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One
 
    
 
   Sylvia pressed herself into the treewall, jamming her body into a narrow crevice between two trees.  The bark scraped her skin, and she sucked in a breath, holding it.  Her two pursuers were just around the curve of the wall, slowly advancing upon her hiding place.
 
   She closed her eyes, and watched them take each step.  She watched them with eyes that were not hers, eyes that darted about between the trees at her command.  The eyes that watched were those of a little black bird, a drone.  It fed its images directly to her thoughts, through the tiny silver earlink tucked in her ear.  Both were gifts from Seascape.
 
   They were getting too close, and would spot her soon, no matter how much she pressed herself into the treewall.  Without the forewarning of her drone, she wouldn’t have noticed them while she patrolled outside the wall.  They were getting better at sneaking up on people.
 
   She pulled in a slow breath, trying to calm her rabbiting heartbeat.  She would need to do something soon.  If she could just get to the gate...but they were blocking her way.
 
   Suddenly, one of her pursuers stopped, drew his bow and pointed his arrow at something in the wilds.  From the eyes of her drone, she could clearly see that the sound had come from one of the drone’s living counterparts as a small brown bird flitted to another branch.
 
   Realizing this, they quickly returned to their pursuit.  It was then that they noticed her light footprints in the delicate moss.
 
   She cracked open her eyelids and peered down at her wrist, which was encased in a half-sleeve of shimmering black and silver fabric—another gift from Seascape.  Her fingers brushed the datastrands, sending commands to her drone in practiced movements.  The real bird had given her an idea.
 
   She wouldn’t let them take her.  At her command, the drone dropped silently to hover about hip height in the trees, and with one last flick of her finger, it rocketed backward through the brush, crashing through the dense undergrowth.  It was so loud she could hear it from her hiding place.
 
   Both men whipped their heads around at the noise, then headed for it, thankfully leaving the shadow of the treewall.  Sylvia had to admit, it did sound like someone crashing through the bushes.
 
   She sucked in a deep breath, refilling her lungs, then ran for it.
 
   While she sprinted beside the treewall, bolting for the gate, she was also focused on untangling her drone from an irksome vine it had gotten stuck in.
 
   She was used to the double vision by now, with the drone’s images superimposed directly onto her thoughts by way of the earlink.  If they got to her drone before she could untangle it, she was in big trouble.  She had to work fast.
 
   The sun had disappeared, making the shadows in the wilds grow long in the dry summer evening.  Finally, she worked the drone free of the vine, maneuvering its wings back and forth to free it from the tangled mess.
 
   It zoomed upward at her command, and wheeled around to follow her as she sprinted for the gate.  Then she tripped over an enormous root that had not been there a second ago.
 
   She fell face first into the ground, with barely any time to reach out and catch herself.  What she had thought was a root was really a leg, attached to a tall, lanky woman wearing a fur vest, who had evidently hidden in the shadows of the treewall.
 
   Before she could even register the blood seeping from her scraped palms, the woman turned her over with a boot and had a blade to her throat.
 
   Sylvia squeezed her eyes shut briefly as her weapons were kicked away.  All she had left was her drone.  But how could it help her now?
 
   She cursed herself.  She had been too focused on freeing the drone, and not what she was seeing with her own eyes.
 
   The dagger never moved from its position, poised over the large vein throbbing in her throat, even as she was yanked to her feet.
 
   She couldn’t believe she’d failed, that she was being taken.  She hung her head.
 
   “Oh, cheer up, Sylvia,” the woman said, gathering up Sylvia’s weapons and leading them toward the gate.  “You lasted the longest out of everybody.”
 
   Sylvia raised an eyebrow, and shrugged out of her captor’s grip, which had loosened.
 
   She took her weapons as they were returned to her.  “At least it was you who got me,” Sylvia admitted.  “You can brag to your team.”
 
   “I thought Charlie and Ash were going to get you for sure,” Amelia said.  “But I thought I’d stick around and try anyway.”
 
