. He was fast. Really fast. He had reached the roof before Everett could even hop onto the pole. They were built for such things, those Elitions. They were like something between a cat and a bird. And as Cameron extended his arm down in assistance, Everett noticed for the first time how muscular the boy was. A cat. Definitely, a cat.

Scaling down the side of the house one floor to Merrit’s bedroom proved very easy. It was detailed with the tacky stone shapes of heads and bodies, which stuck out from the wall like convenient hand and footholds. The bedroom window proved no more of a challenge. Merrit had left his window open and unlocked. He was either too stupid or too arrogant to believe anyone could even dream of breaking into his safe. More than the breeze will be getting in tonight, Everett thought as they swung themselves inside.

Everett really started to get suspicious, however, when he saw that the bed had been pulled back and the safe was wide open. Even more suspicious, the documents marked with big bold letters as ‘Bellflower’ sat on top of the stack of items inside, in clear view. It was as though they had been positioned there to be found.

Everett looked to Cameron, who simply shrugged. It was not the time for this, but he had to know. He snatched the documents, then closed the safe’s latch.

“Go stand behind the door, Cameron,” Everett instructed him.

“Why?”

“Something is not right here. I want to go check it out.”

He waited until Cameron was safely behind the door, then nudged it open. He wanted to take a quick peek into the hallway outside the bedroom, just to allay the sinking feeling in his stomach, but something was holding the door shut. Pushing harder this time, the door crept open, and two guards fell over onto the corridor carpetway, their throats slit and eyes bulging. Everett hopped over their bodies and stepped into the hallway. Looking down into the open gallery below, along the two curved staircases that led downward several floors to the entrance hall, the sight was no better. It was a fresh graveyard of death. The bodies of dead guards were sprawled along the carpeted hallway, down the staircases, and throughout the lower levels. It was nothing but blood and blades and fresh corpses.

“Everett, what are you—whoa!” Cameron stopped as he joined Everett on the landing, staring at the bodies.

“I knew it was too easy,” sighed Everett.

“Are they…dead?”

“I’d imagine all the guards who were left here are by now,” Everett said.

“But how?”

Everett took a closer look at the bodies. They had all died from stab wounds. The knives were unremarkable—thick dark brown handles and generic blades—they could have come from any shop. Upon closer examination, actually, they were unmarked. That was suspicious, and he pointed this out to Cameron.

“So, the killer didn’t want to be found?” Cameron asked.

“Yes, that would be my—” Everett stopped short. His eyes had drifted across a guard face-down at the edge of the staircase, then snapped to the knife lodged in his back. Its handle was nearly identical to the others—but only nearly so. Engraved into the wood was a mark of some sort. Everett squatted down for a closer look. He tilted his head sideways until it was in line with the knife.

Cameron mimicked him. “What is it?”

A small symbol—that of a fat heart crossed by a single line—was etched at the base of the handle. Everett knew that mark. He had seen it before, back on the side of Hart’s ugly stone villa and on the uniforms and weapons of his guards.

“Hart’s mark,” muttered Everett.

“So, this was Hart’s doing?”

Everett shook his head. “No, it doesn’t feel right.”

He surveyed the deathscape again. It was a complete mess. Too much of a mess. And yet too neat. Only the one handle bore Hart’s mark, supposedly overlooked. The others were all perfectly untraceable. It was all staged, set up to be found. It was the work of a professional.

“Damn him,” Everett groaned.

“Who?” Cameron asked.

“Come on. Let’s get going before Merrit gets back. Assuming he gets back.”














16. Dead Bodies

526AX July 26, Gemma







JASON WAS WAITING in the shadows when Everett pulled the bell chime at the gate of Goodman, one of the mob bosses of Gemma. According to Isis, he, Merrit, and Hart had taken their isolation as freedom without consequences. The Selpes did not know that the three men Lord Nolan had appointed as guardians of the border town had taken such liberties with their power. They were constantly at one another’s throats, vying for rewards and continued authority. They showered the visiting Selpe delegates with favors and praise, fighting for scraps from the Selpe Empire’s table that would make them fat and stupid. It was disgusting.

A few minutes later, Everett left the estate, looking pleased yet weary. He must have been paid. Jason crept forward in perfect silence, trailing him closely. He lifted his hand and knocked the Rev upside the head.
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“As I told you, detective, I was robbed,” Everett explained to a man in a grey uniform as Jason entered the lantern-lit town square with Cameron and Isis on either side of him.

“By whom?” asked the town’s detective.

“I don’t know. He hit me from behind,” Everett said and rubbed the back of his head.

The detective examined the spot, which housed a recent bump, and nodded. “What were you doing leaving the house of Mr. Goodman at well past midnight?”

“He was paying me for a job I did for him.”

“Mr. Goodman’s accursed ‘jobs’!” the detective exclaimed. “And I assume there’s no point in asking what that job was, is there?”

“I keep my clients’ business confidential,” replied Everett.

“Well, would it interest you to know that Mr. Goodman was murdered around the same time you claimed to have left his house?”

“What?” Everett’s mouth hung open.

“And as far as I’m concerned, you were the last person to see him alive.”

“The last person? Wait, you don’t think that I––”

“I’m not sure what to think of you, stranger.”

A second man in a grey uniform stepped up to the detective to whisper into his ear. Across the square, Jason heard every word. “We found the murder weapon in Hart’s basement.”

“Interesting.” The detective looked pleased as he turned his eyes past Everett and scanned the square.

“What is?” Everett asked.

The detective’s eyes stopped on Hart, who was being surrounded by police officers. “It seems you’ve been hiding a bloody mess in your basement.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Hart was a round man with stingy red hair. And he wasn’t a very good liar.

“Merrit was with him when we checked out his house. They appeared to have been arguing,” the other man in grey whispered to the detective.

“Did you look through Merrit’s house as well? You know we’ve been waiting for an excuse to do that for ages.”

“Yes, detective. It was a bloody mess. And we found this.”

Since the two men were no longer whispering, Jason was not the only one who was watching when the man handed the detective a heavy, clinking bag. The detective pulled out a handful of gold coins engraved with a spired crown. Selpe Crowns.

“That’s not mine!” Merrit, the scrawny one, protested.

“It’s mine,” said Everett.

“I’ve seen enough,” the detective said. “Hays, arrest Mr. Hart and Mr. Merrit. Then send a messenger to Port, where they can contact Lord Nolan to have these criminals picked up. I am taking charge of Gemma until they can send us a suitable replacement. No more scoundrels.” He turned to Everett and handed him the bag. “Here you go, Mr. Black. This is yours, but take care to remember that Gemma no longer tolerates criminal activity. Don’t let me catch you taking on any ‘jobs’ here in the future.”

Everett took the bag with obvious relief. “Don’t worry. We will soon be out of here.”

“We?”

“My companions and I,” Everett explained and pointed to where Jason, Cameron, and Isis were standing.

Jason had thought to put on a hat, and the detective looked overwhelmed enough that he didn’t seem to recognize his uncanny resemblance to his wanted posters in the dim lantern light. Still, Jason was tempted to slit Everett’s throat in his sleep for being so dim as to draw attention to them. No, not throat. Maybe something less drastic. Like wrists. That should teach him a lesson without killing him too much.

The detective’s eyes slid from Jason to Cameron to Isis, where they settled for a brief moment. “All right. You do that,” he said and walked away.

Jason motioned Everett over. Before the Rev could take a single step, Merrit struggled free of the men who held him and charged forward just as Hart freed himself as well. No one bothered to stop the two men as they stabbed each other and fell dead to the cold stone ground. The people of Gemma seemed happy to be rid of them, and the detective looked more than a little pleased that he would not have to go through the hassle of deporting them.

Everett looked from the two dead bosses to Jason, to the bag of money, then rubbed the back of his neck. He turned to Jason and glared. “You,” he seethed. “We have to talk.”

“And we will,” Jason assured him. “But let us remove ourselves from the limelight first.”

During the short trip back to camp, Everett steamed and simmered. But it was not until they were all sitting beside the fresh fire Isis had made that he boiled.

“What did you do?!” he demanded of Jason, jumping up.

“I don’t like being crossed,” Jason replied.

“You killed all the guards at Merrit’s house. Opened the window. Unlocked the safe. You murdered Goodman. You attacked me.” Everett massaged his bruise. “You planted the money. The knife. You set this all up.”

“You had a problem, and I took care of it. You still got your money. Cameron was not put in danger. And what does it matter if a few slugs got squashed along the way?”

Everett shook his head and fell back down. “Early tomorrow morning, I’m going into town to buy our weapons, then we’re leaving. There are far too many dead bodies piling up. We have left a graveyard in our wake.”

“They are hardly the first of our journey. You yourself have killed many already,” Jason reminded him.

“Soldiers. It’s different.”

“How?” Jason asked him.

“It just is!” Everett insisted and stuffed a sandwich into his mouth to prevent further discussions.

Cameron reached into Everett’s snack bag and, with a pleading look, took a sandwich for himself. That boy was always hungry.

“I know,” Isis whispered.

“Know what?”

“I know what you did.”

Jason had done many things in his years.

She seemed to read this thought in his eyes. “Here. In Gemma. You asked me before about the town, about the three gang bosses. I told you they were corrupt, that the Selpes would not miss them, that they would make the detective the leader. He is a far better choice.”

“So you said. But he is still Selpe.”

“As far as Selpes go, he is an honorable man. I said as much. I am surprised that you would trust my words. I see you.” She turned her eyes on him. They were soft, and there was depth behind them.

It made Jason uncomfortable, the way she stared at him. He found himself looking away. He could not remember the last time anyone had out-stared him.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Her sweet breath tickled his earlobe as she whispered softly, “I see you for who you truly are, Jason Chanz. You are not cold. You are not cruel. All of this you did tonight, you did to save the town from those corrupt men. Sure, you try to look cold, and most people are fooled, but I see you. And you, Jason, are nothing but a big softy.”
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IT WAS ALL Jason and Everett’s fault that they had wandered back into the Elition Wilderness in the first place. And now they were going in the wrong direction altogether. Everett was still upset that Jason had interfered with his job in Gemma. Or so he claimed. Cameron thought it was his pride that had been wounded when Jason managed to sneak up on him and knock him unconscious, all without a fight. And the very noticeable bump on the back of his head was a constant reminder of this. Cameron had tried to console Everett that this was just what Jason did. He was the most skilled assassin alive. Most people never saw him coming.

But Everett did not appear content to be ‘most people’, so he sulked and ignored Jason. That was, up until Jason tried to interfere with his weapon shopping trip.

“I am going into Gemma alone. You are too conspicuous,” Everett said. He was still so upset that he couldn’t even bring himself to say Jason’s name.

“Everett Black, might I remind you that I was not born yesterday. I have no interest in going shopping with you. I simply wished to remind you of a few items you should take care not to forget.”

“Ceramic herb grinding stick and bowl. Small metal cooking pot with long handle. Jagged-edged vegetable knife, extra sharp,” Everett read from the list in his hands. “Planning on cooking us a gourmet meal?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I need to brew up a little potion, of course,” said Jason.

“A potion now, is it?”

“Yes, a potion,” Jason replied calmly. “Because unless you have been hiding a Prophet amongst the substantial collection of stale sandwiches housed inside your bag, we will need to find some other way to predict precisely when and where our paths will cross Nemesis’s.”

A concealed laugh escaped Isis in the form of an amused snort. Everett looked at her, then Jason, sternly. He did not share in their little joke, it seemed.

“If I take an Accentuating Serum, I can probably manage,” Jason finished. 

Cameron knew Jason was no Prophet. This was dangerous magic. Would the serum even be enough to bestow the power upon him?

“I can do this, Cameron,” Jason said in reassurance to his unspoken doubts. “Water we have aplenty, but I will need a few things. Fire Root. Tinctura. Nymphean Clover.”

“Nymphean Clover? But won’t that—”

“Yes, Cameron, but it’s the only way. Only with this knowledge will a trap have any chance of snaring Nemesis.”

Isis looked at them, her eyes curious. “There was some Fire Root back down the path aways. And Nymphean Clover by the stream,” Isis told Jason. “But Tinctura, I don’t know. That root isn’t native to this area.”

Jason no longer seemed surprised of all Isis knew of Elitia. He nodded, then looked at Cameron. “What do you think?”

“We could try to find some purple-spotted toadstools. Their roots produce an effect quite similar to that of Tinctura,” Cameron said.

“Very good,” replied Jason. “Now get to it, you two. I will meet up with you once I have obtained the supplies in Gemma.”

“Excuse me,” Everett spoke up. “But could you not do this later? We are on shaky ground here as it is, and it’s not like any of us are friends to the Selpes.” He looked at Isis. “Well, they’re not after you. Perhaps, I should send you into town instead.”

Before Isis could speak, Jason said, “No, I need her here. Or do you know Fire Root from a dandelion?”

“You have Cameron,” Everett pointed out.

“I need them both,” Jason stated. “You go get your weapons. I will procure some refining supplies. And they will go through the woods to find me my ingredients.”

“I still don’t see why you can’t do this later.”

“Because, Everett, there won’t be very many towns along our path. In case you haven’t noticed, the Wilderness is not filled with shops. So unless we raid an Elition temple, there will be nowhere else to find supplies,” he said. “But, most of all, I need to make the serum now so I can acclimate to it gradually. If we’re lucky, Nemesis chose the path along the Wasteland, and it has slowed her down. Still, time is short. If I wait to make the serum until we are positioned to find Nemesis, it could very well kill me.”

“Jason, I don’t think—” Cameron began once again.

“I’ll be fine. Trust me,” Jason assured him and set off on the back path into Gemma.

But Cameron could not be reassured. In addition to the risk that Jason had mentioned, that the potion could kill him outright if made too strong too quickly, there was the problem of the Nymphean Clover. It subdued the gifts of an Elition Phantom—those who, like Jason, possessed the gift of Vision. With his abilities hindered, would Jason be able to fight? Would he even be able to function?

Isis was eyeing him strangely. Certainly, it was possible her knowledge of Elition chemistry went that deep, but Cameron was not about to volunteer the information that Jason would be weakened, no matter how much they all liked her.

“Shall we get going?” she asked him.

“Yes, let’s start with the Fire Root you saw,” Cameron decided.

Side-by-side in silence, they walked deeper into the woods. They had not traveled far before Cameron could no longer stand the burden of his own worrisome thoughts. He needed a distraction.

“Have you been out here long?” he asked Isis.

Her eyes twinkled. “Awhile.”

“All alone?”

“Yes.”

One-word answers. Great. This would never distract him. He wondered if she would prefer Jason’s company to his. At least, she seemed more chatty around him.

“Well, I have guided others, of course.” It was as though she had heard his thoughts and did not want to make him feel bad. Or maybe it was this woman’s intuition thing he had heard about. “But in the end, when it all comes down to it, I am alone.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “Don’t be. That’s just how life has turned out for me. Maybe it was simply meant to be.”

“Like destiny?”

“I don’t believe in destiny.”

“Why not?”

“For the same reason you don’t, Cameron.”

Did she know him so well? “I don’t like to feel I have no control over things,” he said.

“Precisely.”

“But I sometimes wonder,” he began.

Isis looked at him and waited.

“There are all these prophecies. And they come true too.”

“Sometimes, maybe. But are they set in stone? And do they come true because they were meant to be or because they were prophesied?” she posed. “The way I see it, you can either be a slave to prophecy or the master of it.”

“But what Delilah said—” he recalled, then stopped. Why am I sharing this?

“About your sister?”

“How did you—”

“I pay attention.” She gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Terra Cross is your sister, isn’t she?”

“Did Jason—”

“No, he is clearly far too consumed to share his obsession.”

“Then how do you know about Terra?”

“I have heard things of Elitia’s lost princess. And as I said, I pay attention. Jason spoke to that priest at Sequoia. The sheer determination on his face was unmistakable.”

“Terra is my twin,” he told her. There was something about her expression that compelled him to confide in her.

“And yet Jason is more obsessed with finding her than you yourself are?”

“I do want to find her. But I never really knew her, not as Jason did. I was abducted from my family when I was just a year old. They think it was the Avans, but no one is sure. I was found years later by a weird old Elition called Shade and brought to the village where Jason lives,” he explained.

“One of the hidden villages to which the Elitions of Pegasus fled a decade ago,” she said.

Cameron looked at her in surprise. She knew of Terra Cross and the new home of Pegasus refugees. That was knowledge only Elitions, some human rulers, and a few spies possessed. She sure wasn’t some human aristocrat, and she didn’t look Elition. Maybe half Elition? A half-Elition spy? Cameron really hoped she wasn’t a spy. Jason would kill her.

“This is it,” Isis told him.

She bent over and dug her fingers into the dirt, sifting through it until she reached the Fire Root. She pulled out several thick, gnarled stalks and handed them to him.

“As you may have noticed, I know a thing or two about Elitia,” she said as they walked down to the stream. “And the location of the secret village of famed assassin Jason Chanz is a most intriguing mystery. What is it like?”

“I left it seven years ago and only visit for a week here and there when school is out, but it is a nice place. Far more interesting than my school at Black Moss, way out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Jason didn’t like that I was sneaking out constantly.”

“But you still sneak out of school,” she pointed out.

“Yes, well, I was hoping they would realize that too. And send me back to Eclipse.”

“Eclipse,” she repeated softly. The word whistled through her lips. “And where is it?”

Cameron thought her curiosity felt innocent enough, but he could take no chances. Especially if she really was a spy.

“You don’t want to tell me.” She smiled.

“Sorry. I would, but it’s not really my secret to tell.”

“The Nymphean Clover,” she said and pointed to a patch of pale blue and pink clover flowers growing beside the riverbank.

Cameron picked the clovers and stashed them inside the second of three metal tins in his backpack. “The purple-spotted toadstools should be around here somewhere. They like dampness, but also sun.”

“The opposite bank, perhaps?” she suggested.

Cameron nodded. There were no immediate trees to block out the sunlight on the other side of the stream.

They took off their shoes and waded through the water. It came only halfway to his knees, but it bit at Cameron’s skin like icy fangs. He was glad to step out onto the opposite bank and dry his feet against the warm, sunlit grass. Isis sat down to flick her toes through the grass blades, and Cameron mimicked her.

“I really am sorry, you know. It’s not that I don’t trust you.”

Isis smiled at him. “Don’t worry about it, Cameron. It’s just been a small curiosity of mine for awhile now, trying to figure out where the great Jason Chanz resides. His movements seem to defy reason. I guess this mystery will have to remain unsolved, at least for now.” She paused. “Why is Jason looking for your sister?”

“Jason thinks she’s in danger. She is a very powerful Prophet, you see. And he believes many would imprison her and force her to see for them if they knew where she was. He swore he would never let them take her. He promised his parents. He promised her. He would spend his whole life protecting her, if he had to. I think he would even sacrifice himself for her.”

“He is a good friend,” Isis commented.

“I think it goes beyond friendship,” he told her.

She gave him a curious look.

“Our families were great friends long ago, before the people of Pegasus split from Elitia. And Jason and Terra were inseparable, I am told. Even when things went very wrong and our families would no longer speak to each other, he held onto his friendship with her. I think he loves her. Not romantically, I mean.” The thought of Jason and romance almost made him laugh. “But not quite like a friend, or even a sister. It’s hard to explain. They haven’t even seen or spoken to each other in ten years, and they were very young back then—but it’s just this feeling I get whenever he speaks of her. I know it must sound weird.”

“Not so weird,” she muttered. “Sometimes people can never let go of their old lives, much as they should. That’s why I don’t mind so much being alone. It’s easy to be alone.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” Cameron said. “You are with us.”