   Sylvia cracked a smile.  At least she was the last to be captured.  “Good practice, then.”
 
   Amelia nodded, now peeling off the fur vest the Defenders wore when they impersonated the Scouts during their practice.
 
   They reached the gate, where the rest of Sylvia’s team had gathered, evidently having been captured long ago.  Amelia went off to round up her own team of pretend Scouts.
 
   Vince, Sylvia’s team commander, greeted her with a clap on the shoulder, and began to regale her with a breakdown of the entire practice.
 
   As the two teams debriefed, Sylvia sent her drone to circle the city, the way she always did when she wasn’t using it for practice.  Once she was sure the wilds around Meadowcity were free of actual foes, her shoulders relaxed.
 
   It was dangerous conducting their practices out in the open like this, but Sylvia needed practice with her drone, and the Defenders needed experience fighting outside the wall, and evading the Scouts.
 
   At last, the enormous doors of the gate creaked open, admitting the tired and sweating Defenders.  Once they were inside, the gates closed out the night with a deafening slam as the heavy bolt was returned to its position.
 
   Sylvia tried to relax, tried to shake the feeling that stalked her whenever she was out in the wilds, but it was a hard thing to do these days with the threat of a battle that could be at their walls any day.
 
   Before the war, the treewall had been enough to shut out her fears, to soothe her nerves.  Knowing just how easily that wall could be obliterated had somewhat deadened that feeling.
 
   After confirming the next practice with Vince, Sylvia headed home.  The rhythmic sound of her boots on the walkway slowly faded as her mind drifted back to the live image from her drone, now circling outside the city.  The small black bird had been a gift from Lady Naomi Blackwater of Seascape, a gift that the Lady thought would help Sylvia win the war against the increasingly brutal Governor Greyling and his army of Scouts.  
 
   Her skills had improved greatly over the past few weeks, and it was getting easier to hold the connection, but it still wasn’t perfect.  She knew the drone’s help could mean the difference between victory and defeat, so she practiced with it at every available moment.
 
   The earlink and datawoven sleeve had been the only thing she was allowed to take with her after months spent in Seascape—time spent proving that she was worthy of the fifth city’s help.
 
   She hadn’t yet mastered use of the drone at longer distances—say, far enough to spy on Skycity—but she was oddly confident that she would get the hang of it eventually.  If she had learned anything in her Trials at Seascape, she knew that desperation was an excellent teacher.
 
   The things she had discovered in the city on the sea still astounded her, even weeks after her departure.  Sometimes it all felt like a dream.  Never in her life had she imagined she would ride a colossal train that could speed across the land at frightening speeds, nor learn how to master the fascinating datawoven fabrics that could hold scores of information.
 
   It was something from a fairy story how citizens there could communicate with each other by a simple thought, something Atlan had taught her—her teeth involuntarily grit together at the memory.
 
   She had avoided thinking of Atlan Blackwater for some time, but it was impossible to keep him from creeping into her thoughts every now and then.  Sylvia couldn’t help but replay her departure from Seascape whenever she thought of Atlan—sitting in the small boat being propelled toward the mainland, while she called and called for Atlan through her earlink, to no answer.
 
   She was completely cut off from the island.
 
   And a question lay on her heart like a shadow across the moon: did Atlan take his serum, the birthright he had earned by passing the Trials and the key to Seascape’s long lives?
 
   Sylvia had been horrified to hear that Lady Naomi was more than two hundred years old—only a fraction of what she would eventually age to be—though she looked no more than forty.  Atlan had faced his decision alone after Sylvia had been forced from the island, and she hadn’t heard from him since, despite several futile attempts to contact him through her earlink.  Was it the distance between the cities that was the problem?  Or was Atlan distancing himself from her?
 
   Shaking her head, she tried to focus on the images from her drone, searching for Scouts, or anything out of the ordinary.  Dwelling on Atlan would just distract her from the most important thing at hand: defending Meadowcity and keeping the rest of Arcera from Greyling’s control.  It was, after all, the only thing stopping her from returning to Seascape, returning to Atlan—if he even wanted her there.  Damn, she thought.  Thinking of him again.
 
   She was saved from her miserable thought cycle when she remembered Vince’s words about tomorrow’s practice.  Their team would get to act as the Scouts and take down Amelia’s team.  Sylvia was looking forward to getting her revenge.
 
   It was imperative that she learn how to use her drone properly during combat.  The drone would only be useful if she could control it—and not get so distracted by its images like she did today.
 
   She also struggled to hold the connection with her drone while in hand-to-hand combat, but recently she began to spend some time practicing with Neve and using wooden swords.
 
   Her feet were dragging by the time she reached her villa.  With daily Defender practice, her extra training with Neve, and every other moment spent connected to her drone, she was exhausted, mind and body.
 
   As she entered her villa, she looked through her drone’s lifeless eyes, and saw the first stars of nightfall blossom in the darkening sky.
 
   She dropped her spear at the door, wondering when her skills would be put to the true test, when the Scouts would finally bring the war back to Meadowcity.
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Two
 
    
 
   The darkening city glittered with a falling curtain of stars on Lady Naomi Blackwater’s looking-glass as she watched Sylvia fade out of view.  
 
   She dared not give the Rider’s drone any movement commands, but she could easily watch the drone’s vid feed without detection.
 
   It had been only a few weeks since the end of the Trials, since Sylvia had left Seascape.  Naomi had begun to spend time in her looking-glass-walled garden room watching vids of the girl as she tried to single-handedly put a stop to Greyling’s war.  The Rider had swiftly returned to Meadowcity upon leaving the island, and immediately begun to train with the drone that Naomi had given her, just as Naomi had known she would.
 
   Naomi often contemplated where Sylvia got her spark from.  If a task was set before the girl, she would concentrate on nothing else until it was taken care of.  It was a fascinating thing to watch.  The girl was incredibly driven, a characteristic that Naomi hadn’t seen in any of Arcera’s leaders in the past two centuries. 
 
   The day Sylvia had returned to Meadowcity, she had taken the drone from her bag and begun to try and understand how to work the avian machine.  Naomi, of course, could discreetly turn on the viewing ports remotely from her own datastrands, and watch.
 
   It hadn’t been terribly interesting to watch the girl and her family through that long and talkative dinner, but Naomi hadn’t had much else to do that first evening.  Nowadays, she found herself tuning her looking-glass in to check on Sylvia every few hours, just to watch her progress, now that they were back to war planning in earnest.
 
   Meadowcity had been very busy since Naomi had been granted a closer look at its operations, unbeknownst to its occupants.  Their defense efforts were admirable, but even Lady Naomi could not see a way for them to easily rebuff a direct attack from that abhorrent man Greyling.  She was keeping a close eye on the walled city, as well as Greyling’s army, but she still wasn’t entirely sure whether she could—or would—step in to halt an attack, if the time came.
 
   Most of Seascape’s residents still believed that they shouldn’t interfere in the Four Cities’ war.  Some of the more bitter long-lived thought that Seascape owed nothing to the Four Cities, and hinted that the Cities deserved it for abandoning Seascape—those were the residents who could remember the grumblings of their own parents and grandparents who had been alive when Arcera was founded.
 
   Naomi heaved a great sigh.  Although Greyling was governor there, Skycity itself seemed mostly blameless—its inhabitants knew nothing of the true war that waged in Arcera, blinded by the Governor’s propaganda.  Yet the men and women who joined his Scout army quickly learned of the injustices, and reveled in them, taking advantage of the power bestowed upon them.  
 
   Meadowcity was the only hub of citizens actively resisting Greyling’s control.  Riftcity was under the Scouts’ oppressive thumb, and Lightcity—poor Lightcity—had fallen because of a poorly planned act of resistance on Meadowcity’s part.  Perhaps they did need help.
 