She stood up and extended her hand to him. “But for only so long as we need one another. Cameron, I like you, but you should realize now that as soon as Everett completes his job, he will waste no time in sending me away.” She stopped. “Is that it?”

Cameron followed her finger down to a patch of purple-spotted toadstools and nodded. “Then you can come with Jason and me. I’m done with Black Moss anyway. We can all go to Eclipse together,” he offered.

“As tempting as you know that is to my curiosity, I think I would be quite out of place there.”

“With Jason, and me, too, as your friend, no one would dare send you away, even if you’re not Elition,” he assured her, digging his fingers into the soil.

“Friend,” she said softly, as though she were testing the taste of it on her tongue.

But before either of them could speak another word, the ground gave out beneath their feet, and they plummeted down a most unnatural tunnel.




* * *
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Thick, thorned roots broke their jolted fall—and scratched their arms and faces. Isis was already on her feet before Cameron could even look around. High above them, the exit to the shaft they had tumbled down shone smooth and metallic. The weave of roots appeared more planned than naturally occurring. As Cameron looked up, he realized it was the net to the trap, and they were the prey. But who was the hunter?

Pulling him to his feet, Isis said, “Come on, Cameron. Let’s get going—quickly. We don’t want to linger here too long.”

“Oh, but you really must. You are both invited to dinner,” said a voice.

They turned to find that the narrow tunnel before them was blocked by a man so tall he had to stoop over to avoid bumping his head on the ceiling. The men that stood in wait on either side of him were all at least a head shorter. Cameron thought they looked like Avan soldiers, but their uniforms were a bit different somehow.

The man extended his hand to them, a wide grin shining on his face. “My name is Vib. Gregory Vib. And I am so very pleased to meet you.”

“Well, we seem to have made a wrong turn and fallen down here. We’re very sorry to have intruded,” Cameron said, trying to remain calm even as his eyes fell on the very enormous gun in each Avan’s hand.

Vib lifted his lantern up to Cameron’s face, and his eyebrows arched, cresting the upper frames of his heavily tinted glasses. He was wearing shaded glasses. In a cave. Right.

“Remarkable eyes of white-blue. Stunning white-gold hair. What a gorgeous Elition specimen.”

Cameron felt himself withdraw under Vib’s microscope. He looked as though he were salivating before a much anticipated dinner.

Isis grabbed Cameron’s hand and said, “Come on, Cameron. Let’s go.”

“And what do we have here?” Vib turned the light on her. This time, though, rather than excitement, his eyebrows fell and his smile waned. “Oh, my dear, you’re not a very remarkable Elition, I’m afraid.”

“That’s because she’s not Elition,” Cameron said.

“Oh,” was Vib’s curt response. He looked to the Avan soldiers and flicked his hand to wave them forward. “Well, no matter. She is welcome to join us. Is she your girlfriend, by chance, you delectable young Elition boy?”

“Um, no,” Cameron said, convinced more and more with each passing moment that Vib wanted to eat him.

“A friend?”

“Yes,” Cameron said as Isis stomped down hard on his foot. When he looked at her, she was shaking her head.

“Wonderful, then, it’s settled!” He clapped his hands together with a happy click. “You are both guests at my very special dinner party.”

Cameron looked from the Avans’ guns to Isis, whose head gave a subtle tilt. They had no choice. But Cameron knew Isis was clever, especially when it came to her own survival. From the way her eyes stared forward, she was already devising a plan for their escape. At least, he hoped she was.




* * *
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“Please, take a seat,” Vib said as they entered a large, open lounge area.

Though they were still underground, the room was well-lit from the angled windows on every wall, which served to usher in warm sunlight. The floors, finished with smooth planks of dark wood, felt almost Elition in design, as did the form of the overall room itself. But everything else was like nothing Cameron had ever seen. The puffy seats of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple—and every shade in between. The shaggy, multicolored rugs. The bizarre, splotched paintings of human-like shapes on the walls, each dominated by a particular color. The best description Cameron could come up with was that a rainbow had vomited all over the room and its furnishings.

Upon each seat reclined a really odd Elition. A woman with pale pink eyes and violent ruby-red hair, swept up into a large cone-shaped bun, was sprawled out on a long, yellow sofa. She was clothed in a fire-red unitard with artistic holes cut into the fabric at the shoulders, hips, and various other junction parts of her body. She sat motionless, propped up against the sofa arm by her elbow. Her feet rested on the lap of the Elition man sitting beside her. He had spiky tangerine-orange hair styled up into a wave. His eyes, too, were unusual—a light white-orange shade—and his similarly-cut unitard was colored to match.

Over a dozen Elitions, each one dominated by a different shade, were positioned like statues on seats throughout the lounge. There was the lemon-haired, vanilla-eyed girl, who could not have been more than twelve, still and lifeless. The purple woman’s long hibiscus hair rippled through the air as the chandelier from which she dangled upside down swung back and forth overhead. The green-eyed, green-haired woman resembled a plant more than a human, and she was posed like one too. And then there was the man with iridescent blue hair and midnight blue eyes. Cameron thought he caught the hint of a smirk on his otherwise expressionless face.

“This is creepy,” Cameron whispered to Isis.

“They’re not even moving. You can barely see them breathe,” she whispered in response.

“That one, the blue guy. He’s staring at me.”

“Sapphire,” Vib said with a stern click of his tongue.

The blue man turned his head just enough that he was now looking away from Cameron.

“This is just not right,” Isis whispered into his ear.

“Well, then.” Vib spread his arms wide. “Welcome to my menagerie.”

Cameron and Isis exchanged wide-eyed glances.

Vib took the puffiest seat, one of lime green. It clashed horribly with his deep purple overcoat. “Sit,” he growled, wiping the sweat from his perfectly hairless head. Filtered sunshine danced and sparkled against his bald scalp.

Isis took Cameron’s hand, and they squeezed onto a narrow, lilac-colored sofa opposite him.

“Marvelous,” Vib said, beaming once again. “Now, where were we? Ah, of course. Refreshments. Opal! Pearl! Come here, dears.”

Cameron could not help but stare at the two Elition women who approached them, each carrying a serving tray. They were like two opposites of the same person. One had deep ebony skin with beautifully contrasting, straight, white hair that fell to her hips, and eyes that sparkled violet. The other was the opposite: ivory skin with jet-black hair, also straight and hip-length, and vivid emerald-green eyes.

Even their clothes were the reverse of each other. The violet-eyed Elition wore a form-fitting, mesh-thin, halter-top dress of pale purple, studded with thousands of tiny purple rhinestones that made her sparkle in the sunlight. The dress extended only halfway down her thighs, and she wore matching knee-high boots, also covered completely in rhinestones. The emerald-eyed Elition’s dress and boots were identical, but the material was dark green and the rhinestones a pale lime.

“This is Opal.” Vib gestured his left hand toward the emerald-eyed woman, who wore a necklace of alternating black and white opals. “And Pearl.” His right hand indicated the violet-eyed woman. She, too, wore a necklace, but of black and white pearls.

“What is this?” Isis gasped in shock.

“Opal and Pearl are my favorites,” Vib declared. His body was perched forward toward Cameron, eyeing him with greedy fervor. “Though, you, my boy. I could do wonders with you. A little bit of Sunshine Serum would do the trick, I think. Such perfection.”

Isis leaned forward to block Cameron from him. “You stay away from him.”

Vib relaxed and fell back into his seat. “No need to get snappy, girl.” He looked her over. “Has anyone ever told you that you are very pretty for a human? It’s a real shame you’re not Elition. The physical enhancements would have made you as spectacular as your friend here. Are you by chance half Elition? I wonder if I could attempt a crossbreed. I’ve never mixed a full Elition with a half…” His voice trailed off as he fell into contemplation.

“Vib, don’t get any weird ideas now.”

A man Cameron was most unhappy to recognize had just entered the room. It was the Avan spy from Lear, the man they had drugged and dropped into bed with his Selpe counterpart. As his eyes honed in on Isis, Cameron felt her hand clench up in his.

“Your superiors pay me to come up with ‘weird ideas’, Corse,” Vib said.

“Vib, do tell me. How did these lovely creatures find their way into your nest?” asked Morton Corse, his eyes still locked on Isis.

Vib stood up and stepped in front of Cameron. “He’s mine. You stay away.”

“The boy? Vib, I have no interest in your new Elition pet.” Corse cackled. “But the girl, on the other hand…”

“Yes, yes. She’s all yours.” Vib breathed out in relief.

“No!” Cameron shouted as two Avan soldiers pulled Isis up.

“Be silent, boy,” Corse snapped.

He brushed his finger lightly down Isis’s face. She stared at him with brave defiance. Blocked by a fence of Avan soldiers, Cameron was trembling more than she was.

“Now, my dear, exactly what are you and your boyfriend doing here?” Corse asked.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Isis said in monotone.

“That’s not what it looks like to me.” Corse pointed to Cameron, who was attempting to topple the barricade of soldiers by pushing against them with as much force as he could muster. “You, there, Elition boy!”

“Corse,” Vib hissed in warning.

“Claws away, Vib. I won’t touch your precious pet. But this lovely girl—”

Corse grabbed ahold of Isis’s sleeve and gave it a violent tug. A sharp screech cut through the air as the fabric ripped. He leaned over and licked his tongue from her bare shoulder all the way up her neck. Cameron’s fists clenched as Isis trembled in angry disgust.

“Oh, would you like to watch, boy?” Corse sneered.

Cameron heard a whistle and a thump. He had not even blinked, and Jason was suddenly standing there, pressing a knife to Corse’s throat.

“Release her,” Jason growled.

Corse was far less haughty with a blade hard against his neck. His entire body rippled with uncontrolled tremors. His hand sprang open. Isis rubbed his saliva off of her neck, then kicked him in the shin.

“You bitch!” he growled and stumbled forward to grab her.

But Jason held him steady. “You watch your mouth. That’s no way to speak to a lady. You know who I am, I trust.”

“Marvelous!” exclaimed Vib, bouncing on the sofa as he clapped his hands.

Corse ground his teeth together but said nothing.

Jason flicked the point of his blade across Corse’s cheek, cutting a narrow slit into the skin. “I said, you know who I am.”

“Jason Chanz,” he uttered.

“Then I will assume my reputation precedes me.” Still holding his knife to the Avan spy, Jason looked to Cameron and Isis. “You two, get out of here. Head down the tunnel, turn right at the end, and it will lead you above ground.”

The Avan soldiers were swaying, as though they would strike at any moment. The statuesque Elitions remained still, but they had all turned their eyes on Vib. Opal and Pearl had moved in front of him like a shield. Cameron wondered why these seeming prisoners were protecting Vib, their jail keeper.

“But Jason,” Isis breathed.

“We can’t leave you,” Cameron protested.

The Avans had begun to advance slowly.

“I can take care of myself. Go!” Jason commanded them.

Isis stared at him for a moment before snatching Cameron’s hand and pulling them both toward the exit. As they left the room, Cameron saw Vib’s Elitions spring to life and form a circle around Jason, encasing him. Cameron’s feet sped forward in mindless strides, one after the other. Had Isis not been dragging him along after her, he did not think he could have taken a single step.

“He will be ok,” she said. She seemed to be reassuring herself more than him.

Cameron found himself unable to form words, so he simply nodded. Those Elitions were so strange. Vib had spoken of breeding. Had he bred them as one would pets? The thought made him sick. There was something very wrong and very unnatural about them all.

They reached the end of the hall, and Isis pushed the door open. Sunlight flooded the tunnel behind them, pouring over the Avan soldiers at the far end. Isis threw the door shut, and they stepped outside, feeling the jolt of a portal as they moved. She grabbed Cameron’s hand once again, and took off running even faster than before. They tore through the forest at top speed, snapping fallen twigs as they sprinted forward. Cameron did not know where they were going, but Isis seemed to.

“Don’t look back,” she told him.

“I can hear them. They are close,” he said.

“Don’t look back,” she repeated and shot forward.

With their quickened pace, they seemed to have lost the Avans. For now. Cameron could still hear the grinding thump of their heavy boots against the ground. He exchanged glances with Isis, and they both grinned. Her hair had come loose and rippled in the breeze. He found it so hypnotic, that he did not realize his feet were teetering on the slippery edge of a waterfall until her arm caught him. It was a long drop down.

“I’ve got you, Cameron,” Isis assured him. “Just back up slowly.”

They retreated to a safe distance.

“They are still coming,” Cameron said. “They are close.”

“Yes,” she replied, then looked over the waterfall’s edge.

“Jump?”

“No place to hide, and they are too close for us to go back.”

“Can you make it?” he asked her.

“Can you?” she parried with a grin.

He had no chance to respond, for she squeezed down on his hand and jumped, sending them both over the edge. The fall shot an unexpected rush of energy through him. It was so exhilarating that Cameron wondered why he had not tried it before. Isis grinned at him. Clearly, she was enjoying herself just as much as he was.

When they hit the water’s surface, it was like breaking through a wall. The ice-cold water enveloped him, chilling through his chest to his lungs, and Cameron felt the high of the thrilling fall slowly freeze out of him. He pushed himself back above water and found Isis beside him.

“This way,” she said as she took off swimming to the edge of the wide pool. Her long hair floated atop the water’s surface, forming a stream of gentle ripples behind her.

Soaked through, they trudged uphill through thick underbrush and made their way back to camp. When they finally reached it, Everett was waiting beside the fire for them.

“Are you all right? What happened? We found your bag.” He indicated Cameron’s backpack, which was open, showing the plants they had collected. “But you two were nowhere to be seen. Jason said he had located the underground building, and he went inside to look for you. Where is he?”

“Still back there,” Cameron replied, his voice unsteady.

“He will be ok,” Isis said, but she no longer sounded as confident. In fact, she sounded guilty. “He has to be.”

“There’s nothing you could have done,” Cameron told her.

Isis bit her lip and turned her head down. She trudged to the other side of the fire and sat on the ground. Propping her arms against her raised knees, she closed her eyes and was silent.

“What happened to you?” Everett asked Cameron.

“Captured by Avans,” Cameron said. It was hard to speak.

“And Isis?” he asked, pointing at her bare shoulder.

“Dirty Avan tore off my sleeve. And this is my only shirt,” she complained.

“I’ll buy you a new one,” Everett assured her.

“Will you buy me new skin too?”

Everett looked at her in confusion.

“He licked her. Again,” explained Cameron.

“He who?” Everett’s eyes lit up in understanding. “It was the Avan from Lear again, wasn’t it? Maybe I really should have ended him.”

“Already taken care of,” said Jason’s voice.

Cameron rushed forward to him as Isis jumped up. Jason’s clothes were ripped and he had numerous cuts across his body. Though they were already healing, he had never looked so battered.

“Looks like we’ll need to buy you new clothes as well,” commented Everett, looking over his shredded ensemble. “What happened?”

“Jason, are you all—”

“I’m fine, Cameron.”

“Did those weird Elitions—”

“We’ll discuss this later,” said Jason. “Now, eat something, so we can continue on. I don’t want to risk spending the night here.”

Cameron sat down beside Everett, and they pulled out several sandwiches to pass around. Jason took a seat on the log behind Isis, who was still staring wide-eyed at him.

“Aren’t you going to sit?” he asked her.

Still silent, she sat down next to him and took a long gulp from her tea canister. Jason caught the two sandwiches Everett had thrown him and offered one to her. She unwrapped it and began to nibble on the edge, but her eyes remained on him.

Finally, she reached her hand across him and brushed her finger along a tear in his sleeve. “They hurt you.”

He caught her hand. “Just a few minor cuts. I’ll be fine. I heal fast.”

She retracted her hand slowly, then turned back forward and stared blankly at the fire. They finished their sandwiches in silence. When hers was gone, Isis took another gulp from her canister, then shifted her body toward Jason.

“You saved us. You saved me,” she breathed. “That man. Who knows what he would have tried to do.”

“I think his intentions were all too obvious,” Jason said. “And I would never let him touch you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered and, with their gazes still locked, kissed his cheek.














18. Dangerous Distractions
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THEY HAD TRAVELED nearly a week in the Selpe Empire, moving from the territory of Ironwood into the territory of Horncreek. The days had passed without incident, but Jason did not think their luck would hold. Though it was still summer, cool northern winds meant it looked reasonable for Everett to be dressed in the thick leather jacket which covered his telltale tattoo. Cameron and Jason wore hats to cover their conspicuous hair. The foggy mornings and rainy afternoons left visibility so low anyway; as long as they averted their eyes from any passing travelers, they could continue along unnoticed. Not that they had met a single soul on the road. And that, Jason knew, was the real reason for the ease of their voyage. After all, how long could a party consisting of an infamous Elition assassin, a Rev mercenary, an Elition magnet for trouble, and their pretty pigtailed guide go unnoticed?

The hilly terrain had staggered their progress, but not as much as the rain. It was an hour after sundown when they made camp beside an overflowing stream. There was no decent cover in sight, but for once the downpour had abated in time for supper. A gentle wind parted the clouds, unmasking the rising full moon.

Everett plunked down his heavy pack. Rolling his shoulders back a few times, he declared, “I’m heading over to the town we saw about ten minutes back.”

“Why?” Cameron asked.

“For supplies.”

“You will find little of interest there,” Jason warned him. “It was hardly more than a hovel in the hill.”

“Be that as it may, I am going. I’m looking for food, and they should have that. We ran out of sandwiches days ago, and—no offense,” he began, throwing a look Isis’s way. “But I am tired of nothing but berries and undercooked hare.”

“Suit yourself,” she replied with a shrug. She threw down her own pack then began piling fallen branches at the camp’s center.

Isis had been responsible for the berries, but not the hare. Jason was their designated hunter.

“The lands here have been picked dry of large game. Rabbits are all that are left,” he said.

Everett raised two very skeptical eyebrows. “Jason, your idea of cooking meat is to show it to the fire and call it done.”

“You humans overcook your meat,” he observed.

“Isis doesn’t even eat any,” Cameron commented with a smile. She always gave her portion to him.

As Isis dumped another armful of branches into the already enormous pile, Jason had to admire how quickly she worked. She wiped her hand across her forehead and took a long gulp from her tea canister. Then she looked at them.

“I don’t often eat meat. I can’t abide how it gets caught between my teeth,” she declared.

It was said so solemnly that Everett and Cameron immediately burst into laughter. Even Jason found himself biting back a smile. She was cute. Too cute for comfort.

“Thank you for that. And on that cheerful note, I’m off.” Everett slapped her lightly on the back as he headed back down the trail. He paused for a moment and called back, “I should be back within the hour.”

After he left, they stood in silence for a moment before Isis continued making her firewood rounds. As Cameron sat down to arrange the wood she had collected, Jason retreated through the patchy grove of fire-eaten trees and young saplings. He sat down upon a rippled rock beside the gurgling stream and closed his eyes. He heard the crinkle of wind through the sun-dried leaves and the splatter of water stepping down granite steps. Blocking out all but the soothing woodland sounds, Jason felt his body relax.

But when the strain of keeping his senses on guard was gone, his mind was free to dwell on other matters. Inevitably, it turned to Terra. He remembered seeing her for the first time as a bald, pink baby with round fingers. He saw her, a six-year-old, now with long, wild, free-flowing hair of pale gold. Jason was embracing her, for her mother had just been killed, and tears streamed down her cheeks like waterfalls. He saw her half a year later, trembling as she set a pendant into his hands before being escorted off by her father. Just a few months later was the last time they had seen each other. He could still feel the weight of her hands, clenching his, holding on as long as she could before being yanked away from him. King River had torn them apart. Even after a decade, Jason could not forget this—nor could he forgive.

“Terra,” he muttered.

“What did you say?”

Jason looked up to find Isis beside him. Once again, he had not heard her approach. His mind had become too full of late—too distracted.