   But Naomi was reluctant to tip the scales.  She did not rule imperially, as she knew the leaders of this land had done long ago.  Her decisions had to be supported by the people, and the people were not ready to accept her recommendations, even after Sylvia had completed the Trials.  
 
   The only thing she could do was slant the public vid feeds to show the toll the war was taking on the people of the Four Cities.  She desperately hoped there wouldn’t be another tragedy such as the one in Lightcity.  Though then, perhaps, even the stubbornest long-lived would agree that they needed to step in and help.
 
   At the sound of approaching footsteps, Naomi leaned back in her spindly metal chair and paused the vid feed on her looking-glass.
 
   Oliver entered the garden room, a polite smile at his lips, as always.  As he drew near the table he pulled a small bottle from his vest pocket.
 
   “Thank you, Oliver,” said Naomi in greeting, reaching out to take the bottle from him.  The amber-grey liquid inside swirled unnaturally as she took it.
 
   “When Atlan is done with his tantrum, perhaps I will give it back.  But I don’t want any harm to come to his serum in the meantime.”
 
   “No, my Lady,” agreed Oliver.
 
   “His security detail is sufficient?”
 
   “Yes, and I have been told he has not attempted to leave his rooms since the last incident.”
 
   “Very good.  I am still optimistic that he will concede.  But he will not danger the bloodline by leaving the island.”  The steel in her voice somewhat muted the smile on Oliver’s face.
 
   She turned to gaze at the looking-glass walls in apparent reflection, and was silent for a moment.  “Sometimes I wonder if the Trials come too early in one’s life,” she finally mused, and offered Oliver no further explanation.  A sudden melancholy had crept up on her after watching the vids of Sylvia.
 
   Clearly choosing not to ask the Lady’s meaning, Oliver bobbed his head and quietly took his leave.
 
   Naomi stared down at the tiny bottle of serum on the table, its contents still swirling despite not having been moved since she placed it there.
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Three
 
    
 
   Governor Sorin Greyling couldn’t help but grin at the large pile of books on his desk that Onen the Book Keeper had just brought him.
 
   Ever since the unfortunate loss of Lightcity, the war had become a complete drain on his energy, and he feared he would never bring it to a close—would never achieve his goal of uniting the five cities.  The books now spread before him immediately boosted his spirits as he ran his fingers across a few of their spines and covers.  This would be the answer.
 
   He had tasked the old Book Keeper with scouring Skycity’s massive library for the most informative books he could find, all on one particular topic: war strategy.
 
   Most citizens of Arcera believed war only happened in fairy stories—until recently, anyway, when some of them had experienced it firsthand.
 
   Sorin cringed.  He often regretted acting so quickly in declaring outright war.  He had belatedly wished he had done more research on strategies—but it was never too late, he thought, as he pulled a minuscule volume off the top of the nearest stack.
 
   It was an old one.  The book itself was new, with crisp pages and a thin leather cover, the words painstakingly copied out by hand, not from the original, but from previous handwritten copies handed down for who knows how long.
 
   This book, he could tell, had been old even before the last of the great wars that ravaged the land before the founding of Arcera.  Having studied ancient language styles briefly in his lessons growing up, he recognized some of the symbols of the original language—not the symbols themselves, but their style.  They were like nothing anyone in the Four Cities could decipher.  The words had been neatly translated on one side of each page.
 
   From the first page he read,
 
    
 
   war is a matter of life and death,
 
   a road either to safety or to ruin,
 
    
 
   and immediately he knew this book was precisely what he needed.
 
   He had been woefully unprepared for the news of the greatest loss to his campaign: the destruction of Lightcity.  Since then, he had tightened up operations in Riftcity, the only other city fit to help bring his ultimate plan to fruition.
 
   The Scouts had regrettably been ordered to surrender almost all the orbs they carried, to be saved for the attack on Seascape, when it finally came to that.  The Scouts now had to use force, instead of the threat of the bombs, to maintain order.  Sorin didn’t like it much, but they had little choice.
 
   He had lost his largest stock of orbs in Lightcity, along with the many glassworkers that had the skill and knowledge to produce them.  He hadn’t even calculated how much the loss had set back the campaign.  His gut twisted whenever he thought about it, and somehow, he just knew those interfering fools in Meadowcity had been behind it.
 
   Far from an offensive act of war, he knew it to be an accident on their part—for, why would they let the explosive orbs kill thousands of people?  He didn’t think they were ruthless enough to sacrifice all of Lightcity merely to rid Sorin of his stockpile of weapons.  Some of the Scouts had suggested the rebels had been trying to remove the orbs—carrying the crates by hand would explain the pattern of destruction.  Indeed, they were acting as rashly as he, untaught in the ways of war.  
 
   Well, that was about to change.  Skycity held the most expansive library in Arcera—or so he had believed until the discovery of Seascape, anyway.  He was sure that Seascape had hordes of information, all locked up on that island of theirs, its inhabitants unwilling to part with even a tiny fragment.
 
   His heart began to race, as it sometimes did, at the thought of sharing all of that incredible knowledge with the rest of Arcera.  Once he could do that, Meadowcity and Riftcity would finally see the correctness of his decision; they would know he had been right from the beginning.  The loss of Lightcity had been out of his control, but once they united with Seascape, they could rebuild.  They could all rebuild, and a new era of prosperity would begin, all because of his efforts.
 
   During his brief yet sour visit to the mysterious island city, he had witnessed the most amazing technology—technology he felt sure belonged to the rest of Arcera, too.  With it, Arcera could become a great country, one comparable to the civilizations that had come before them, whose legacies now lived on only in books copied and handed down century after century.  He was sure he could leave a longer lasting tribute than that.
 
   His musings were interrupted by a polite knock at his door.  Startled, he glanced out his wide window to note the time—the sun had already dipped below the horizon.
 
   “Come in,” he called.
 
   The heavy wooden door eased open, and in stumbled Grebe.  The Scout almost fell through the doorframe, appearing to trip on absolutely nothing.  Sorin sat up in his chair—he had been expecting the Secretary of the City, Glaslyn, or one of the aides with paperwork or some other tedious inquiry.
 
   It had been a long time since he had seen this particular Scout, and Sorin immediately recalled that Grebe was supposed to be stationed in Riftcity.  He didn’t particularly like the awkward man, and hadn’t minded sending him out for a long stint in the city on the rift.  
 
   The stout man righted himself and glanced up to see if Sorin had noted his fall.  He took an embarrassed breath and began, “I know you’re busy, Governor, but I have something to tell you, something we thought you needed to know.”
 
   “Yes?” Sorin drawled, completely nonplussed.  But then his stomach plummeted—had something else terrible happened?  He didn’t know if he could take any more bad news like that of Lightcity.  He gripped the edge of his desk and prodded tersely, “What is it?”
 
   “Well, I—” Grebe started at the abrupt change in Sorin’s voice.  He took a timid step closer to the desk.  “I got a change of orders from Falx, see, in Riftcity.  He had me go south, to the sea.  Said it would be important for us to keep an eye on the fifth city, sir, so I went, an’ I watched.”
 
   Sorin had a brief thought that Falx had been trying to get rid of Grebe, too.
 
   “I watched for a while, though I didn’t see much more’n their boats day in and day out doing who knows what— ‘til, ‘til I saw her.”
 
   Sorin let go of his claw-like grip on the desk.  “Who?” he hissed.
 
   “The girl.  The one you talked about—Thorne.  The one who got in the way between us and Meadowcity.”
 
   Stunned for a moment at Grebe’s surprising grip on the situation, he pressed, “What was she doing there?”
 
   “That I couldn’t say, sir.  But I can tell you,” he took another step closer to Sorin, lowering his voice, “She was there more’n a month.  I was set up in the woods just off the shore—stayed off the stone ‘cos I heard what it did to them Scouts a while back.”
 