“Nothing. Just thinking,” he replied. “What are you doing here?”

“Just collecting some more firewood,” she told him, nodding toward the sticks of wood piled high in her arms. “Cameron is trying to start the fire, but it’s proved more of a challenge than he’d anticipated.”

Jason jumped up and walked with haste back toward the campsite. “You left Cameron alone with combustibles?” he asked her.

“You really don’t give him enough credit, you know. He’s more capable than you think,” Isis said.

“He is far too capable of setting things on fire.”

At that, they heard a “whooaa!” erupt from the campsite. Jason broke into a brisk jog. Isis kept up easily, just as he had expected. Her time in the wild—however long that had been—had made her as fit a human as he had ever met. Sure, she looked small and skinny, but he could see the lean muscle beneath her fitted clothes. Her new black shirt showed that off better than the old green one. Were she not so hopeless with a weapon, she would have been downright dangerous. Maybe he’d train her. They’d make great partners.

You don’t have a partner, his mind told him. You are a cold-blooded assassin and you work alone. For good reason.

“You don’t know Cameron as well as I do,” Jason told Isis.

“I know him well enough,” she countered.

There was no point in arguing with her further. As they jogged back to the campsite side-by-side, Isis turned her head and shot him a grin. Despite himself, Jason smiled back, and that smile erupted into a low laugh when she nearly collided with a tree. Unfazed, Isis swooped her head around a low branch and gracefully grapevined around the trunk. She ended her dance by bowing down until she was seated upon a tree stump beside Cameron. In front of them, the flames crackled along wood sticks.

Isis turned to Jason, an I-told-you-so plastered on her cheerful, smiling face.

Cameron looked at them, then held out two plates of steaming meat. Looking very pleased with himself, he said, “Supper is served.”

Jason took his plate and began to chew. The meat was crispy black on the outside and still bloody on the inside. Actually, it was not half as bad as he had feared. He sat down beside Isis. The stump was so wide that they both fit, if not snugly. He was quite aware that her leg was pressed up against his.

Isis leaned over and looked up at him with a teasing grin. “What are you looking at, stone eyes?”

“You, pigtails,” he retorted. “I thought you didn’t like how it got stuck between your teeth.”

“For Cameron’s cuisine, I shall make an exception.” She beamed at Cameron as she took a big bite of the burnt strip.

The charcoal aftertaste did not seem to bother her, but then who knew how well her taste buds functioned. Not as sensitive as an Elition’s, that was for sure. Cameron took a bite, and the shock of his own cooking sent him into coughing convulsions.

“What are you thinking, Jason?” Isis asked, patting Cameron hard on the back.

That your shirt is distracting, especially the way it shows off a hint of your bellybutton. “Just wondering when our resident Rev will return,” he replied, pushing thoughts of Isis’s bellybutton and Cameron’s cooking aside. He was being ridiculous.

“Right now,” Everett announced with a grin. He looked very pleased about something.

“Did you find your sandwich supplies?” Cameron asked, feeding his dinner to the flames.

“Yes, and something even better. Take a look at this!” Everett shook the frayed parchment in his hand with excitement.

Jason’s eyes honed in on the thick black block letters at the top, which promised a reward of one hundred thousand Crowns, a sum so generous that short of his own wanted poster, he had not seen its equal before. Whatever the job was, it was no joke.

“A missing person’s case,” Everett said. “I tend to avoid jobs tacked to bulletin boards. They’re usually too dangerous. This one seems ok, though. We might have some competition for the reward—which is phenomenal, by the way—but they’ll run off as soon as they catch sight of our scary assassin.”

Jason scanned for the person. He had to be very valuable. The reward to save Hayden and Ian Selpe, heirs to the Selpe Empire was not even half of that.

“We’ll be looking for an Elition boy who has been missing for sixteen years. Sorin Storm, son of the high king. Seventeen years old…”

Jason and Cameron exchanged loaded glances. Jason set his hand on Cameron’s shoulder and stepped forward to get a better look at the parchment. A reward for an Elition in Selpe currency. Jason had long wondered when their desperation would finally drive them to that. Sixteen years without a single lead must surely have frustrated the Selpes to no end.

“Now, I think we should—” Everett began, only to be cut short by Isis.

“What are you doing, Everett?” she demanded, hands planted on her hips.

Jason turned to her in surprise. Appreciative surprise.

“What do you mean?” the Rev asked.

“You already have a mission to find Hayden and Ian Selpe,” she reminded him in sharp, clipped tones.

“But this one is worth—”

“I don’t care what it’s worth. You took on this job first. You must see it through to its completion before running off after other treasures.”

“Well, what do you know. A thief with a code of honor,” he muttered.

“As I have told you before, I am no thief. I am a guide. Your guide. And if you want to continue receiving my help, you will stick to the task at hand. I am staying out of Selpe-Elition conflicts, and you would do best to do the same,” she told him.

“Who said anything about Selpes?”

“She’s right, Everett,” Jason stepped in. “You’re a smart man. Think. Why would the reward for an Elition boy be offered in Selpe currency? And what makes him so valuable that the reward is twice that of rescuing the two Selpe heirs from forty Avan soldiers and a mad Siennan? You want to stay clear of this one.”

“And what about you? Care to throw in your opinion as well?” Everett asked Cameron.

Cameron jumped a bit in his seat, which was to be expected after all. He bit his lip, then stammered out, “Sounds like messy business.”

“Well, aren’t you all a bunch of party poopers!” declared Everett with an agitated twitch of his head. “Here I thought I was bringing in the prospect of great wealth, and you shoot it down. I had thought we could work together on this and all share in the reward. Well, fine then.” He folded the parchment neatly and tucked it into his jacket’s inside pocket. “I won’t pursue it. Not just yet. The matter is only shelved, not dropped. And when I do take on this mission, I’ll do it alone. The reward will be mine and mine alone.”

He then tossed them each a wrapped sandwich and sat down so hard upon his stump that he nearly slipped off.
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The sky was bright and clear the next day. After days of heavy downfall and fog, the sun was a nice change. Jason would trek through the rain if he had to, but even he was not immune to the aggravation of wet socks. He just hid it better than Cameron, who had been trudging along under showering skies for the past week with a sulking face. Everett, too, appeared demotivated by the weather. Only Isis was unchanged. Jason did not think any amount of rain or snow could dampen her spirits. She had simply glided along beside him, throwing occasional flirtatious grins his way. Jason bit back the smiles he would have returned. There was just something very infectious about her. And that, Jason decided, was dangerous.

But today’s sunny warmth had made them all too cheerful for Jason to worry about the attraction for her that had managed to sneak up on him. Cameron and Isis joked and laughed as they skipped along the path. It was an incredible sight to see Cameron, who had spent so many years brooding, in such high spirits. And Isis had a lot to do with that. She could cheer up just about anyone.

Everett walked beside Jason, and they watched their two exuberant comrades prance about in delight just steps away.

“Jason,” the Rev said in a lowered voice. “Do you feel like we’re being followed?”

“Yes, off and on in the distance for the past few days,” he replied. He had not been that distracted as to completely lose his senses.

In front of them, Cameron and Isis stopped in their tracks. They looked at each other, then all around.

“Keep moving. We don’t want to let the tracker know that we’re on to him. We will lose him soon enough,” Jason told them.

Everett joined Cameron in the front and started up a conversation about flaming swords. Isis stepped back to Jason, but she did not look at him as she usually did. Her eyes were still scanning back and forth, looking over the lake that bordered the path.

“Hey, I told you not to worry,” he teased. Then something possessed him to flick water up at her with his foot.

That got her attention. She bent over and scooped both of her hands into the lake, splashing him all over. In an instant, Jason moved to the other side of her. He pulled up on her leg, toppling her into the lake. Soaked completely through, she staggered up on shaky legs.

“That was not funny,” she said, her lips pushing out in a pout.

But when Jason leaned over to help her out of the lake, she threw her weight against him, pushing them both into the icy water.

“Now, we’re both soaked,” he said.

“Exactly. Now, we’re both soaked,” she repeated with satisfaction.

As Jason looked into Isis’s laughing face, he caught a whiff of her emotions for the first time. Usually so guarded inside, yet so open outside, the overwhelming taste of her energy swept him away. There was joy and amusement, mixed up with…sadness, perhaps? He could not place the emotion. It was a sort of painful bliss, a happy sorrow. It made little sense, but this spark, this chaotic cocktail, made her all the more magnetic.

“What’s wrong?” Isis asked, tilting her head cutely.

“Intriguing.”

“What is?”

He pressed his thumb to her forehead. “You.”

Isis said nothing, but she came nearer—so close that Jason could feel her breath against his cheek as she looked up. He sensed his head was moving toward hers, as though by its own initiative.

“I see you for the first time, Isis, and you are beautiful. Divided, tormented, deep. You are far more complex than you let on,” he whispered, his lips practically touching hers as they moved.

“You can feel inside my head?” she asked.

And just like that, it was over. The moment shattered. Isis withdrew her hand and turned away. That was enough to help Jason regain his senses. He looked up the path, where Cameron and Everett were staring wide-eyed at them, their mouths agape. Leaving Isis at the lake, Jason joined them, his socks yet again slushy wet.














19. A Selpe Confrontation

526AX August 2, Horncreek







EVERETT KNEW—HAD known for awhile now—that there was something between them. Jason and Isis stared at each other far too often for it to be innocent camaraderie. It would have almost been amusing to watch them, if he hadn’t been worried about Isis. The closest Jason had likely ever gotten to a woman was that final second before he jammed a knife into her chest. Isis was a nice girl, and Everett didn’t want to see her get hurt.

“The Dell. We’ll stop here for lunch,” he declared at the door to the lakeside inn.

The house’s paint was chipped and the roof was checkered with holes, but an inviting smell seeped out from the windows. Everett’s stomach rumbled.

“No spectacles,” he said to Jason and blocked the doorknob with his arm. “No murders. Just a nice, quiet meal. For once.”

As was typical for him, Jason remained silent, but threw a glare at Everett so stone cold that he couldn’t help but drop his hand and look away. Elition magic at work, no doubt. Jason opened the door and led the way inside, flipping up his hood as he crossed the threshold.

The move was a good one, it turned out, for though they attracted the usual stares—it could not be helped with two Elitions in the party—no one seemed to recognize Jason through the dark shadow the hood cast on his face. Ignoring the stuttering nervousness of the woman who greeted them inside, Jason swept past her to select a table in the darkest corner of the room. As Everett proceeded to order for them all, Jason folded his hands together in purposeful silence and scanned the room. Cameron ogled at the shaggy-maned, prickly-faced man tending the bar. And Isis took several hasty gulps from her canister.

Could we have appeared any guiltier?

“What? I’m thirsty,” Isis responded to Cameron’s curious look.

“Didn’t you get enough to drink from the lake?” he teased her.

“Very funny, Cameron. You be careful, or I’ll throw you in next,” she warned, pointing out the window at the lake just outside.

Her expression was distressed, unhinged. Invariably cheerful, she was not herself. Something was bothering her. He wondered what Jason had said to her. But the assassin’s face was its characteristic expressionless block and obscured in shadow on top of that. Everett would have had better luck reading a book penned with invisible ink.

“I’ll get us ciders,” Isis said to them, standing. But her eyes were obviously avoiding Jason. Actually, she was avoiding him altogether. Whatever it was that had happened, she could no longer even sit at the same table with him for more than a minute.

Everett watched her head for the bar and sit down with her back to them. She was not going there for cider. She was going there to be alone. One moment warm, the next aloof. There was something very strange about her.

Cameron rose in his seat, then froze. A horde of Selpe soldiers, led by a group of six Diamond Edges, had just stepped inside. The Diamond Edges were decked out in their usual black with blue trim splendor. Each wore a sparkling diamond brooch in the shape of a dagger on his chest. Everett swore under his breath and pulled Cameron back down into his seat. Maybe the Selpes hadn’t noticed them.

And maybe I will spontaneously develop Elition powers.

The clear leader of the Diamond Edges, a tall man with closely-cut, pale blond hair and babylike skin far too smooth for a soldier, scanned the room. One look at him was all it took to tell Everett that he was as vain a man as he had ever seen.

“That one,” the leader said, pointing at Jason.

The soldiers did not make it a single step before Jason was up and on the other side of them. As they looked around in obvious confusion, struggling to locate their target, Everett stood and drew his gun.

“Behind you, you idiots,” the leader said lazily, tickling his leather holster with his fingers.

The Diamond Edges encircled their leader, all standing idly by as the other Selpe soldiers advanced on Jason. They snickered and did not lift a finger to help those they most certainly saw as ‘common’ soldiers.

Jason threw a soldier onto a wooden table with such force that the table legs moaned in protest. That kicked off the real fight. Between them, Jason and Everett had the Selpes surrounded, but they were still severely outnumbered. Jason flung another soldier through the air. The soldier nearly collided with Isis as he flew over the bar. She took one look at the Diamond Edges. They had stayed out of the fight until now, but backing up their smug-faced leader, they were all moving steadily in her direction.

Isis jumped off her stool and withdrew into the back room, trailed closely by the Diamond Edges. Everett paid the price of allowing himself to get distracted. One of the soldiers kicked him hard against the wall. Everett bumped off the springy wood panelling and tumbled into the hall.

The Diamond Edges had trapped Isis inside the storage room. A wall of five backs formed a barrier across the door. Everett couldn’t see much, but he could make out the movement of the leader, who was standing opposite Isis. As he stepped forward, he spoke softly. Between the Diamond Edges blocking the way and the ruckus that blared from the fight at the front, Everett could not make out a single word.

Straining his ears to catch something, he jumped and stumbled in surprise at a loud crash. Isis had thrown a chair at the leader, which he sadly dodged. Everett did not know the guy, but he already loathed him. There was something very creepy, very predatory, about his body language as he honed in on her. Plus, he was Selpe.

But Everett’s fumble had made far too much noise. The Diamond Edges turned around and sneered at him.

“Go. Out the back,” Jason said from right behind him.

“What about Isis?” Everett asked. “We can’t leave her.”

Jason looked past the Diamond Edges, to where Isis was barely visible. “Too late. Let’s go.” Everett shouldn’t have been shocked by the cold calculation in his eyes, but he was. This was Isis they were talking about, after all. The girl Jason had nearly kissed not even half an hour ago.

“We can’t leave her,” Cameron said.

“Out.” Jason pushed him toward the back exit. “Now.”

The three of them burst outside, dashing for cover. They made it unscathed to a grove of trees atop the high vista point that looked down into the valley. The lakeside inn was now far below.

“Those were Selpe Diamond Edges,” Everett said, peering through the leaves.

Jason nodded.

“We have to go back for her,” Cameron insisted, bouncing on his toes as he squatted down.

Everett set his hand on Cameron’s shoulder. Jason was right. Damn him, he was.

“It’s too late for that now. Besides, she’s better off without us around. She’s the only one the Selpes aren’t after.”

“Well, now they might be.”

“She’s a bright girl, Cameron,” Everett assured him. “If anyone can talk themselves out of that situation, she can.”

So, they waited, watching the inn in solemn silence. Despite his confident words, Everett was surprised to see Isis come out the back exit just a few minutes later. She looked up at the grove and, as though she had seen them, took off running straight for their hiding spot. The remaining Selpes, headed by the six Diamond Edges, came out the front and marched off in the opposite direction.

“You took out a dozen?” Cameron asked, turning to Jason.

The assassin crossed his arms before his chest. “Slow day.”

“Isis!” Cameron exclaimed.

She was standing with her back against a tree trunk, taking in a deep breath, collecting herself. It was not working too well. She looked at least ten times as flustered as Everett had ever seen her.

“What happened?” asked Everett.

“The Selpes wanted to know where the ‘traitorous rogue Jason Chanz’ was heading,” she replied. “I sent them in the wrong direction, off through the Wasteland to the Temple of the Sun.”

Everett couldn’t help the smile that came. “Good thinking.”

Jason scanned her, his eyes narrowed and steady. Then, without warning, in the bat of an eye, he launched two knives at her.

“What have you done?!” Cameron screeched in protest.

Jason looked at him, then pointed toward Isis. Everett followed his glare all the way to her—and felt his jaw drop in surprise. There she stood, poised, a caught knife held in each hand.

“Now, why don’t you tell us who you really are?” Jason said coldly.
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“THE DELL. WE’LL stop here for lunch.”

Isis looked from Everett, who seemed weary, to Cameron, who was clearly hungry, but her eyes zipped right past Jason. She did not think she could meet his stare, not just yet. Not until she had gotten herself composed once again. She had not kept her mind in check. It was hard to do so, especially around him, and yet he was the person against whom she had to be the most guarded.

“No spectacles,” Everett said to Jason, blocking the doorknob with his arm. “No murders. Just a nice, quiet meal. For once.”

Isis allowed herself to fall to the very back, behind Cameron as they entered the inn. She vaguely saw Jason lift his hood up. As though that could mask his piercing stare, those magnificent eyes she was so very much trying to avoid at the moment. As soon as they were seated at their table, Isis took out her canister and drank several gulps of the sweet liquid. This will help. Surely, it will.

Cameron was staring at her.

“What? I’m thirsty,” she said. If only he knew how much she needed it right now.

“Didn’t you get enough to drink from the lake?” he teased.

“Very funny, Cameron. You be careful, or I’ll throw you in next,” she deflected, pointing out the window at the lake outside. The lake where she and Jason had… “I’ll get us ciders,” she said quickly and stood up.

As she turned toward the bar, she tried very hard to avoid Jason’s eyes. She sat down on one of the very uncomfortable stools, her back to the room. She needed a moment, just a moment, to allow the serum to take effect. Then, she could meet his stare without fear.

She had not sat there for even a minute when the door creaked open loudly, ushering in a horde of Selpe soldiers. There were at least thirty of them, headed by a group of six Diamond Edges, and it was Aaron who led them all. Naturally. Of course it was Aaron. She could never escape him. He was always there. Always.

“That one,” Aaron said with a smug grin and pointed at Jason.

Jason was up and weeding them down before they could even make their move.

“Behind you, you idiots,” Aaron told them. He sounded rather bored.

Aaron must have known what would happen. He was hardheaded, not stupid. The soldiers never had a chance. They were never meant to. They were nothing more than a distraction. So that while they fought, Aaron’s Diamond Edges could…

Oh, they are coming my way!

Isis jumped back to avoid the soldier who had just been thrown past the bar, then retreated into the back. They were right behind her. Aaron stepped into the storage room after her, and his lackeys formed a human wall at the door. They were all smirking, but Aaron’s was the biggest by far.

“Isis, what a pleasure it is to see you again. It’s been too long,” he said.

She tried not to meet his blue-green eyes. She did not want to remember that he was a real person. But he would not have it. He grabbed her by the shoulders, holding her until she looked at him.

In his eyes, Isis saw herself meet him for the first time. It was just last year. She had already heard much of him when Ethan introduced them. She had known all about his infamous womanizing and his supposed charm that could disarm even the most guarded. Isis cringed. She did not want to think about Ethan.

And yet Isis had found Aaron charming. She had actually liked him. He had pursued her. Still pursued her. He would never have her, though, she told herself. Never ever.

Isis tore herself from Aaron’s grasp. She picked up a chair and threw it at him. She knew he would dodge it, but that was not the point. It made her feel better.

“Ah, such passion. I see you missed me too,” he smiled, still moving closer.

As the Diamond Edges turned around, Isis could see Cameron through the gaps in their wall, watching from a distance. Everett grabbed him and together with Jason, they ran off.

“You keep very poor company,” Aaron told her as the Diamond Edges turned back to them.

“Aaron, what do you want?”

“Is that any way to treat your ally?”

“Just leave me alone. Take your lackeys and go. This is my mission.”

“My orders come from the Selpe Advisory Council. Where did you get yours?” He smirked. “From King River, I suppose?”

“Just go,” she said, now pleading.

“Not just yet, my dearest.”

He kissed her hand with delicate grace, and the Diamond Edges laughed. Isis made a show of wiping her hand on her pants, then turned away.

Aaron pulled her back around. “Isis, I demand, in the name of the Selpe Empire, that you tell me where the traitorous rogue Jason Chanz and his band of co-conspirators have gone.”

She wanted to hit him. Hard. But she forced her hands to go limp and her voice to go flat. “They are headed for the Elition Temple of the Sun, on the coast of the Wasteland.” If she got lucky, the Diamond Edges would run into Nemesis, and that would teach Aaron.

Aaron nodded with a smile. He leaned down to her and kissed her once, with unexpected gentleness, on the cheek.

“Until next time, my dear,” he whispered into her ear.

The Diamond Edges laughed. They each patted Aaron on the back in turn as he moved in front of them and led them toward the inn’s front entrance.

Isis took a deep breath, hoping that would be enough to focus herself, and she ran out the back. Once outside, she looked up to the grove above the valley. It was the only hiding place in sight, and Jason and the others were most likely there. She could just pick out their silhouettes behind the veil of leaves, so she circled around up the hill and into the trees.

As she made her way closer to them, Isis tried to remain focused. She struggled to push thoughts of Aaron, of Jason—of anything actually—out of her mind.

“You took out a dozen?” Cameron’s voice said. They were close.

“Slow day,” Jason said.

“Isis!” Cameron exclaimed.

She smiled at him with control. They must not suspect. Cameron seemed merely concerned. Then again, sweet as he was, Isis had to admit he was a bit naive.

“What happened?” Everett asked.

“The Selpes wanted to know where the ‘traitorous rogue Jason Chanz’ was heading,” she replied. “I sent them in the wrong direction, off through the Wasteland to the Temple of the Sun.”

“Good thinking,” Everett said. She thought she detected a sigh of relief in his tone.

Jason, however, was not so easily won over. She had expected as much. He was naturally cautious—slow to trust, quick to suspect. As he met her gaze with his cold eyes, Isis had the feeling he was testing the air around her, trying to pull out the slightest hint of betrayal. She did not look away. She did not blink. Her serum had taken effect. She could feel the ripples of distress dispersing, steadying her head.

But it was not enough to ease his suspicion. With his typical flurry of speed, Jason slid two knives out of his armband. He held them just long enough to send them tearing through the air at her. All of this happened in a flash, but to Isis’s eyes it played out in slow motion. She extended her hands forward, catching the knives by their flat handles.

“What have you done?!” Cameron screamed, his eyes still locked on Jason.

Jason looked to him, then to Isis. Cameron followed his gaze, and his mouth fell open in disbelief at the sight of her—very much alive—a knife in each hand.

“Now, why don’t you tell us who you really are?” said Jason, his voice crusted over with ice.
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Isis and Jason circled each other. He had drawn two knives as long as his forearms, and he did not waste time in using them. Isis blocked his attacks, and her fingers rumbled from the impact. The slender throwing knives were not up to the barrage from their bigger brothers.

“There’s no need to get testy,” she told him, backing up a few paces.

He pushed on, not allowing her to get out of range of his gigantic golden Wing knives. “You’re Elition,” he stated to Cameron’s and Everett’s great surprise.

“But she—” Everett began.

“She doesn’t look Elition,” Cameron finished for him.

“She is.” Jason’s eyes darted to her drink canister, then he muttered to himself, “Inhibiting Serum.”

“Jason?” Everett asked.

“That liquid she’s been drinking from her canister. It’s not tea, as she claimed. It’s a serum that masks her Elition traits. That’s why her eyes and hair look so human. It must be a pretty high dose to accomplish that.”

Cameron bit down on his lip. “But I took a sip of it way back. And I think that must have been what made me see things. Strange things.”

“The serum recipe is crafted to her abilities, to lock them out. Quite a sacrifice.” He actually sounded impressed. “Just what are your abilities?”

Isis raised an eyebrow at him.

“No, you wouldn’t volunteer any information, would you? Games and deception seem to be all you know.”

Isis ignored the comment. Jason was just trying to goad her. “I am Isis Fontane, the Elition bodyguard to Hayden Selpe.”

“Selpe,” hissed Everett and jumped back.

“And you call me a traitor, you who have sold Elitia out to the Selpes,” Jason seethed. He sounded as angry as Isis had ever heard him.

“I am loyal to Elitia above all,” she protested. “King River sent me.”

“To find Hayden and Ian?” Jason asked. The mention of King River had done nothing to quell his rage.

“Yes. King River believes it was a Selpe conspiracy to do away with Emperor Selpe and his sons.”

Jason did not look surprised. “The Selpes are far more dangerous without Ambrose Selpe there to control them.”

“Yes. And dangerous especially for Elitia. There are Selpe Advisory Council members who would see Elitions as slaves and pets. Remember what we saw in Vib’s lair, his ‘menagerie’ as he called it. Well, that nonsense of the Avans is nothing compared to what the Selpes would do to all Elitions if they had the chance,” she said.

From his expression, Isis knew he was thinking of Terra Cross. She did not need to be a Phantom to decipher that.

“There is talk that you were the one to kill Emperor Selpe. I saw his body. The poor man stabbed himself with his own letter opener.” Her voice shook, and she swallowed back bile. The memory made her stomach churn. “Many are attributing that to you as a Phantom and an assassin.”

“An interesting, albeit inaccurate, theory,” he said with cool indifference.

Isis stopped circling opposite him. “Jason, how did you know?”

“I didn’t. Not until just now. I should have known,” he declared. Jason was usually good at masking his feelings, but his annoyance here could not have been more obvious. “Your instincts are too honed. Your movements too stealth. The emotions painted on your face too real to be real. Of course it was an act, a manipulation so skillfully crafted that even I fell for it. I should have known,” he repeated.

Isis nodded her head, numb and sad. She had not realized Jason was so cynical. Well, she had known, but she had stupidly hoped otherwise. Not everything could be faked. Some things were just as they were.

They stood motionless, staring into each other’s faces, trying to read what was there. From the corner of her eye, Isis noticed Cameron and Everett were watching them with even greater eagerness than they had at the lake. They were waiting for them to really start fighting.

“Shall we?” Isis asked Jason, extending her hand toward the trees behind him.

Jason took one look at Cameron and Everett, who tried to feign disinterest, then sheathed his knives. He followed her through the trees until they reached a ring of tree stumps. Isis hopped onto one of the stumps, and Jason did the same. She smiled to herself. He did not want to yield the upper ground to her. They simply stared at each other, unblinking, unmoving. Isis was surprised that it was Jason who finally broke the long silence.

“You must leave. We cannot be burdened with spies.”

“You need me,” she told him. “The Selpes have sent caravans of soldiers into the Wilderness. I can lead you around them. And without my help, you will never head off Nemesis in time.”

“We will.” He drew his knives once again. He hopped forward along the stumps with perfect ease and grace.

“Oh, you’re not going to scare me off so easily. Everyone else may be afraid of the great Jason Chanz, but I’ve seen who you really are inside.” She blocked his unenthusiastic attack on her and sprang over him to the stump on the far side.

That comment seemed to get a reaction out of him, at least. He picked up the pace and was soon striking at her with his usual flurry. Isis bit down hard under the onslaught, but she managed to block each move he made. Barely. He was fast. Faster than she had expected. But he also looked surprised that she was able to keep up. That made her smile.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“You.”

“Are you laughing at me, Isis?”

She chuckled. “No.”

Jason’s attacks grew faster and faster—until finally their blades collided with such force that both of Isis’s knives flew out of her hands. He swept his leg out to trip her, but she hopped to the next tree stump. He repeated the movement, and when she tried to dodge him once more, he caught hold of her braid and tugged. Isis felt herself jolt back, her back colliding hard with Jason’s chest. He locked his arm across her throat.

“Got you, pigtails,” he uttered, tracing the tip of his knife down her face. “You know me, you say?” His breath was hot and harsh against her ear; his blade was ice cold against her skin.

“I knew you wouldn’t harm me,” Isis replied with a calmness she did not feel.

She set her hand on his and slowly peeled it off her neck. He did not put up any resistance. She turned around and looked him in the eye, smiling. “See, nothing but a big softy.”

“Don’t fool yourself. I owed you for saving Cameron’s life from the Avans. That is all. And that debt is now repaid. Begone. I can’t be burdened with spies,” he said in a low voice and turned his back on her.

Isis took cue from his bag of tricks and whisked around him before he could take a step. She caught his gaze in her own and said, “You need not worry about me. I, too, want to see Cameron safe. He is too special. The son of Elitia’s high king. And with a price on his head, he could scarcely be more vulnerable than he is right now.”

“How did you know?”

“Luckily for you, Everett does not,” Isis replied, though it was no answer. She paused to gauge his next reaction. “And I will not tell King River about Cameron.”

His eyes phased obsidian. “Is that a threat?”

“Jason, I said I won’t say anything, and I won’t. Finding Cameron is not my mission. Stop being so suspicious, and just trust me.”

He let out a humorless laugh. “You consider yourself trustworthy, do you? After all this?”

“Do you?” she reflected.

He studied her face. “I can’t sense you and you’ve shown yourself to be an able manipulator, and yet…somehow my instincts tell me I actually can trust you. At least on this matter. And you need us to get Hayden and Ian Selpe back.”

“I need you, Jason,” she corrected him. “With Nemesis and her Avans all around them, holding them hostage, I would never be able to rescue them. Not against so many.”

“You appear to be an able fighter,” he told her.

It was another one of those not-quite-compliments, yet something more than a simple fact. Isis was not exactly sure what to make of Jason sometimes. Even now, he almost seemed to like her.

“I’m not you. There are certain things I cannot do.”

He looked into her eyes, as though he were searching for something hidden in them. “Innocence,” he whispered to himself, then addressed her. “You have never killed. I can see it in your eyes.”

“I…can’t,” she admitted. “I have never been able to follow through.”

“And yet here you are, the bodyguard of the Selpe heir. Perhaps, you would be better suited for temple life,” he suggested.

“They would have liked that,” she said.

“They?”

“Never mind.”

Slowly, Jason extended his hands forward and took hers. He flipped them over and traced his index finger along the lines of her palms. Isis felt a spark, like a shock, between them. Jason had noticed it too, for his dark eyes opened up, moving past the cold exterior, allowing her to catch a rare glimpse at the man inside. They were no longer fighters, opponents, enemies. They were just two people—two Elitions—standing hand in hand, allowing their souls to mesh together. Closing her eyes, Isis took a deep breath and sighed.

“What is your power?” Jason asked with hypnotic softness.

She wanted to answer, to tell him everything. Every single thing about herself. All her memories. All her secrets. She had spent years barricading her mind, shielding her secrets, and she wanted to spill it all to him. Part of it was the draw of the Elite Phantom. Mostly, it was just Jason.

Isis took a deep breath and clamped down the gates of her mind. And just like that, it was over. The connection was severed, the moment gone. Isis withdrew her hands and hopped down from the stump. She returned through the thick underbrush, back to where Cameron and Everett were waiting, muttering to each other. At the sight of Isis and of Jason, who had followed closely behind her, they fell silent.

“The Selpe soldiers will be off our trail for at least two weeks, possibly more. But when they realize I have tricked them in directing them to the Temple of the Sun, Aaron will be furious. We must get far enough ahead of them. We must find Hayden and Ian before then. Otherwise, it will be very bad.” She looked at Jason. “For all of us.”

“Who’s Aaron?” Cameron asked.

“He’s an ambitious Selpe major, leader of the Diamond Edges. The Selpes consider him a shooting star. He’s ruthless, cunning, and very, very dangerous.”

“Managed to get on your bad side, did he?” commented Everett.

She glared at him. “Yes. And that was a mistake.”

Everett stared back. “Well, Isis, or whoever you are, you made the mistake of getting on my bad side. And you were deceiving all of us.” He looked pointedly at Jason, who ignored him.

“Did I navigate you along dangerous paths quickly and safely?” she asked.

“Yes,” Everett grumbled.

“And did I play countless parts, no matter how ridiculous or disgusting, in your schemes?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you complaining?”

“Because you were supposed to be working for me, not for the high king of Elitia and most definitely not for the Selpes. I paid you. Far too well, I might add. I want my money back.”

“Actually, when you think about it, considering my skills, you have seriously underpaid me. Perhaps, I will ask for a raise.”

Everett’s mouth fell open, but he said nothing.

She sighed. “Oh, don’t worry. I have no interest in your precious money. In fact, Cameron can have my share.”

Cameron looked happy, Everett perplexed, and Jason—well, it was not clear what he was thinking. His humorless rock face was once again in effect.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” she told them. “I will lead you through the Elition Wilderness to Mist Veil. We will find Hayden and Ian. We will rescue them from a vicious Siennan madwoman and her Avan soldiers. You will get your money, and I will get the boys safely back home. Any questions?”

They all stared at her in silence, until Everett finally turned to Jason. “Can we trust her?”

“I will keep an eye on her,” Jason assured him.

Isis did not doubt it. Not for a second.
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THEY HAD NOT stayed in the inn long enough to be served their meals. Cameron was pacing between the trees, complaining of an empty stomach.

“We cannot risk returning there,” Jason told him.

“But I’m hungry,” he moaned.

Isis filled up a bowl with berries. “We can eat a quick meal here before heading out.”

“What are they?” Everett asked her, holding up a dark berry before his eyes to scrutinize it.

“Boysenberries,” replied Isis.

“Are you sure they aren’t poison berries?” Everett asked seriously.

Cameron laughed, but Isis merely rolled her eyes and made a show of dropping several berries into her mouth, chewing them thoroughly. Jason took a mental note that whatever serum Isis was taking, it didn’t seem to interact with boysenberries.

“Cameron,” Jason said once they had all finished their sandwiches and berries. “I still need an additional accentuating element to brew up my serum. Could you head into the woods back there and try to find me some more of those purple-spotted toadstools?”

Cameron jumped up quickly. He was always so eager to please.

“Sure thing, Jason.”

Once he had left, Jason looked at Isis, then turned to Everett.

“If you want to make out with your new Elition friend, Jason, you’ll need to go someplace else. I’m busy,” Everett grumbled and returned his attention to the supplies he had laid out before him. “Hmm, running low on sandwiches,” he muttered to himself.

“Let’s walk,” Jason said to Isis.

She did not protest. She did not say anything, in fact. She simply followed him down the muddy trail. They walked side by side in perfect silence. When they were out of earshot of the camp, Jason spoke.

“Isis, you are a smart gir—woman,” he told her, then paused.

“Why, thank you, Jason.”

“And we both want this mission to succeed.”

“Of course.”

“And to best ensure success, we must trust each other.”

Isis nodded. Jason wondered if she suspected where this was going. Most likely. As he had said, she was bright.

“Which means working together. And to do that, we need to know our respective strengths.”

“Want to know,” Isis corrected him. “You don’t need to know anything, Jason. And sharing goes both ways. Why do you want to know my ability so badly, anyway?”

“Why do you not want me to know?” countered Jason.

She said nothing and moved ahead of him on the path. Without hesitation, Jason snapped his hand forward as fast as he could, but Isis caught it before he could reach the canister. Cupping the offending hand in hers, she turned around to face him. She was fast. Jason considered that she could even be a Phantom like he was. As she looked into his eyes, he thought he could even catch a glimpse of the sparkle behind the mask of the serum. If only he could drink from her canister, he might be able to deduce her power.

“Leave it be, Jason Chanz,” she said and headed back down the path toward their camp.

That was her way of ending the conversation: just walking away. Did she fear him so little? Few others would risk exposing their back to him.

And she had to know her stubborn secrecy only served to further peak his curiosity. He wondered if she really thought she could avoid being alone with him for the rest of their time together. Sooner or later, she would slip up.

Back at the campsite, Everett was already packing up their supplies, but Cameron was nowhere in sight.

“Have you seen Cameron?” Jason asked Everett.

“No.”

Jason exchanged glances with Isis.

“The apple tree grove by the pond perhaps?” she suggested. “He is always hungry.”

He followed closely in her hurried footsteps. The path opened up to a small orchard. There were only two rows of trees that dotted a pond freckled with yellow foliage, but their trunks reached high into the sky and enormous golden-red apples dangled from their branches. And in the middle of it all, squatted Cameron, his eyes closed and fingertips balanced against the mossy ground.

Jason’s relief turned to agitation at the sight of a shadow hidden behind a leafy curtain in the tree directly above Cameron. Before he could act, Isis had swooped down for a chunk of slate grey rock and launched it into the treetop. There was a thump, and a body tumbled down like a heavy sack, leaves raining down like burst confetti all around him. Isis pulled the man to his feet just long enough to pin him to the tree trunk with a knife jammed through each shirt sleeve.

“Why were you stalking our friend?” she asked the disoriented man, twirling a third knife in her hand.

“Ain’t got no idea what yer talkin’ about,” he grunted, trying to shake his arms free.

She held him steady against the trunk. “Who sent you?”

“Serious, missy, you’ve got the wrong guy,” he insisted.

“And I suppose you were, what, bird watching up in that tree?”

“Yep. I love me some nice birds.”

“I don’t have time for this nonsense.” She turned around and smiled at Jason. “Perhaps, he would speak more openly to you, Jason,” she said loudly.

“Is…is that Jason Ch-Chanz?” the man stuttered, trembling. Jason wasn’t surprised by his reaction. He was apparently the Elition bogey man.

“Why, yes, he is,” she replied and tossed Jason the knife.

Jason looked the man over, calling forth his usual cold stare. It was definitely having the desired effect. The man was one knife twirl away from peeing his pants.

“Jason,” Isis said, her voice sweet. Even in this dire situation, he could not help but feel a little jolt every time she said his name. It was a most bizarre feeling.

“This unfortunate man and I were just having an interesting conversation about our dear Cameron.” She looked at the man. “He is very protective of Cameron, our friend here, you see. They are like brothers actually.”

Stepping forward close enough to rest his blade’s tip against the man’s bare neck, Jason asked, “What is your name?”

“Noan. Noan Glass.”

“All right, Noan. How long have you been following us?”

His eyes were glued to the shimmering silver blade. “Five days.”

“What is your mission?”

“It wasn’t mine!” Noan protested. “It was Boone! Boone made me do it! Don’t kill me.”

“Calm down, Noan.” Jason waited for him to stop sucking in air, then asked, “Who is Boone?”

“My brother-in-law. My sister’s husband. She told him I needed work, and he had me track that there blond Elition boy. Said he was worth somethin’ big to someone. But he sure as heck didn’t tell me he was travelin’ with no Elition assassin!”

“Where were you to bring him?” Jason asked.

“Some of Boone’s men was supposed to meet me yesterday at The Dell. But they got held up, so I had to wait until today to make my move.”

“And some move it was,” Isis jeered. She pulled Cameron to his feet and looked him in the eye. “Are you all right?”

Cameron nodded, so Jason continued interrogating Noan. “Why was this Boone delayed?”

“They got themselves distracted runnin’ after some escaped little twin princes.”

“Hayden and Ian.” Cameron rubbed his head. “I saw it. Just now. Somewhere near the edge of the Wasteland, they got away and made a run for Selpe territory. Nemesis has not managed to find them yet, so she put out a reward.”

“Every pirate band within a week of here was after them boys,” said Noan. “But Boone’s boys got there first. Cornered ‘em right outside of Quarry.”

“When will Nemesis come for them?”

“The exchange is right after dark,” he answered. “But who’s Nemesis?” he asked Jason.