   “She couldnt’a gone in any other way, so she must’ve been there a while.  I had to hurry up an’ move when I saw her coming.  A man in a boat brought her to shore, an’ then she set off north.”
 
    A burning anger boiled up from Sorin’s stomach.  Was that witch in Seascape sharing secrets with that cursed Rider from Meadowcity, now?  
 
   How come she allowed Thorne entrance to the city, when she had so rudely rejected him?  And why did this young Rider continue to insist on fouling his plans? 
 
   Just as quickly as the anger came, it died, when his focus landed on the small book he had begun to read.  War is a matter of life and death, he remembered.  An idea came to him.
 
   “Well done, Grebe,” he said quietly.  “I want you to remain in Skycity for a time.  I’ve got some research to do, but I think I might have a special task for you.”
 
   No more rash decisions.  He would think this one through.  He would not choose the road to ruin.
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Four
 
    
 
   Falcon stood facing Neve, his hands raised in the air, his whole body trembling.
 
   She weighed the small firebomb in her palm, judging the distance.  She looked into the eyes of the man she once thought she might love, and with just a little pleasure, chucked the firebomb at his feet.
 
   The glass broke easily upon the stone, spreading flames as the chemicals mixed with each other and met the air.  To his credit, Falcon didn’t flinch once.
 
   “How does it feel?” Neve called coolly.
 
   Fire wrapped around his feet, and licked at his legs, but Falcon still didn’t move.
 
   “Fine,” he drawled.
 
   “The heat’s not getting through the greaves?”
 
   “Do you think I’d still be standing here if it was?” Falcon countered, with a hint of his old humor.
 
   She rolled her eyes and waved him back to where she stood.  He stepped carefully through the flames and returned to her.
 
   With a thickly gloved hand, she reached down to inspect his greaves and boots, which had gotten the brunt of the flames.  Her eyes traveled up from the tips of his dark boots, to the greaves strapped tightly around his calves, and up the remaining leather armor covering his legs.  A skirt of leather protected his middle, where it met up with the chest plate.  Out of the pauldrons that protected his shoulders came the three-piece leather sleeves, ending in the same type of gloves Neve wore.  A dark swath of fabric pulled over his nose concealed most of his face, and was held in place by the leather helmet.
 
   When she finished her inspection, she allowed herself to smile at him.  Behind him, she saw that the fire had gone out.
 
   He pulled down the fabric from his nose.  “How many times did you say we were testing this today?”  She noticed his eyes were a bit watery from the smoke.  
 
   “As many as I need to,” she said distractedly, reaching forward to inspect what looked like damage on a strap holding one of his greaves on.  But after she brushed the soot from it, it appeared intact.
 
   “We need to test for length of contact with flame, and durability.  You said you wanted to help,” she said, looking up from where she crouched at his feet.
 
   For once he didn’t say anything.  The former Scout shifted his feet meekly.
 
   Neve stood and put her hands on her hips, a little thrown off by Falcon’s sudden timidity.  She dared to look him in the eyes, and found herself grasping for words when he met her gaze with an intensity that could rival the flames.
 
   “But we’re only doing the one test today,” she admitted, unable to look away.  “I need to inspect the pieces closer for damage, so go ahead and take them off.”
 
   Glad for the excuse to look away, she turned to head back into the glasswork shop, and Falcon followed, pulling his gloves off as he went.
 
   Neve liked Carlene’s shop.  There was plenty of light, and it was spacious enough even for clumsy Neve to move around and not knock anything over.
 
   Her uncle Harry was busy at the forge, but he called over at the sight of Neve and Falcon, “How’d it go?”
 
   “Good, I think,” Neve replied, watching Falcon out of the corner of her eye as he placed the pieces of armor on the work table.
 
   Harry went back to work with a grunt and a wave—to Neve, a high commendation.
 