“Red hair. Red eyes. Crazy looking,” Cameron offered.

“Never seen him.”

“Her,” Jason corrected. “And be glad. Nemesis is cruel and quite mad.”

“Worse than you?” he croaked.

“Much worse. I am flowers and puppies compared to her.” Jason traced the point of his blade down Noan’s potbelly.

Noan shivered and pleaded, “Let me go. Oh, please let me go. That’s all I know. I swear it. You ain’t gonna kill me, are you? It wasn’t my fault. None of it.”

“Looks like we’ll be dining at the inn again today, after all,” Jason told Isis.

As he moved in to stab the man, she turned her back and looked away.

Jason wiped the blood from his hands. “Are you all right?”

She continued to look away as they walked up the hill from the pond. From the way she was hurrying, it could not be more obvious that she was eager to put as much distance as possible between her and the dead man. As they reached the crest, Everett came into view. He eyed Noan’s body.

“Who’s that?”

“Our tracker,” replied Jason.

“What happened?” His eyes shifted from the body, to Jason’s smudged hands, to Isis’s pale face. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him, though she looked like she would be sick. Jason grabbed her shoulders, holding her steady. The last thing he needed right now was to have her out of commission for the rest of the evening. Not if they were to rescue two teenage princes from a band of pirates.

Everett’s eyes shifted to Cameron. “And you?”

“He’s fine too,” Jason said before Cameron could give himself away. Everett did not need to know that he was worth one hundred thousand Crowns.

“Hayden and Ian escaped Nemesis,” Jason told him.

Everett raised an eyebrow. “Did they now? Good for them!”

“And then were captured by pirates hired by Nemesis to bring them back,” added Jason.

“Not good for them,” Everett decided. “She will not be pleased with them when she gets them back.”

“Then let’s make sure she does not get them back.” Isis released herself from Jason’s hold. “Come on. We have to get moving. We have much to do and little time until sunset.”
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It was still half an hour to sunset when Jason stopped at the door to The Dell. He looked at Isis. She had traded her girly ribbons in for a braided up-twist, and she carried herself with a certain refined confidence very unlike her usual carefree skip. Of course, Jason realized as they stood there, he did not really know the real her anyway. He extended his arm forward, and Isis led the way in.

They had left Cameron behind with explicit instructions to hide. Everett was nearby on lookout. He could do nothing more than warn them of Nemesis’s approach should she come, but he would hold his own against Avan soldiers. Jason trusted the Rev with this task. Crude as he was at times, he was a master of distraction, as well as a more than decent fighter.

The Dell looked very different than it had just a few short hours ago. The fireplace, where a small band of rugged men sat, had been fired up, but the remainder of the tables, now unoccupied, had been pushed against the walls. The wooden floor planks clunked and creaked as Isis made an obvious show of her entrance. They had decided that her non-Elition appearance would serve them best, and Jason remained secluded behind the shadow of his cloak.

The stoutest pirate looked Isis over with a huge grin. His fine leather boots and excessive gold jewelry called him out as the leader. “Hello, darling.”

“You are Boone?” she asked in as serious a voice as Jason had ever heard from her.

Still smiling, the man looked behind him at his lackeys. “Hey, boys, you shouldn’t have!”

“Mr. Boone, I have been sent here regarding two prisoners you currently have in your custody,” Isis said.

His face dropped. “Oh.” Frowning, he looked her over.

“I was told you have secured them.”

Jason stepped forward and Boone’s eyes widened.

“You’re early,” Boone managed to say.

“Is that a problem?” Isis inquired.

“Well, no. To be quite honest, I’m relieved actually. I had expected that Elition woman with the fiery red hair and ferocious stare to pick them up.”

Nemesis. Jason restrained a growl. He kept his eyes cold and locked on the fat pirate.

“Could you send your Elition away, miss?” requested Boone. “His presence is rather unsettling.”

“He stays.” She shifted her weight, extenuating her hips. “So?”

Boone gaped. “So?”

“So, where are the boys?” Isis demanded, her impatience very convincing. “Don’t tell me you’ve wasted my time, bringing me all the way out here to this…” She glanced around with distaste, her nose held high as though she had smelled something rotten. “…quaint corner of nowhere,” she finished.

Boone could not look away from Jason’s eyes. Jason had made it so.

Isis snapped her fingers several times in front of his face. “Mr. Boone, please try to focus. We’re on a very tight schedule.”

His gaze relocated to her chest. “Yes, of course.”

“Where are they?” asked Isis.

Boone’s face was stupid, complaisant, expressionless. Jason had mesmerized him such that the man would jump through the window were Isis to ask.

The front door slammed open. Boone shook his head and snapped out of the trance. Jason groaned inside. He would have to start all over again. This was taking too long.

A man hardly distinguishable from the rest of Boone’s thugs thumped over to his boss and whispered into his ear. Jason’s ears picked up every word, and it was not good.

“The Elition woman came to us out in the shed and took the boys. She says she will pay double if we take care of the impostors here.”

“Excellent, Lott,” Boone said, smiling at Isis and Jason.

Jason glanced sidelong at Isis, whose eyes lit up in response. He inclined his hand, ever so slightly, toward Lott. She responded with a subtle dip of her chin.

“So, you two just wait here and we—”

Boone never had a chance to finish his sentence, for Jason’s blade had severed his air pipe. In the meantime, Isis had caught ahold of Lott as she sprang up onto the nearest table. She held him tightly by the collar, over the edge, his legs kicking wildly. The rest of Boone’s men scattered as their boss’s severed head plummeted to the floor and rolled between their legs.

With an effortless hop, Jason joined Isis on the table. He gave Lott a hard, stony glare. “Where did she take them?”

“I d-don’t know what—”

“Don’t play games,” Jason said.

“I may have heard…something.”

Jason increased the intensity of his glare, and the man grew limp. “Talk.”

“The crazy redhead told one of the Avan soldiers to prepare his men to leave for an Elition temple,” Lott said in dull monotone.

Jason and Isis exchanged looks.

“Temple?” her silent lips said.

“Which one?” Jason asked Lott.

“Needle’s Weave.”

Jason broke the man’s neck, and he tumbled to the floor like a fallen puppet. Isis started and hopped back. That was the third man in one day that he had killed while she stood beside him. Her face was troubled, agitated, and her hands twitched. Jason wondered if she really could handle all that lay before them.

He cupped his hands on her cheeks and stared her straight in the eye, their faces so close their noses touched. “Hey, Isis. Are you ok?”

“Fine,” she said, her voice shaking.

“Focus. There is still much to do, and I need you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said and tore away from his grasp.

“Needle’s Weave?”

“It’s an old temple just inside Mist Veil, a few days northwest of here. Also known as the Forlorn Temple. It’s supposed to be abandoned.”

“Ok. I need you to lead us there.”

Isis nodded, but she still looked shaky. In fact, her eyes looked brighter and bluer than he had ever seen them, and her blonde hair was almost pinkish.

“Perhaps take some of your serum,” he suggested, pointing to her canister.

“Yes,” she agreed, twisting open the lid. “It doesn’t seem to work for so long at the moment. My mind is too…distracted.”

Jason considered that he had something to do with that, silly as the idea was. He should have known better. This was an alliance of convenience. It’s not like they were friends—and certainly not anything more, for that matter. Besides, he did not have passing fancies. They were more often than not utterly ridiculous.

“Can you walk?” he asked her.

She packed her canister away and stood up tall. “Jason Chanz, I have seen far worse than your dance of death. And I will most certainly not allow a few drops of blood to deter me from my mission. Let’s go.”

Jason thought she seemed steady enough, though she had turned her back on the scene of more than a mere ‘few drops of blood’. It was unlikely the owner would ever manage to return the stained floors to their previous condition.

“All right,” Jason agreed and led the way out of the inn.

They had taken but two steps from the front door when Jason stopped at the sight of Everett amidst the fallen bodies of Boone’s pirates, standing with his foot upon the head of a particularly ugly one.

“The Avans knew you were coming,” Everett told them. “I watched a good dozen of them march into that shed outside the inn, and they came out leading two bound boys away. There were too many of them, and they had our psychotic friend with them. Looking especially psychotic today, by the way.”

“Nemesis,” Jason hissed.

“Nemesis,” Isis repeated in a murmur.

“But I took care of your runoff here,” Everett finished, waving his hand toward the sea of bodies.

“Good,” Jason replied, then turned to Isis. “Don’t let her get to you. She may be twice as crazy as I am and infinitely more dangerous, but I am certain she can be defeated. She is a Triad, not immortal.”

“Triad?” asked Everett.

“One who possesses the powers of the Prior, the Phantom, and the Prophet,” he explained.

“I’m not even going to try to pretend I understood that.”

“A Prior sees into the past and a Prophet into the future. A Phantom can sense emotions and thoughts and control things—whether objects or people—with his mind. Like Jason,” Isis added, nodding toward him.

“I’m not even going to try to pretend I believe that.”

“This is serious, Everett.”

“I’m not laughing, Isis.”

She sighed. “The Triad has the powers of the Prior, the Phantom, and the Prophet, all in basically equal proportions.” She met Jason’s eyes. “But each of her powers should not be nearly as strong as those of the Elite. She is vulnerable to the Elite Prior, Phantom, and Prophet.”

A thought hit him, and Jason had to ask. “Are you a Triad, Isis?”

She frowned. “No. I’m not. And no more prying. I already said I was not discussing this further.”

“Wait, so if I understand all of this correctly, which of course I don’t because it’s completely crazy,” began Everett. “But, anyway, then all you’d need to do is get a Prior, a Phantom, and a Prophet together to take her out.”

“It’s not so simple,” said Jason. “Unfortunately.”

“There are very few Elite Elitions. Only three—one Prior, one Phantom, and one Prophet—per generation,” Isis explained to Everett but looked at Jason. “It is said that Jason is the Elite Phantom of our day, the one who embodies the power of Vision.”

As her eyes fixed on his, Jason wondered if she, too, were thinking of Unity, the tale of magical merging so bizarre that no one even believed it to be true anymore.

“I think this is all a bit strong on the voodoo for me. I’ll leave the mystical to you Elitions and concentrate on jabbing as many bad guys as I can with the pointy end of my sword,” Everett decided. “So, let’s grab Cameron and be off to… Where are we going?”

“Needle’s Weave, an Elition temple,” Isis told him.

He snorted. “Splendid. More mysticism. All right, let’s go before I change my mind. Where did you leave Cameron?”

“Just past those hedges,” Jason said.

“Don’t bother.” Everett held out his arm as Jason prepared to walk there. “It’s full of pirates’ parts in there.”

“Then where’s Cameron?” asked Isis as Jason closed his eyes. “Maybe he went back to—”

Jason’s lids flashed open. “There’s no use. I can hear them. The other Avans. They took Cameron while we were all busy. And they are bringing him to their Siennan mistress.”
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THE JOURNEY TO Needle’s Weave would take three days, Isis had told them. They had made good time to start, but the second day of travel found them tucked away for hours behind forest cover as one caravan of Selpe soldiers after another marched across their path. From their hiding spot, Jason could see the tall wall of trees that marked the border to Elitia. He was anxious to move along, but even he could not take on a hundred soldiers at once.

“Where do you think they’re headed?” Everett asked Isis, peeking out through a thin needle curtain. They were approaching the vast evergreen forest that blanketed most of northern Elitia.

“Replacements for the outer posts?” she suggested.

“There are too many for that,” Everett decided.

“Perhaps to Orion then.”

“Selpe soldiers would never march all the way to Orion from here. They would take an airplane,” Jason pointed out. “You don’t know much about the Selpe military, do you?”

“Or anything about anything military,” added Everett with a snicker.

“Haha, you’re both comedians. I know I can break a Selpe soldier’s arm without interrupting my breakfast.”

“And just how exactly would you know that?” Everett asked.

Isis clamped her lips together, her eyes twinkling with a playful spark. Everett shook his head, muttering a series of incomprehensible sentences. Jason caught only ‘girls’, ‘Elitions’, and ‘Elition girls’. Then the Rev dug into his bag and pulled out a sandwich, just as he was in the habit of doing when he needed comforting. Jason found a small lined wooden box he stored in his backpack and unhooked the latch, opening it before Isis’s eyes. Her lips quivered when she saw the strawberries lying inside upon a cream-colored cloth napkin.

“Would you like one?” he asked, holding out the reddest of them.

Without a word, she snatched it from his extended hand and dropped it into her mouth. She licked her fingers clean with a flourish, then turned back to him with hungry eyes.

“More?”

“Please. I haven’t had a strawberry in weeks. Where did you find them?”

“This morning while you were both still asleep. A patch of them was growing in an open meadow past our campsite.” Jason shrugged. “Based on the rate at which you were shoveling them into your mouth last month, I figured you would like some.”

“And you thought of me? You know, in The Peaks, such a gesture is a sign of affection. Or even intention,” she teased. Or was it only teasing?

“Are you from The Peaks, Isis?” he asked, he thought casually.

Isis was not fooled. “No, I just lived there for a few years.” She sighed. “And stop always prying, Jason. You won’t trick me into giving something away.”

Everett laughed. “Actually, genius, he already has. Your negative answers will lead him to the truth eventually.”

“Mind your own business, Everett,” Jason warned.

“No, he’s right. And I will be more careful in the future.”

Jason glared at Everett and got up to leave, strawberry box in hand. The Rev was not helping. Isis knew something. She was hiding something. But whatever it was, it could not be as bad as masquerading as a human guide when she was really the bodyguard to the Selpe heir. That was what he tried to tell himself, anyway. That was what he wanted to believe.

He was too cynical, however, to be so completely dense. Not even when it came to Isis, who was as disarming a person as he had ever met. He could not help but like her. Could she be an Enchanter? He voiced the thought aloud.

“No more questions.” She peeked through the bushes. “There’s a gap in their lines. Shall we make a run for it?”

Jason took a look. Sure enough, there was a good half kilometer split between the soldiers currently passing by and those next in line. Behind those, the column of soldiers extended as far as the rolling landscape allowed.

“It is unlikely we will get another chance for awhile. Let’s move,” he decided. Looking to Everett, he added, “We will need to sprint.”

“Figures.” Everett tightened his pack’s shoulder straps. “Ok, ready.”

The soldiers had reached the next hill in their march. Their backs were turned to Jason. He looked at Isis.

“Ready.” She nodded.

At Jason’s signal, they burst from cover, sprinting for the forest before the incoming soldiers could spot them. After an obstacle course of sidestepping rocks and following hilly contours, Jason reached the forest’s edge. Slowing his pace, he passed through a thick curtain of pine needles and entered into the Elition kingdom of Emerald Cascade. The vibrant green needles were like soft brushes against his face, the layers of mulch a gentle padding beneath his boots. The late morning sky was masked in ethereal fog, and glimmering droplets dangled from pine needles like tiny crystal ornaments. Not too far off, Jason could hear the roar of rushing water as it tumbled down the hills in twelve rapid cascades, the waterfalls for which the kingdom had been named.

Walking in right beside him, Isis sighed. He knew exactly how she felt. Though their time in Selpe territory had been brief, a part of him was always restless—always yearning—as long as he was away from Elitia. No matter where he entered, those first few steps across the border were like coming home. Isis paused to look up, and Jason joined her in drinking in the sight of the first two of Emerald Cascade’s waterfall wonders.

Behind them, Everett cleared his throat.

It was then that Jason realized his hand was interlocked with Isis’s. Noticing this as well, she bit back a smile, her blue eyes twinkling at him.

“Am I interrupting something?” Everett asked them with raised eyebrows.

Jason had no idea how their fingers had become intertwined, but he was not about to give the Rev an opportunity to goad him. He dropped her hand.

If this action bothered Isis, she did not show it. All business, she commented to him, “The Avans’ trail has gone cold. As though they have vanished.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed. Strange, isn’t it?”

“They must know of a portal we do not,” Isis concluded.

“Yes,” agreed Jason. “And that means they will make it to Needle’s Weave with Cameron long before we do. They could even be gone before we get there.”
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“We are here,” Isis announced as they approached the edge of a narrow valley pass buffered by steep-sided cliffs of jagged rock. “Crag Pass. The temple of Needle’s Weave is not far.”

“Wait,” Jason said quickly, catching her arm. He had heard the soft grinding of boots against loose stone. The Avans. Nemesis’s men. There were five of them waiting in hiding on the ledges that lined both sides of the pass.

“Avans?” Isis whispered, dropping to pretend to tie her shoe.

“Five of them. Two on the left. Three on the right.”

“Well, then might I suggest I distract them while the two of you do what you do best.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” Everett asked her.

“Simple. I will just walk out alone further into the pass, and while they are busy making a valiant attempt to kill me, you each take a side and take care of them one by one.”

“And what if they do kill you?”

“They won’t. She can handle herself,” Jason said, turning to face Isis as she stood.

“I’m going to have to make this good, sorry,” Isis told him, then raised her voice so high that it tore echoes through the pass. “I am not an object for you to fight over! You!” She pushed her finger in Everett’s face. “I know it was you who stole my underwear! And you!” She whipped around to Jason. “I know you licked my ear while I was sleeping! Enough! I’m done! And I don’t even prefer men! So goodbye and good riddance to you both!”

As Isis stormed off into the pass, Jason heard rough, under-the-breath grunts of laughter from the soldiers. At least that allowed him to more precisely locate the Avan dogs.

She was only a few steps into the pass when an arrow shot out from the nearest stone ledge on the right. She snapped around and caught it in one hand, breaking the shaft in two and throwing it hard to the ground in dramatic show. This provoked a new volley of shots, this time from all directions. Jason had to hold himself back, to assure himself that she could handle it.

“You go left,” Jason told Everett and bounded upward onto the first ledge.

Occupied as he was trying to kill Isis, the Avan never saw him. Jason slit his throat, then hopped quickly up to the next ledge. The Avan here tried to turn and shoot him midair, but Jason’s stare froze him, and he was easily dealt with as well. The third had abandoned his hiding spot and was attempting to scale down the cliffside. Jason’s eyes focused on one of his handholds, and the rock collapsed, sending the man into a plummeting shower of stone and dust.

Jason peered over the edge, into the pass, then hopped down, landing softly on the packed dirt trail. Isis stood nearby, surrounded by a graveyard of arrows at her feet. Everett waved at them from his perch. The Avans were no longer shooting. There were none left.

“Are you all right?” Jason asked her.

“Fine,” she said, brushing a few stray hairs out of her face with her hand.

Jason took ahold of it and traced over a narrow red cut on her skin. “You’re injured.”

“Just a scratch,” she assured him.

“The Inhibiting Serum is slowing your healing. As long as you take it, you are nearly as fragile as a human. It would be best to avoid further recklessness for the time being.”

Her eyes twinkled up at him. “Why, Jason, was that concern in your voice?”

Was it? He checked his tone as he replied, “Just an observation.”

Everett ran up to them, tucking his dagger away in satisfaction. “That takes care of them.”

“There will be more at the temple,” Isis pointed out.

“It would go a lot faster if you helped.”

“I can’t. Not like that.”

“Come on, now. We know you can fight.”

“Leave her alone, Everett,” said Jason.

“I’ll take Nemesis,” Isis offered.

“Remember what I said about recklessness, Isis,” Jason reminded her.

“I just need to keep her busy while the two of you fight the Avans. She’s too strong…to be killed so easily.”

Jason noticed Isis did not say, ‘for me to kill her’. It was not a simple matter of unwillingness to do the act. She could not even formulate the words. It was as though she were traumatized by the very thought of it. Something had happened to make her this way. She really was in the wrong line of work.

“Shall we move on? Needle’s Weave should be just around the bend.” Not waiting for their response, Isis started off deeper into the pass.

Everett looked at Jason with raised eyebrows, as though he had been thinking the very same thing.




* * *
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“So, why is this called Crag Pass?” Everett asked as Needle’s Weave came into view. “It’s not even a pass. It goes nowhere. It’s a dead end. It should be called Crag Dead End. Or Crag Path to Nowhere.”

As Jason looked over the old, decaying temple, tucked tightly into the back corner where the two stone walls of the pass finally met, he had to admit Everett had a point.

“Maybe there is another way out, and we just don’t know about it. A portal, for instance,” Isis said.

“Still not a pass,” Everett argued.

Isis shrugged and picked up her pace. Jason matched her stride for stride, hurrying forward until they were shoulder-to-shoulder.

“Cameron is in there,” he said.

Isis looked at him and nodded before she pushed open the door. They filed into a hallway of high ceilings and dark shadows, accented with beams of sunlight that poured down from the upstairs windows. From the dust that danced upon the light like suspended snow, to the thick layer of grime that crusted the paned windows, it was clear the temple had been abandoned for some time.

And yet the stone-tiled floors shone with fresh boot marks. The golden door handles, lustrous and warm, betrayed webs of fingerprints. And there was quite simply an energy—a resonance—to the place that was very much alive. Only its facade, its superficial exterior, was in a state of decay and disarray. Its core echoed with life.

“This way,” Jason said and opened the door to the basement.

Winding, twisting, spiraling, they made their way down the curved staircase and came out into a corridor lit by two long runways of torches. The air was thick, filled with a stew of plant-made fumes. Something very wrong was brewing there, he was sure. But whatever it was, it was recent—not more than a few months old. Dust sat thickly on the basement’s furnishings like layers of goose down, and the dirty floor betrayed evidence of the many footsteps of the temple’s Avan intruders.

But they were gone, and so were the Selpe princes. Jason did not see the jumble of their minds, nor hear the whisperings of their movements. Right now it was Cameron—only Cameron.

“They have fled,” declared Jason.

Everett shrugged. “They’re afraid of you.”

“Nemesis is not. And she had us outnumbered by far,” Jason replied.

“Perhaps she meant only to delay us from our goal?” said Isis.

Jason shook his head. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

They continued down the hall to the furthest room, where they found Cameron gagged and shackled to the wall with ringed chains. Jason looked them over. They were old and rusted. This wasn’t even a challenge. He stared through the chains until they wilted like a picked flower and dissolved into dead crumbs that fell to the floor.

As soon as his hands were free, Cameron ripped the cloth from his mouth and shouted, “Run!”

“Why?” Everett asked him.

“No time! Run!” Cameron repeated.

As he touched Cameron’s shoulder, Jason caught a flash of the temple, exploding in a confetti of rock and dust. He pushed them all toward the door, and as the thundering roar of erupting stone echoed and blasted all around them, bombarding them with a spray of pebbly powder, they bounded up the stairs to the main corridor and out the front door.

In the temple’s front courtyard, a horde of soldiers were waiting. But they were not Avan. They were Selpe.

“What are they doing here?” Everett asked.

They were trapped between the Selpes before them and the volcanic show of stone wall eruptions behind them.

“Nemesis planned it so that the release of my chains set off a fire leading to some explosives,” Cameron said.

“And the Selpes?!” Everett demanded as a bullet lodged into the tree behind him, missing him by a hair. 

“I have no idea.” Cameron turned to Jason, leaking desperation. “What do we do? We’re trapped.”

“Hey, you’re one of them.” Everett grabbed hold of Isis’s collar and shoved her forward, in the direction of the soldiers. “Go talk to them! Make them stop attacking us.”

Isis ducked down as the Selpes fired at her. “As you can see—” She evaded gracefully and rolled back behind the thick-trunked tree where they hid. “—they are not interested in talking. The Selpes never listen to me or any Elition anyway. They wouldn’t listen even if they knew who I was, which I kind of doubt.”

“Now what?” Cameron asked.

“We could wait until they run out of bullets,” Everett said glumly.

“I don’t think the temple will last that long,” replied Isis as a sizable chunk of rock landed with a thud, just missing her foot.

“I will distract them, while you two take Cameron to safety,” Jason decided and began to stand.

Isis caught a hold of his wrist and pulled him back down. “Are you out of your mind?! There have to be at least fifty Selpe soldiers out there, and they are carrying a lot more than hunting knives. You are not immortal, Jason.”

Jason looked past her head, to the two stone walls which buffered the Selpes tightly as they stood at the mouth of the pass. A river of pebbles, branches, and dirt roared down each wall, pouring down onto the soldiers. Jason turned from the havoc he had started to Isis.

“You can’t keep that up forever,” she said.

“No, but I will for as long as I can. It’s not like I have a choice,” he replied. “Now, go. Take Cameron and get out of here. I will be right behind you.”

Everett stood up and pulled Cameron to his side as they ran off, dashing over the rocky hill of buried soldiers. Those still unburied had stopped shooting and were looking around in apparent confusion, but the sight of the two fleeing men caused them to take up their guns once more.

“Go!” Jason told Isis, wiping away the blood that dripped from his nose.

“Take this. It will help you hold out,” she whispered and set her canister into his hands before zipping off toward Cameron and Everett.

By the time he took his first sip, she had already caught up to the others. The sweet, somewhat minty serum warmed him to his fingertips and filled him with new strength. The scene around him jolted into ultra focus. Every detail was clear—right down to the Selpes’ blue-grey shoelaces and the stitching of their hats, so straight it could only have been done with a machine. A warm tingle buzzing in his fingertips, he set off a second, a third, a fourth rock slide. With the Selpes thrown into complete disarray, Jason hurried off toward his three companions. He moved at a speed far beyond any he had ever experienced. It was exhilarating.

He hopped to a halt as he passed them. They were no longer moving. They were crouched around Cameron, who lay injured on the ground.

“What happened?” he asked them.

“The force of whatever tornado you’re brewing up hit him. Knocked the wind right out of him. He’ll be fine in a minute,” Everett told him.

“We don’t have a minute,” Jason replied.

Several of the buried Selpes had emerged from the rubble. They were moving to join the ones who had avoided the attack. They were all marching forward, closing in. And this time they were flaunting explosives.

“It looks like they want to return the favor,” Everett said. He helped Cameron to his feet, then looked at Jason. “Do you think you could bury them again?”

“Cameron!” Isis shrieked.

Jason watched her eyes pulse bright sapphire blue. A fraction of a second later, she tackled Cameron, throwing him toward Jason as a chunk blew out of the rock wall behind her, pummeling her to the ground with a shower of sharp stones. Jason looked from her bloodied, unconscious body to the approaching Selpe forces. He set off another explosion of rock near them, but they were so far in the middle of the pass that it hardly touched them. And his rush of strength was diminishing fast.

As Jason began to move again, Cameron yanked his arm back.

“We can’t leave her!” he shouted.

“Carrying her, we’ll never make it out past those soldiers,” Jason replied, trying to keep his tone cold.

“We have to try,” Cameron insisted. He brushed the rocks off her body. “If they find her here like this, the Selpes will label her a collaborator, a rogue. You know what they do to rogues. Come on! We owe it to her.”

With an inward sigh, Jason threw her over his shoulder and set a quick pace toward the end of the pass. If they made it out, they could disappear into the forest. The question was whether Isis could make it until they had lost the Selpes. She looked bad. At this point, there was only one place to go. And he really didn’t want to have to go there.
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ISIS FELT APART from her body, detached and distant. There was a constant shake, soft and steady; the sounds of several bodies pushing through the forest, setting the leaves and branches into a wispy jingle; the whistle of deep breathing and the whisper of voices.

But whenever she did manage to float into actual consciousness, a wall of pain hit her so hard that she was thrown back into the dreamlike trance. The physical pain—a pounding beat of drums so heavy she felt it would break through her forehead, the sharp canyon of pain that shot tremors down her leg, the dance of needle pricks across her arms—that was nothing compared to the lightning show of thoughts which whipped through her head as the last of her serum sweat and bled out of her body.

“She’s running a fever,” echoed Cameron’s voice.

“I know,” replied Jason, next to her ear.

If they said anything more, Isis did not hear it, for she found herself caught in the rapids of a powerful memory. She heard the shot of a gun, and a man fell backward into a pond. Isis ran to him. Once she had dragged his body out of the water, she looked upon his frozen face. It was Ethan, and he was dead. She felt her throat erupt in a scream. Her head snapped around to find his murderer, but her eyes went dark. She lifted her hands before her face. No, it wasn’t her eyes. She could still see herself. It was everything around her that was fading from view.

“Isn’t there anything you can do? She’s screaming. She’s obviously in pain.”

“No, Cameron. I’ve bound her injuries the best I can for now. What she needs is for us to get her to Eclipse as fast as possible. Look, there’s the first portal now.”

Isis felt the distinctive jolt of passing through an Elition portal. When she lifted her heavy lids, she was staring into Aaron’s wide, blue-green eyes. His hands held tightly to her wrists, pushing them against the cold wall. His lips kissed up her neck, slowly working up to her face.

“Stop,” she whispered as his mouth hovered before hers.

“Shh, it’s ok,” he replied, his voice soft and seductive.

But Isis struggled free and dashed past him before he could catch a hold of her again.

“We can’t stop, Isis,” Cameron’s voice said. It did not belong there.

“She’s not going to make it,” said Everett.

“Don’t even say that!” shouted Cameron, and the waves of sound echoed in her head as Aaron and the room around him faded out.

“He likes you,” Ariella said, fading in before her.

They were in the gardens around the Elition palace at Laelia, seated on one of the red-gold bridges, white-pink cherry blossoms gently raining down upon them. Their legs swung casually over the edge, they dipped their toes in the cool brook below. Isis watched a wave of ripples wrinkle along the shimmering surface, causing a lily pad to wobble. The frog seated upon it hopped into the water in annoyance.

“He likes you, Ariella.”

“Not in the same way, I fear,” she replied, her violet eyes sad.

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

“Maybe you should tell him that,” Ariella said, but her expression brightened. “You know who really likes you, though, right?”

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

“That Diamond Edge, Aaron Pall.”

Isis grimaced. “Is there a woman Aaron doesn’t like?”

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

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

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

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

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

“You seem to always be gone. Try not to stay away too long this time,” Isis said, lifting her hand.

“I’ll try,” Ariella promised, intertwining her fingers in Isis’s. “Goodbye.”

They kissed each other quickly on the cheek, then parted.

“Goodbye.”

Isis felt as though she were slipping, falling into an abyss.

“Almost there,” Cameron’s voice called out to her, reassuring her as the next jolt came.

This time, she did not fall into a memory. Rather, she was catapulted into a jumble of sights and sounds, flashing past faster than she could focus. She no longer had any sense of time or place, or even people. Her head spun and body convulsed. It was nauseating.

“This does not look good. How long has she been like this?” an unfamiliar woman’s voice asked.

“Just over a day. We came as fast as we could,” replied Jason.

“Is she going to be ok?” Cameron asked.

“Take her to Silver,” the woman commanded. “Cameron, as you should remember well from your numerous experiments with fire, Elitions have an amazing ability to heal.”

“I missed you,” said Jason from behind.

Isis opened her eyes and turned. She knew this was a foresight by the shuffle of rapid images, which now slowed down just enough for her to view the scene with some semblance of clarity. Jason, thrown into the over-saturated high contrast of foresight, stood in the doorway, his arms crossed tensely against his chest. Slowly, he approached her, rolling the silver chain of a necklace between his fingers. It was as if he had to be doing something with his hands.

He stopped a breath’s distance from her face, his unblinking eyes locked with hers, and Isis smiled and looked down. He tilted her chin up with his index finger, returning her eyes to his, and the necklace slipped through his hand. Her arm shot out and caught it by the chain. The medallion on the end swayed between their bodies.

“You dropped this,” she told him. The burn of hard liquor stung her tongue. Foresights always did taste disgusting. She handed him the necklace.

“It’s yours,” he replied, closing her fingers around the warm metal.

His hands remained cupped around hers. She could feel the soft pounding of his pulse bubble and pop against her skin. His head was lowering, deeper, deeper toward her. His lips brushed lightly past hers, and it burned. But it was a good burn. A warm, delightful, encompassing burn. She looked into his eyes, and they were no longer cold. She pushed her hand against the back of his neck. He moved in to kiss her and—

Isis jumped and shook as a needle punctured her arm. She was on a mattress now. She could feel the soft cushion as she tossed and turned in wild, turbulent convulsions. Hands—icy, unfamiliar hands—clamped down around her limbs, suffocating her movements. She threw them off of her, but she could not stand. She could not even see.

“Hold her down!”

They had trapped her, blinded her. But she would not go out without a fight. The smooth tickle of a breeze brushed over her skin, growing in intensity as it moved down her arms. She felt herself thrown up and backward against a wall as the wind shot past her hands, followed by a crash and tumble.

“Are you all right?”

“Fine, fine. Just hold her down. I need to double the dose.”

“You can’t,” Cameron said.

Isis turned to him and smiled. “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

“It’s too strong. You won’t be able to handle it. You already can’t handle it,” he told her, swinging the dresser mirror around to her.

As Isis met her reflection, she hardly recognized herself. Her hair was its natural pale pink-blonde, but it was streaked through with strands of bright, violently hot magenta. Her eyes shone bluer than ever before, and the color seemed to extend wider, covering more of the eye than was usual. Dark, deep shadows surrounded her eyes, making them pop all the more, but the rest of her skin was pale and shimmery. Her lips were rosy and lustrous. She was beautiful.

“Wow. Amazing,” she gasped and brushed a finger down her face.

“This is dangerous,” Cameron warned.

“Leave her alone, Cameron.”

They turned around to look at Jason, who had just entered the room. He, too, appeared transformed. His butterscotch hair glowed and reflected like—well, hot, flowing butterscotch, interspersed with strands of dark, glowing caramel and pale, shining gold. His eyes, also set within deep shadows, smoldered liquid black, and his skin shone with a million tiny crystal droplets of perspiration. He looked like a god.

“I can’t believe you’re going along with this, Jason. Don’t you see what it’s doing to you two? What you’ve become?”

“Well, I think we look great,” Isis replied.

“You look great,” Jason told her, pulling her hard against him. He traced a line down her arm. A line of burning flames. “And feel great.”

“Mmmm,” she replied, resting her head against his chest and her hand around his waist.

“Isis!”

She no longer felt warm. There were cold hands all over her, freezing her. She shivered and jolted.

“Isis, we need you to be still,” Jason’s voice said, and a hand, this one warm, set down on her shoulder.

“Jason?” her voice croaked out. She sounded awful.

He set a second hand, also warm, onto her forehead, and the icicles were lifted from all across her body. “You are injured. The healer wants to help you. But we need you to stop moving.”

Isis relaxed her body, and she felt a needle prick her arm. The memories, the foresights, the voices, everything faded out, and she fell at last into peaceful sleep.
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“MAGUS.” NEMESIS’S VOICE hissed, a lingering echo in the air as they fled the ruinous remains of Needle’s Weave. “Do you think yourself equal to me? You are nothing but a wretched coward. If you want the puppet princelings, then come to the Evergreen Peninsula. Come alone. Come to me if you dare.”

Jason sprinted onward, pushing the voice to the back of his head as he resettled an unconscious Isis on his back. They had more pressing matters to attend to at the moment. They had not lost the Selpes in the woods as Jason had hoped. There were more than he had counted, for many had remained hidden amongst the trees outside Crag Pass. But the soldiers were slow and unimaginative, allowing Jason to put some distance between them so they could stop. At least for a moment.

They three were uninjured but for a few scratches, but Isis’s condition was worsening by the hour. She had been unconscious since being pummeled with an avalanche of rocks. When her eyes opened, they flicked and rolled back, wild and unfocused. Wherever she was, it was clearly not with them.

“She’s running a fever,” Cameron said, wiping sweat from her forehead.

“I know,” replied Jason.

He set her down, propping her up against a tree trunk. She was not healing as she should. As an Elition should. Which meant infection would soon set in. He pulled a cloth from his bag and tore it into strips, soaking each one in alcohol. Looking down at her, he noticed she had a nasty gash on her head.

“Hold her,” Jason told them.

Isis started as he cleaned her cuts, but she did not come to. Jason finished by quickly binding the wounds.

“Let’s go,” he said and lifted her once again onto his back.

He set an even quicker pace through the forest. They just had to make it to the portal. As with all humans, the Selpes could not follow them through without an Elition guide. But Isis. Her injuries were worse than he had thought. And then there was the serum. Its effects were wearing off, exposing her to the full force of the power she had for so long kept tamed. The mental anguish was likely far more trying than her physical pain.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” Cameron demanded, trotting up beside Jason. “She’s screaming. She’s obviously in pain.”

“No, Cameron. I’ve bound her injuries the best I can for now. What she needs is for us to get her to Eclipse as fast as possible.” Jason pointed to a subtle glimmer between two trees. ”Look, there’s the first portal now.”

Cameron caught hold of Jason’s shoulder with one hand and Everett’s arm with the other, and Jason pushed through the portal. There was a slight tremor, and they popped out running along the edge of a swampy lake. There were few trees in sight, and the cool breeze had been replaced by heavy, humid air.

“What…the?” Everett croaked between breaths.

It was not long before Jason was drenched in a thick, sticky layer of sweat. The sun was about to set, but for the final minutes it remained, it was shining its full force down upon them, blasting them with waves of heavy, muggy heat.

“Stop,” Isis whispered groggily.

Jason held to her securely as she almost toppled off his back.

“We can’t stop, Isis,” Cameron spoke to her in gentle, pleading tones.

“She’s not going to make it,” Everett said.

“Don’t even say that!” Cameron shouted. “Jason, how far?”

“Not long. The next portal is behind that lake over there,” he replied.

“There sure are an awful lot of lakes here,” commented Everett.

“The pink one.”

“Almost there,” Cameron whispered into Isis’s ear.

She muttered something, and Jason bolted forward once more. As they passed through the portal to the other side, Jason sprang forward, and Cameron and Everett tumbled to the ground behind him. They had made it. They stood directly outside the temple of Eclipse. He was home.

Jason grabbed a hold of the nearest person, a jittery priest with pumpkin orange eyes hidden behind a curtain of unkempt hair. “Get Silver. Now. Go!” he growled at the man, who stumbled off running toward the temple.

Everett gulped down the entire contents of his water flask, then pulled out a second one and tossed it to Cameron, who did the same in one go. Everett offered a third to Jason, but he shook his head and waited, his gaze locked on the temple.

Lana came running out the front doors. Her long black hair, highlighted with strands of coppery-brown, streamed out behind her. She was dressed in deep red robes, the edges sewn with orange ribbons.

“Jason?” she asked him, her emerald-green eyes wide and concerned.

“Where is Silver?”

“He is busy in his lab,” she said. “What has happened? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” He swung Isis around his back to cradle her before him. “But she has been badly hurt.”

Lana’s eyes trembled as she peeked at the wounds, which had bled through the bandages. “This does not look good. How long has she been like this?”

“About a day. We came as fast as we could,” Jason replied.

“Is she going to be ok?” Cameron asked.

“Take her to Silver. Tell him it’s an emergency,” Lana instructed the nervous priest beside her, who took Isis from Jason’s arms. “Cameron, as you should remember well from your numerous experiments with fire, Elitions have an amazing ability to heal.”

Still looking uncertain, Cameron nodded. Then he followed the priest into the small, round brick building beside the temple.

“Jason, you’re hurt too,” Lana said, taking up his arm, which had received nothing but a minor cut from their rapid dash.

“It’s nothing,” he replied, drawing back his arm. It was already starting to close up, anyway. “It’s Isis you need to worry about healing.”