   Carlene was busy behind him pouring bits of broken glass into a battered forge to recycle it.  The glassworker and Neve’s uncle had been getting on well since Neve had been allowed use of the space to work on her project.  Neve was glad for Harry—she had always been a worthless glassworker under his watchful eye, but he worked well with Carlene and admired her work.  Perhaps it was partially due to the fact that the woman had been trained in Lightcity.
 
   “Give me a hand?” Falcon asked, and Neve whirled, surprised to find him so close to her.  He turned his back to her so she could untie the pauldrons from his shoulders.  Her fingers worked at the ties, and she had to fight to keep them from lingering when they brushed against his warm skin.
 
   “All right,” she said, furious at herself for enjoying his closeness.  He lied to you for months, she told herself.  The mantra was slowly failing to rekindle her anger.
 
   Together they lifted the pauldrons over his head, and placed them on the worktable with the rest of the armor.  Falcon had laid it out neatly, each piece in relative position to where it was worn, with the helmet at the top of the table, and boots at the bottom.
 
   She set to work inspecting the armor for damage, and Falcon wandered away to see if Harry needed any help, ever helpful these days in his attempt to redeem himself for his days as a Scout.  As she reached for her magnifying glass, she heard Harry grunt and tell Falcon to fill up the water basin.
 
   All four of them worked comfortably the rest of the morning.  It was days like today that the ache from the loss of her home seemed to ease, if only slightly.  She never forgot where she was though—she had never gotten along so amicably with her uncle in their own glassworks shop.
 
   The shop that had ultimately been destroyed by the work of her own hands.  The orbs, anyway, had been her creation.  The weight of it sometimes threatened to suffocate her, but creating the armor had brought her some peace.  It was only fitting she could create the armor to protect people against the orbs.
 
   The armor had been Falcon’s idea—at first, anyway.  Originally tasked with creation of weapons that Meadowcity could use against the Scout army, Neve and Falcon had spent days bandying about ideas.  She was glad he never brought up creating more explosive orbs.
 
   He did suggest armor, but Neve shot him down right away, saying it would only catch fire if made of leather, or else overheat and burn them if they even had enough time to forge metal armor.
 
   But a few days later, as they helped Carlene with some normal glassworks operations, the thought of armor jumped back into Neve’s head as they were pouring molten glass into a heavy tray of molds.
 
   Indeed, the thought struck her so soundly that she tilted her side of the basin, and some of the fiery liquid spilled over the side of the mold, hissing as it landed on the floor near her feet.
 
   It was so simple—glassworkers used fireproofing compounds on work gloves and aprons so as not to burn themselves when handling the tools of their trade.
 
   After her realization, she and Falcon worked with one of the city’s leatherworkers to create a set of armor.  Now they were in testing mode.
 
   The armor had been treated with the fireproofing and heat-resistant compounds so thoroughly that she could find no damage as she inspected each piece that lay on the table.  She knew Falcon would be pleased that their idea had worked—and even more pleased that she wasn’t going to make him put on the armor for each and every test.  She wanted to try it now, too, now that she knew it really worked.
 
   They had known the armor itself wouldn’t burn, that they had tested unmanned.  But the armor would be useless if did nothing to staunch the heat that accompanied flame.
 
   She couldn’t wait to show Sylvia.  She would have to show the Rider today or tomorrow, since Sylvia was leaving on a long training mission soon.
 
   She was less excited about showing Gero and the council, who were split between wanting to focus on defense of the city, and developing weapons and going on the offensive.  She had chosen what she thought was the smartest way, and wasn’t looking forward to another discussion on whether they would make weapons next.
 
   There was just one more piece she wanted to add.
 
   “Carlene, Uncle Harry,” she called and gestured them over.  Falcon came over too, trying to pretend he wasn’t irritated at not being included.
 
   Neve held up the helmet and cloth that had covered the lower half of Falcon’s face.
 
   “What would you say to a glass mask to protect the eyes?”
 