“Who is she?”

“An Elition.”

“Very well. I know how you treasure your secrets,” Lana said with her usual calmness. She stood as primly as a school teacher.

“She’s Hayden Selpe’s bodyguard,” Everett spoke up, as though he couldn’t help himself.

Lana did have that effect on people. She could make them talk. Worse yet, she could make them do things they had no intention of doing. Even Jason wasn’t immune.

The skin between Lana’s eyes crinkled, just as it always did when she disapproved of something Jason was doing.

“Lana, wait,” Jason began.

“Jason, what is this? So, you got carried away terrorizing the poor girl, and now you want me to patch her up so you can continue trying to get whatever information you want out of her?”

“It’s not—”

“You’ve been gone for months, and then you show up…” Frowning, she shook her head. “What would Mother and Father say of what you have become?”

“She saved Cameron,” Jason said quickly, before she could continue her assault.

“What?”

“We were working together, trying to—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Trying to save Hayden and Ian Selpe.”

Her eyebrows rose high. “Really? You want to save the heirs to the Selpe Empire? You?”

“It’s not a matter of ‘want’. I must save them,” he corrected her. “There’s some sort of Selpe conspiracy in the works. Someone plotted to murder Ambrose and whisk his sons away into the hands of the Avans. Whoever this was is far worse than two adolescent boys with Elition blood in them.”

“That’s my brother, ever the pragmatist.”

“I love you too, little sister,” he replied, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and squeezing her tight.

Jason had never met another Elition as strong as he was. He was not the least bit gentle, but Lana didn’t even wince. She was used to him.

“Hayden and Ian Selpe have Elition blood? Are you sure?” Everett asked.

“It’s the eyes. The eyes never lie,” Jason told him. “Now I must go check up on Isis. I can’t let her die before we complete our mission.”

As Jason stepped inside Silver’s house, he heard Everett ask Lana, “So, he’s your brother?”

Lana sighed in response.

It was not accidental that Jason often came off as indifferent or outright cold. This time, though, he might have overplayed it a tad. He was not entirely sure what he felt for Isis. But whatever these feelings were, they were sending him down a dangerous path to somewhere he did not want to go. Or maybe he did. That indecision was worse than anything.

“Hold her down!” Silver, the healer, shouted as Jason came into the room.

Isis lay on a high cot, thrashing about in wild bursts. She was strong. And scared. Four of Silver’s assistants stood over her, attempting to hold her still long enough for him to insert a needle into her arm. Suddenly, Isis threw them off of her and sprang up. Her eyes were still fluttering. She was not awake—not fully, anyway.

Silver and his assistants began to creep forward, their arms outstretched. Isis’s hands shot up before her, and the healers were flung backward by a force unseen. This power, which was all too familiar to Jason, had proved too powerful for her. As they flew back, so did she—right into the stone wall behind her.

“Are you all right?” one of the assistants asked Silver.

“Fine, fine. Just hold her down. I need to double the dose.”

“You can’t,” Cameron protested as two of the assistants lifted Isis’s convulsing body back onto the cot.

There, she continued to turn and roll about. Jason considered what had just happened. She had just demonstrated, however uncontrollably, one distinctive power of a Phantom. But she had also thrown Cameron aside seconds before the wall exploded behind him, as though she had foreseen it.

“Jason,” said Silver. “If you want me to heal this woman, I will need a little assistance.”

He nodded and stepped beside her bedside, hissing, “Isis!” into her ear.

The thrashing slowed but did not stop.

“Isis, we need you to be still,” Jason whispered and set his hand on her shoulder.

“Jason?” she gasped.

He cupped his other hand across her forehead. “You are injured. The healer wants to help you. But we need you to stop moving.”

And just like that, far more easily than he had expected, she stopped fighting. Her body relaxed. Silver inserted a needle into her arm, and she fell limply onto the mattress.
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The sky was dark with threatening storm clouds when Isis awakened the next afternoon. Jason had been pacing between Silver’s four tiny rooms since before sunrise, agitating the healer’s assistants with each squeak of the floorboards. He didn’t know what their problem was. Those floors were so old that even a stealth Phantom could not hope to pass by unnoticed. And at least he had bathed and exchanged his muddy boots for crisp new running shoes. That had been after taking fifty laps around Eclipse in the predawn hours, long before they were even awake. That had grown tiresome after an hour or two, so now he was there. And he would stay until she woke up, no matter how many dirty looks they threw at him.

“Yes?” Jason demanded of the nosiest one, throwing a cold glare his way for good measure. It worked. The man stuttered and withdrew in a scattered hurry. There were benefits to having a nefarious reputation.

So sometime between annoying all of Silver’s assistants and frightening them off, Isis awoke. Silver was summoned at once, and Jason followed, hanging back behind the shadow of the partially opened door to her room. But from the hallway, he could still hear their every word. And through the narrow sliver opening, he could see every movement.

“How are you feeling?” Silver asked, pressing his palm to her forehead.

All of Isis’s cuts were gone, but her face was still pale and her hair caked with dirt and dried sweat. And blood. “I’m all right,” she replied, her voice shaking.

“You will feel better after a shower and a meal,” he assured her.

“I will feel better after I take my serum,” she countered.

“How long have you been taking it?” he asked.

“Over four years.”

Silver looked her up and down, taking in her every feature. Jason knew the look. It was the look he gave his targets before they were eliminated. Silver, though, used it to assess his patients’ health.

“Since your Passing?” he asked her.

Isis nodded. “At first, just a little. But each year I needed more to keep myself in control. And then nearly two months ago, I brewed a very strong batch, enough to mask my physical Elition traits. My mission necessitated that I appear human.”

“That would require a very strong dose indeed. Have you had any side effects? Nausea? Dizziness?”

“A blissfully clear mind,” she said with a longing smile. “For the first time.”

Silver set his hands on her cheeks and looked into her eyes with more sympathy than Jason had ever seen from him. He was never cold, just more comfortable with beakers and serums than with people.

“Hard as it is, I would begin to wean myself off the serum bit by bit if I were you,” he advised. “Prolonged usage at such a strong dose could have nasty side effects.”

“Like what?”

“Some Elitions lose the ability to even summon their abilities forth without the use of a stimulant,” he told her.

“Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Others go the opposite way. They become immune to the Inhibiting Serum altogether.”

Isis let out a heavy puff of frustrated air.

“I take it you are of the latter category,” he observed. “How often have you increased the new dose in the past two months?”

“Four times.”

Usually unsurprised, Silver’s eyes widened. “You should stop entirely. Now. If you don’t, you will end up—”

“Jason,” Isis called out, cutting Silver short. Her eyes, now a brilliant sapphire, met his with a twinkle. “Thank you for your help, Silver. I will think on what you’ve said. Now could you please excuse us? I wish to speak to Jason.”

“Of course,” Silver replied without protest. On the way out, though, he shot Jason an examining stare. One that screamed, ‘make her see reason’.

“Jason, do come in,” Isis called to him once more.

Jason stepped inside and swung the door shut behind him. He joined her where she sat on a cot on the opposite side of the room. It was beside a curved rectangular window that looked out onto an expansive spice and wildflower garden, the source of Silver’s ingredients. The sight of a patch of Winter’s Mint in the corner made him smile.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing. Just remembering something from long ago.”

“I do that often.” Smiling, she cupped both her hands around his. “Jason, I want to thank you. I know it would have been easier to leave me on that battlefield, but you didn’t. Had the Selpes taken me there, the consequences would have been…most unpleasant for me.”

Jason felt a sharp pinch in his chest. Was it guilt? If not for Cameron’s insistence, he would have left her there.

“And for Hayden and Ian too,” she continued. “I must see this through. We must rescue them before they make it to Avan territory. We cannot delay.”

She jumped to her feet and would have collapsed under the strain had Jason not caught her. Pressing her fingers against his hands, which held onto her waist, she looked him in the eye.

“We must go now,” she insisted with a stubborn glare.

“You are not going anywhere,” he told her. He did not dare mention Nemesis’s message, for she would have marched all the way there, trailing rolls of bloodied bandages. “You cannot even stand.”

“My serum. I just need my serum.”

“From what Silver said, that doesn’t sound like a particularly good idea. You will need to manage without.”

She dropped her head. “I…I can’t.”

“I’ve traveled with you for almost two months, Isis. I’ve suffered your stubbornness.” Holding her face in both hands, he pushed it up until her eyes were looking into his. “I think we’ve already established that you can do just about anything you set your mind to.”

“Just as we’ve established that your mind tricks don’t work on me, Jason,” she shot back as he moved in closer. “It’s not so simple. Not everyone has such perfect control over their gifts as you.”

The window slammed shut, its curtains swooshing as the wind blew out all three candles on the desk in one puff.

“Like that?” he asked.

“Showoff,” she said, pounding him hard on the chest.

He caught her hand before it could pound him a second time, then held it to his cheek. Behind him, the candles rolled off the table.

“Was that yours or mine?” he asked her. It bothered him that he didn’t know.

“Mine, I think,” she said, closing her eyes and exhaling slowly as his hand stroked up and down her arm. He could hear her heart thump.

“Are you a Phantom?”

“No.”

“And truly not a Triad?”

“Jason…”

He traced a finger down her face, meeting her eyes as she opened them. “You can tell me. I know not all Triads are like Nemesis. I will not kill you for it.”

“Not today maybe.”

“Was that an admission that you are a Triad?” he inquired.

“No.”

“What are you then?”

“Does it matter?” she asked.

“Not at the moment, no,” he told her, his mouth so close to hers that he could smell the rose-scented balm Silver’s assistants had brushed across her cracked lips.

Her mouth trembled at his nearness, which he took as an invitation to move in closer.

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you that you are a terrifying monster, Jason.” Her hands fidgeted, wrinkling up and smoothing down the bottom edge of her shirt in turn.

“I am.”

She shook her head. “No.”

Jason darted his hand forward and slipped a finger beneath her hair band, releasing a cascade of pale pink-blonde locks from a high ponytail. They tumbled down her back and fell chaotically over her face. He swept her hair away with one hand.

“You’re fast,” commented Isis.

He traced a finger slowly down her cheek. “Not always.”

When she smiled at him, Jason did not care that she worked for the Selpes. And he did not care that she had deceived them all that time, masquerading as human. He felt only this pull, this drive to kiss her. They had been dancing this line for weeks. He knew he should not cross it, that Elition bonds once formed ran deep, but he did not much care about consequences at the moment.

“Oh, sorry!”

Jason turned his head toward the open doorway, where Everett stood with his mouth wide open. “What is it?”

“Cameron wants to know how Isis is doing,” he reported. “He is lingering outside in the rain. For some reason, he won’t enter the building.”

“I told him I would lock him in the library for a month if he came inside again.”

Isis stepped back and set her hands on her hips. “Why ever would you do such a thing?”

“He was buzzing about and asking me every five minutes when you would wake up,” explained Jason. It would have driven anyone mad.

Isis shook her head and hurried out of the room as quickly as her shaky legs would allow. Left alone with Everett, Jason’s eyes followed her exit from Silver’s house. Bewilderment must have shown on his face, for the Rev chuckled under his breath.

“Looks like the cold assassin act backfired on you this time,” he commented.

“It is not an act. I am a cold assassin,” retorted Jason.

“Whatever was happening here when I came in didn’t look particularly cold to me. In fact, there’s enough tension between you two to melt a glacier.”

“Do you even know what you are talking about?”

Everett shrugged. “Sure. Most of the time.”

Jason tried to hold it in, but laughter escaped him nonetheless.

“Jason Chanz, that must be the first time I’ve actually heard you laugh. Not sneer with menace or give a condescending snicker. A real, honest-to-goodness jovial laugh,” Everett said. “Doesn’t it feel good?”

“I’m ecstatic, if you can’t tell.”

“I think you’ve mixed up your ecstatic and sinister faces. Now the way you were looking at Isis just now, on the other hand… If only I could have photographed it, that sappy look would have made an excellent replacement to the animalistic grimace on your current wanted posters.”

Jason snarled and lunged at Everett, moving only fast enough to scare him off. “If you don’t watch it, I’ll throw a sandwich at you.”

“So you do have a sense of humor after all,” Everett chanted and jogged from the room, a trail of chuckling hiccups following in his wake.
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THE OLD BUILDING had once been called Evergreen, named for the peninsula upon which it stood. Long ago, it had been the Elition school and temple of Mist Veil, but it was later abandoned in favor of the more accessible Temple of the Veil. As Jason trudged through forests overgrown with walls of pine needles and gates of gnarled branches, he could see why. No portal connected Evergreen to the rest of the world, and right now that was proving a phenomenal pain in the neck.

Bulky and sharply rectangular, the building was hardly a testament to Elition architecture of the era, but at least it was still standing centuries later. Fallen silver-green needles coated the grey stone walls like dust, and pinecones cracked beneath Jason’s boots.

Nemesis was already waiting for him—he had glimpsed hints of her lookouts—but the question was why. Why bring the boys there, to a literal dead end in the path? What did she hope to accomplish?

Jason crouched beneath an open archway of hanging roots and branches. The building was built into a hill overgrown with slender pine trees, leaving the back half of the structure underground. Jason glanced up at the forest canopy looming over his head, and he pushed through the main door.

A sliver of light cut through from the open doorway, but the hall he entered was otherwise black. So black that even he had trouble navigating the damp tunnel. He came around a corner, and the burn of oil and wood singed his nostrils. A dim orange light wavered weakly against a wall thirty meters away. Shadows shifted, forming a turning wheel of grotesque shapes.

Boots shuffled up from behind him. Two men by the sound of it. Jason retreated into the shadows and waited. He slowed his breathing and closed his eyes, reaching out with his other senses. They were close now, just a few steps away. As they passed him, Jason jumped out with two knives drawn, pressing the blades to the men’s throats.

“It’s us, you deranged assassin,” croaked Everett. “Put down those knives before someone gets hurt.”

From behind Jason’s other knife, Cameron sneezed.

The sudden aroma of strawberries and vanilla hit Jason. “Isis?”

“Here,” her voice answered as light rapid footfalls, like the subtle buzz of a hummingbird’s wings, stopped beside him.

“I suppose it was wishful thinking to believe I could undertake a lone stealth rescue mission without the three of you tagging along,” Jason said as they fell into line beside him, throwing away any chance of surprise.

“And let you claim all the reward? Naa.” Everett tried to keep his tone professional and detached, but Jason could sense the hints of a smile breaking out upon his lips.

Cameron, on the other hand, wasn’t even trying to hide his grin. “And let you have all the fun? Naa.”

Only Isis remained serious. “We could not leave you to fall into this trap alone. And it is a trap, Jason. Nothing here makes sense. Why did Nemesis come here? The Selpes have blocked off any paths to the portals that lead back to the Avans. She has no way home, no way to get Hayden and Ian across the ocean. She is completely boxed in here.

“It is a scheme. It must be,” repeated Isis. “Why did she not escape with the boys when she still had the chance? If they are so valuable to the Avans, why would she risk using them as bait, even to capture you? What is her game?”

“You are a clever girl,” sneered Nemesis as they entered the room. “But not clever enough, apparently.”

At the back of what could have been the school’s dining hall, Nemesis stood atop a platform. It was the highest point in the room. Behind her, a gigantic tree crafted from metal held a lit torch at the tip of every branch. The metallic monstrosity shone a dark glossy silver-purple, accented with orange sparkles reflected from the wavering flames. Hayden and Ian Selpe sat on the platform under the tree, each tied to a different branch.

Twenty-one Avan soldiers in mud-drenched uniforms stood below her, but Nemesis’s blood-red leather battledress looked as immaculate as the day it was made. Her knee-high black boots were glossy and her ghostly pale skin spotlessly clean. Only her spiked fire-red hair and glowing red eyes hinted at the untamed madness within.

“What do you want?” Jason asked her, stepping forward.

The soldiers drew their knives. One even pulled out a gun. Unlike his comrades, he had apparently not expended all his bullets during those months in the Wilderness.

Jason forced his eyes to go black and his face cold. A few of the soldiers took a step back.

“Cowards. You outnumber them five-to-one,” Nemesis spat, then turned her eyes on Jason. “What do I want? I thought it was so obvious even the pink-pigtailed little girl had figured it out. I want you, Magus.” She had used his power name. How very civilized of her.

He crossed his arms and said flatly, “You are not my type.”

When Nemesis laughed, it was the sound of scraping metal and dying puppies. Even her soldiers plugged their ears and grimaced. Her laugh cut off as abruptly as it had begun.

“Charming, Magus,” she said. “But, no. As Pigtails has so astutely deduced, I have lured you here for a reason. I want you for that Elite Phantom brain of yours. You will make a portal to Solarin, and when my Spirit Reapers have gone through it with Hayden and Ian Selpe, you and I will follow them.”

Nemesis was cracked on so many levels, Jason could not even begin to list them. So he started with the most obvious. “I do not possess the ability to create portals.”

“You do,” she maintained. “The power to break through to any location in the world is in you.”

“Not as far as I know.”

“May I direct you to the story of Hailey, the first Elite Phantom, who entered the lands of Elitia by breaking through the Shroud, which at that time concealed all of Elitia from the human world.”

Oh, boy. Siennans took the old legends of Elitia more seriously than other Elitions, but even this was going a bit far.

“I have never done such a thing,” declared Jason.

“Perhaps not.” Her red lips curled up into a sick smile. “But I know how to bring out that dormant ability in you. I offer you unparalleled powers if only you will join me.”

“I like my powers just as they are.”

“You refuse?” her shrill voice echoed.

She snapped her fingers, and the Spirit Reapers circled around, closing them off from the exit. Jason remained where he was, though he could not abide the feeling of so many weapons at his back.

“You are trapped,” Nemesis told him.

“I could get out of this easily.”

“Perhaps.” She took a few steps to the edge of the platform and sprang down, continuing her easy walk as though she had not just landed from two meters up. “But what of your comrades?”

Jason turned to track her as she stepped around him.

“How many will I have to kill before you see reason? Which one will it be that finally cracks that icy resolve?” She stopped before Everett. “The Rev pirate?” She moved down the line to Cameron. “The boy you swore on your dead parents’ graves to protect?” She blew him a kiss, and Cameron winced. “Or your new pretty little pink-haired girlfriend?” she finished, stroking a finger through a short cluster of hairs over Isis’s ear.

Isis looked ready to punch Nemesis in the face, even knowing that doing such a thing to a mad Triad piranha was a very bad idea.

“Do as you like,” Jason told Nemesis. “It is all the same to me.”

“Very well,” she sneered, tracing a finger down Isis’s face. “Then I think I’ll start with this sweet little specimen.”

“Go ahead. She knows too much anyway. You will be saving me the trouble of doing it myself.”

Isis turned her trembling, sapphire eyes on him.

“Oh, look. You’ve hurt her feelings,” Nemesis mocked, flicking a tear from Isis’s cheek. “Well, you heard the man, my dear. I am afraid you must die.”
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ISIS ALLOWED HER gaze to dart away from Nemesis’s red eyes just long enough to connect with Hayden’s. He nodded his unkempt head, letting her know he was all right. That was all she needed to know.

Nemesis continued to close in. Her steps were slow and deliberate, as though she wanted to savor each moment. Her smirk grew ever wider, her eyes ever redder in anticipation of the kill. She really was a sick beast.

The beast drew two blades. The first was a pretty rapier that shimmered gold and gleamed with an eerie light. The second was a jagged-edged silver dagger. The dagger looked frightening and it would tear Isis up nicely if it met her skin, but it was the rapier that was the real danger. There was no doubt in Isis’s mind that it had been forged with enchantment and coated in poison. Nemesis was not the sort to grant a quick death. She enjoyed playing with her prey far too much, and she would poison and mutilate Jason’s comrades until he agreed to help her.

The great Elition Tundra would melt first.

Nemesis circled Isis, trying to unnerve her with a malevolent sneer. The gesture was superfluous. Even on her best day, Isis knew she did not have a prayer of defeating the Triad without an extraordinary helping of luck.

“Here, little bitty pretty,” she purred.

Isis turned to keep Nemesis in front of her, but made no other movement. The Spirit Reapers formed a human wall, cutting off Jason, Cameron, and Everett. It was as choreographed as a dance—had dancing involved blades and guns.

“Well, aren’t you dull,” Nemesis complained. She threw a contemptuous look over her shoulder to the Spirit Reapers standing behind her. “What fun is a fight when my opponent is too weak and cowardly to fight for her own life?”

That’s right. Keep making snide comments. I’m no threat to a big, bad Triad like you.

Nemesis was not even holding her weapons correctly—at least not as she should for a fight. She twirled them loosely with her wrists, flicking them in the air to dress up her taunts. Isis would have been downright insulted had she not been grasping for every advantage.

Nemesis took a step forward. And another.

Isis held her ground.

Nemesis yawned. “Someone at least give the girly a weapon. I’m bored to tears here.” She snapped her fingers at the closest soldier, a stubbly-faced man who did not even look old enough to grow a proper beard. “You, Croton. Give her your pocket knife.”

The young Spirit Reaper pulled a compact folded knife from his pocket and slapped it into Isis’s hand with an apologetic look.

“Hey, Girly,” Nemesis called out.

“I thought it was ‘Pigtails’,” replied Isis drily.

“Do you prefer that one?”

“No.”

“Ok, then Pigtails.”

Ha. Ha. Ha.

“Do you know how to use that?”

Isis flipped the knife open. The blade was no longer than her index finger and hardly thicker. “To cut strawberries? Yes, I do that all the time.”

Nemesis’s smile widened. “You’re funny. When Magus finally agrees to help me, I may just let you live to see—”

Isis aimed a kick at Nemesis’s right wrist, putting as much power into it as she had. Crack. The Triad’s wrist broke upon impact, and her hand sprang open. Clank. Her rapier slid across the floor and buried its blade in the wood front of the raised platform.

“Playing with poison is not nice, Nemesis.”

Nemesis shook out her wrist, which appeared to have already healed, and stepped over to pull the rapier out of the platform. It was stuck. She looked up and glared angrily at Isis. Her eyes boiled over, a deep sanguine red.

“That was stupid,” she said, advancing again. She tossed the dagger to her right hand. “Very, very stupid.”

Isis saw it before Nemesis even moved. She would go for the stomach. Nemesis lunged and Isis sidestepped. And again. And again.

“Is running away all you can do, Little Mouse?” she growled.

“You have so many cute names for me. Does that mean that you really do like me?” countered Isis.

“Hardly. You are nothing but an incompetent bodyguard. A pathetic, spineless girl. It would be over my corpse that anyone took away someone I swore to protect.”

“Someday someone will take you up on that offer,” Isis warned her.

Nemesis bared her teeth. “Be my guest. But no. Not you. I can see it in your eyes. You find the idea of killing anyone absolutely abhorrent. How quaint.”

“I might make an exception for you.”

“No. No, you wouldn’t.” Nemesis’s eyes danced with mad delight. “Let’s just cut to the conclusion of this charade. You are completely outmatched and have not even the slightest intention of killing me. I, on the other hand, am a practiced fighter and killer. We both know how this will end. Save yourself the embarrassment and yield now. I promise to—”

Isis’s second kick to Nemesis’s right wrist snapped the bone just as surely as the first. This time, the dagger slid between the legs of a shocked Spirit Reaper and came to a stop before Everett. The Rev pressed the toe of his boot over the black handle.

“Stop doing that,” Nemesis growled, shaking out her wrist.

Wow, two breaks to the same bone in under five minutes, and still she healed nearly instantly. What would it take to really bring her down?

Isis shrugged. “You underestimate me. I’m faster than you think.”

“Not fast enough.”

Isis saw the attack coming, but she was pressed too closely to the platform to evade. Nemesis swung her arm out, grabbed Isis, and threw her overhand halfway across the room. Isis barreled into the line of Spirit Reapers, and six of them toppled over. As she hopped over their tangled bodies, back toward Nemesis, startled shouts told her that her comrades had taken full advantage of the distraction.

Nemesis launched two knives the size of bananas at her. Isis dodged, and it was a good thing. At that speed, they would likely have taken her arms off. Nemesis kicked high, aiming for Isis’s head. Isis blocked, but the force of the impact brought her nearly to her knees. She pushed back with her mind. A breeze tiptoed across her fingertips, building up until her skin buzzed with the power. A gust shot out and catapulted Nemesis into the nearest stone wall.

The Triad sprang to her feet, and immediately launched two small black throwing knives—much like those Jason used—at Isis. Though she still looked dazed, Nemesis’s aim was spot on. Or it would have been had Isis not foreseen the attack and ducked. The knives clanged dully against the wall behind her.

A crooked grin flashed across Nemesis’s lips. “Surprise, surprise. And I thought I was the only one.”

“Madwoman?”

“Triad.” She stepped forward. “You may be of some use after all, Pigtails.”

Isis picked up the knives and threw them at Nemesis’s chest, knowing she would catch them. She did, returning them with double the force. They ricocheted off the wall and sank into the wood on either side of the rapier. The move was so ridiculous it had to have been planned. Nemesis was showing off. Grinning, she continued to close in, her enormous shadow trailing her across the torchlit wall.

“I’m not,” Isis told her, backing up. Just a bit further.

“Not what?”

“A Triad.”

Nemesis leered. “Your performance suggests otherwise.”

Nemesis nearly stumbled over her feet, but she didn’t seem to notice. She pressed on, thinking she was backing Isis into a corner.

“It’s a wonder what a custom mix of serum can make happen.”

“There’s only so much a serum can do. You can’t enhance what’s not there in the first place, Girly.”

Isis ignored the retort. “Or make not happen. Like that dart I hit you with while you were proving what a vicious knife-juggler you are.”

Nemesis’s hand shot to her neck.

“That’s the problem with you, Nemesis.”

The Triad yanked out the tiny black dart and crushed it in her hand.

“You think you’re so high above us all that you are untouchable.”

Nemesis collapsed to one knee.

Isis climbed up onto the platform and released the princes’ bonds. “But you can be taken down, just like the rest of us.”

Nemesis glared up, her eyes screaming murder. “I’m not down yet.”

She stomped her heel hard against the floor, opening up a trapdoor beneath her feet. And before anyone could even think of stopping her, she was gone.
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“STAY HERE,” ISIS instructed the boys and hopped off the platform.

The fight was still going on in full force down on the ground. To reach the trapdoor, she had to dance around Everett’s wrestling match with a Spirit Reaper a full head taller than he was. She stomped down in the exact spot as Nemesis had, but the floor did not open up. She tried again, harder this time. Nothing.

And it was probably just as well. Isis stuck out her foot, tripping the Spirit Reaper battling Everett. She didn’t want to chase off after that psychopath anyway.

“Isis, what the hell! That one was mine,” Everett grumbled, knocking on the unconscious man’s head.

She shrugged and indicated the thirteen Spirit Reapers still standing, eleven of whom had ganged up on Jason. “There are plenty more.”

A stampede of synchronized thumps echoed from the hall, and a dozen Diamond Edges flooded into the room. They headed straight for the Spirit Reapers. They tackled the ones barraging Cameron, but stood on the sidelines to watch Jason take on his eleven alone. Make that ten. No, nine. Wow, was he efficient. If not for all the blood, Jason’s fluid dance might have even been beautiful to watch.

Aaron stepped in casually, looking around as though he owned the place. He caught Isis’s eye and wiggled his finger, beckoning her forward. He hit her with a wide grin. Oh, no. She stood her ground, trying to gauge how angry he still was about her sending him off through the Wasteland.

He could try to detain her. That would be inconvenient. Or if she got really unlucky, he might even try to kiss her again. That would be even worse.

Cameron shuffled over, his gaze shifting between Isis and Everett.

“Why do you two both look like you’ve just swallowed a mouthful of rocks?” he asked them.

Isis nodded toward Aaron. “Nothing good can come of this.”

Everett nodded. “Agreed.” He must have thought she was talking about the Selpes in general. He was, after all, a Rev. Were they to discover that, no Selpe soldier would hesitate to shoot him on sight.

The Diamond Edges had grown bored of waiting for Jason to finish off the remaining two Spirit Reapers, so they shot the Avans in the head. They would have shot Jason too, had Ariella not run forward and planted herself between him and the barrels of their guns.

“Oh, come now, Ariella. Do move before one of my men accidentally shoots you,” Aaron drawled. “There’s no point in protecting him. Jason Chanz is a rogue Elition, a wanted man. Surely, you’ve seen the posters.” He contorted his face into a mockingly murderous expression, but the effort was ruined by his laughing eyes.

Isis squeezed past the Diamond Edges and wrapped her arm across Ariella’s back in a show of solidarity. “Dreadful, Aaron. Just dreadful. Everyone knows the defining feature of Jason’s wanted poster is the cold, merciless eyes.”

Aaron smiled. “Yes, yes, of course. But mad Elition eyes are not so easily imitated.” He registered her position and that she had not simply come over to engage in playful banter with him. His expression hardened. “Don’t tell me you’ve also gotten it into your head to take a bullet for the assassin.”

“I don’t see why anyone needs to be firing any bullets,” said Ariella.

“What she said,” Isis agreed.

“The two of them are insufferable when together. How do you stand it?” Aaron asked Davin, who had appeared behind his right shoulder.

“You get used to it,” Davin told him solemnly.

“Really?”

“No.”

“I do believe we’re being insulted, Ariella,” said Isis.

“Indeed, Isis.”

“Men.”

“Bah,” agreed Ariella.

“Much as you clever comedians are trying to distract us from the issue at hand, the matter remains that the criminal Jason Chanz, guilty of countless atrocities against the Empire, stands before us. As the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire present here…” Aaron puffed out his chest as he said the words. “…I move to have the assassin taken into custody.”

“Elitia concurs,” Davin replied, looking all too pleased at the chance to imprison Jason.

Assuming they could catch him.

“There seems to be some confusion as to who here is the ranking representative of the Selpe Empire.”

All eyes shifted up to the platform, where Hayden stood tall, supporting his brother. His clothes were torn, his skin smudged, and his hair untidy, but it did not matter. Regal energy oozed off him as though he had been made for nothing else. He looked every bit the part of the new Selpe emperor, which, assuming they could get him back to Orion in one piece to claim the throne, he very soon would be.

The Diamond Edges felt it too. They looked uncertainly from Hayden to Aaron, until they were finally put out of their misery.

“Of course. We are all pleased to find Your Majesties safe, and the Diamond Edges would be most grateful for the honor of escorting you back to Orion,” Aaron said, his tone crisp and practiced.

“Jason Chanz and all his comrades risked much when others would not. They rescued us from the Siennan Nemesis, and for that they are our esteemed guests. I want to make it clear that they are not to be harmed. Tell your men to stand down, Aaron,” Hayden directed.

Davin looked as though his birthday party had been cancelled. Aaron swallowed hard but nodded to the Diamond Edges, who holstered their guns. The few who held knives sheathed those as well.

“Good. And now that we’re all finally civil, could someone kindly get us down from here?”

Isis only had to meet Jason’s eyes. He nodded to her, then walked off toward the platform, Diamond Edges melting away before him. He bent into his knees and conquered the two meters in a single bound. Once at the top, he lifted one prince into each arm and hopped down as easily as if he had taken a single step. Nemesis had done the same, but it somehow looked more spectacular when Jason did it.

“That was so unbelievably sexy,” Ariella whispered into her ear.

Isis turned to her, shocked. “I thought you liked Davin,” she murmured back weakly.

Ariella’s eyes twinkled. “I do.”

What am I supposed to make of that?

“Everett,” Ariella said, stepping forward with a smile.

He grinned back. “Ariella.”

“Throwing yourself into trouble again, are you?”

“Yeah, I just can’t seem to keep away from you Elitions.”

Isis looked from Ariella to Everett. “You two know each other?”

“We may have shared an adventure in Solarin,” said Everett.

“The Avan capital? Ariella, what in Aurelia’s name were you doing there?”

“Rescuing Davin.”

Isis looked over at Davin, who was watching them as he whispered to Aaron. “You’ll have to tell me about that.”

“Yes,” she said as Jason passed beside Isis. “Jason Chanz.”

“Yes?” he asked, his face hard.

Ariella nudged Isis.

“What?” she muttered.

Ariella canted her head toward Jason.

Oh, that. “Sorry. I’ve been out here too long. Jason, meet Destiny. My kindred.”

Jason nodded to her.

“Ariella, meet Magus. My…” Ally? Friend? Sexy assassin? “…fellow adventurer,” she finished, extending her hand toward him. She jumped a little when her fingers brushed against his arm. A not-unpleasant spark buzzed in her fingertips when their skins met. “Oh, sorry, Jason.” She drew her hand away. Grudgingly. “I’m a bit tired.”

“You are looking thin,” Ariella commented, walking toward the temple’s exit. “But I love the new look, Isis.” She brushed a finger through a magenta strand amongst Isis’s pink-blonde locks.

“It’s temporary. A side effect of the Phantom Accentuating serum I took. Jason knew Nemesis would go for me, so I needed to have an edge over her in a fight. She thought I would be easy prey, moping because Jason had told her to kill me, for all he cared. But we had planned all that. Even the part where Cameron and Everett and I ‘followed’ Jason to Evergreen. Whereas actually, we just wanted her to think that he had planned to come alone.”

Ariella looked her over and said, “Isis, calm down. You’re babbling.”

“I’m tired. And it’s the serum.”

“It suits you,” Ariella told her. “More so than that repugnant Inhibiting Serum. I don’t know why you always insisted on subduing your gift with it.”

“Can we talk about this later?” Hint. Hint. She tried to nod toward Jason without actually nodding toward Jason, but it just made her head feel like it would bump against the ceiling.

“Later might be too late. Isis, I know the power of Prophecy is a turbulent one. I live with it too. But drowning it with serums only delays the inevitable. You have never tried to deal with your gift, and that will bite you in the rump sooner or later. You never know when it will flare up out of control. The power of Prophecy is unpredictable like that, and that’s how Prophets who can’t control the gift spiral into madness. Think about that.”

“Thanks, Ariella,” Isis grumbled, avoiding Jason’s eyes.

She looked at Isis. Then she looked at Jason. “Did I miss something?”

“Isis has made a game of trying to hide her gift from me,” he said.

“And I was doing a damn good job of it until you spilled,” she grumbled to Ariella.

“Actually, as soon as I tasted your serum at Needle’s Weave, I figured you were probably a Prophet,” he told her. “Some of your other erratic abilities threw me off, but I attributed that to your excessive consumption of an Inhibiting Serum.”

“Excessive,” Ariella repeated with emphasis.

Isis ignored the jibe. “No. I’m a Prophet with Triad tendencies. A weird diagnosis, but there you have it. If I weren’t so undeniably crazy, they’d probably have classified me as a Triad.”

“Your gift is not being inhibited right now, and you don’t look crazy,” Ariella pointed out.

Because Jason is keeping me sane. Wait, did I just say that aloud? Isis watched them for a reaction but observed none. So, she was just talking to herself. Thank goodness.

Isis sighed. “Well, now that this madness is all behind us, I really do need to catch up on some sleep.”

“Don’t go down for a nap yet,” Ariella warned her.

“Why?” She cringed. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“There’s a traitor amongst the Selpe aristocracy.”

“No real surprise there. The assassination. The kidnappings. This whole ludicrous situation reeks of a traitor in their ranks.”

“Whoever it is has been making a grand effort to kill us.”

“Us?”

“Like you, I’ve not been working alone. We have many leads, but still the traitor eludes us. I could use your help.” She looked at Jason. “And yours. Until the traitor is apprehended, Hayden and Ian Selpe are still in danger. We need to get them safely back to Orion, and then we need to pop this traitor in the head.”

“I will help,” said Jason.

Ariella looked at Isis.

“Do you even need to ask? Of course I will help you. Naps can wait. Just tell me—”

Isis stopped as they stepped outside, her eyes fixed to the flying mammoth. A Selpe airship, shimmering silver in the sunlight. It hovered ten meters off the ground, held in place by six thick metal cables tied to nearby branches. Immediately below it, a newly flooded forest sat, water dripping from its canopy. It looked like someone had dumped the entire contents of a swimming pool over the poor trees.

“Jason, correct me if I’m wrong, but there was no forest marsh when we came through here earlier.”

“Indeed there was not.”

“Ok.” She nudged Ariella, then pointed up. “What happened here, and what is that monstrosity?”

“That ‘monstrosity’ is our ride back to Orion, Isis. And as for the water—”

“There’s no way in hell you’re getting me into that deathtrap,” Isis cut in.

Ariella patted her on the back. “That’s exactly what I said the last time, but, you know, they’re really not all that bad actually.”
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THEY TOOK THE airship back to Orion. It was a small one, probably a research model, Everett thought. That might have explained how it could navigate the Wilderness. And the auburn-haired woman they had seen as they climbed aboard was the scientist responsible for getting them there. No one else would have dared scold the soldiers for fiddling with the controls and releasing a boatload of water down onto the forest. Whatever that was all about. Nothing the crazy Selpes ever did made much sense to him.

Once they were all settled aboard the airship, Everett started to feel mighty claustrophobic. Between all the Elitions and far more Selpe soldiers than he cared to count, he couldn’t turn around without bumping into someone. Usually a scowling someone. He kept his leather jacket on to conceal the tattoo on his arm. After all, he couldn’t be too careful. Hayden Selpe might have said his rescuers were not to be harmed, but Everett wouldn’t put it past a Selpe soldier to ‘accidentally’ open the bay doors and toss him out. And that Diamond Edge major had given him a long, hard look, as though he knew what Everett was. Much as it stung to think it, perhaps it was about time he looked into tattoo removal services—and if the Elition who had hired him all those months ago in Cypress was right, speech therapy to smooth over his rugged Rev accent.

By some miracle, Everett made it all the way to Orion without dying. No joke. It was a real miracle. Ariella thought there was a conspiracy in the Selpe ranks, one that had led to the emperor’s murder and the princes’ kidnapping. So Everett had stupidly agreed to keep an eye on the Diamond Edges to make sure the soldiers didn’t kill the boys his group had trekked across half the Wilderness to save. He must have had a death wish.

As soon as they arrived at Orion, Jason and Isis had disappeared behind some closed door with Ariella. They were plotting something. He could tell from the cloud of conspiracy hovering over their heads.

Cameron stayed with Everett, and the two of them had a fine lunch in the imperial restaurant. They made sure to have the staff bill the empire. Buying their lunch was the least the Selpes could do after the hell they’d put them through.

Two hours later, just as they were finishing up their dessert, Everett found the note in his pocket. He had no clue how long it had been in there. Nor did he know who had put it there. He turned, scanning the crowded restaurant. It could have been anyone, though Everett was putting money on an Elition. There was no shortage of them in Orion at the moment. Cameron said it had something to do with the arrival of Elitia’s high king earlier that day.

Everett unfolded the paper and read silently, “Mr. Black, you have lived up to your reputation. A sum of fifty thousand Crowns has been deposited into your account as agreed. Keep your head low in Orion and watch out for the Diamond Edges. Oh, and don’t forget to pay your associates their shares. Especially, the assassin. He’s been known to get moody over things like that.”

cover.jpeg
SORCERY AND SCIENCE ~ BOOK 2

ELLA SUMMERS