   The three faces broke into identical grins.
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Five
 
    
 
   Ember had stopped looking all the way down ages ago, but slowly the sight above had begun to terrify her instead.  The east face of Riftcity’s cliff rose up immeasurably high above her.  She kept reminding herself that the quicker they descended, the shorter of a fall it would be to the bottom.  Not exactly reassuring, she thought, unable to help but glance up at the sky again.  The moon was a silver scythe dripping just enough dim light upon their midnight descent.
 
   Never in her life had she dreamed she would ever find herself dangling from Riftcity’s facade.  Despite growing up in the only city in Arcera carved entirely into massive cliffs, she had enjoyed keeping her feet on solid stone.  She had, in fact, spent most of her life inside the cliffs.  
 
   But now even the beautiful stone bridges connecting the two faces had been blown to bits by the Scouts’ bombs, and many of the walkways carved into the cliffs had been damaged.  Nothing had been destroyed further than the morale of the citizens, who had been forced into continuous manual labor for Greyling and his army.  Which—she gritted her teeth as she reminded herself—was why she and the others were now carefully rappelling down the cliff.
 
   It wasn’t as if they could just walk into the city; the Grand Staircase was supposed to be the sole entrance, and it was heavily guarded at all times.  The tunnel that led into the city by way of Ember and Flint’s family villa still remained a secret—but only just.
 
   On their last raid, the Scouts had been seconds away from discovering where the rebels had fled.  Since then, they had decided to use the villa tunnel only as a last resort of escape.  It was only a matter of time before they would need it.
 
   After that, they had been presented with the same problem as if the Scouts had discovered the tunnel:  How could they get in and out of the city in order to liberate more Riftcitizens?
 
   Some of the rebels had spent hours upon hours combing the lands on either side of the rift for more tunnels, but so far none had been located.  Curiosity abounded as to why their family villa had an old escape tunnel leading out of it, but Ember and Flint had no idea—it had been there since they could remember.
 
   Eventually—and unfortunately, most of them thought—the rebels had had to rely on Apex’s idea to enter the city for this mission.
 
   The former Scout had managed to convince them to climb down the cliff—had convinced them it would be safe, and had even sounded rather excited about the whole thing.  He had even led a small but quick expedition into Riftcity to pilfer some of their climbing equipment.  Growing up on a city perched atop a mountain had given Apex the skills they now needed.
 
   Climbing and rappelling wasn’t completely foreign to the Riftcitizens, but none of the rebels were among those who were adept at the skill.  They were a random assortment of farmers and stonecarvers, in addition to the Riders and Hunters from Meadowcity who had recently joined their group.  None of them had wanted to rappel down the rift.
 
   Ember couldn’t blame them.
 
   She looked down as she fed more rope through her gloved left hand, while lightly gripping the rope below her bottom with her right, in case she needed to stop suddenly.
 
   The few who volunteered for this mission had all gotten thorough lessons from Apex in the past few weeks.  Huge hulking Apex had made an unlikely teacher, casually showing the rebels how to adjust their harnesses and expertly tying knots for them.
 
   With her feet parallel to the cliff, she made contact with the stone as she bumped herself downward.  To her right and below, on another immeasurably long rope, her brother Flint was doing the same.
 
   Tonight’s rescue force was much smaller than Ember would have liked, but Apex could only acquire so much stolen climbing equipment, and they barely had enough volunteers for the harnesses they did have.
 
   Ember and Flint had been itching to do something since they had arrived back in Riftcity and encountered their aunt, who had only just escaped Riftcity herself and was planning to sabotage the Scouts as much as she could.  With the small force of fighters Ember and the others brought back from Meadowcity, they all set up camp outside of Riftcity and finally started fighting back.
 
   There was no shortage of vengeance running through Ember’s family’s blood.
 
   Ven’s absence on this mission was painfully obvious to her.  The Meadowcity native had been hard to convince to partake in any planning, and instead only agreed with what others suggested with tepid interest.  Instead, he volunteered to watch their camp, or hunt, refusing to make any decisions that would affect the rebel movement.
 
   Ember wasn’t entirely surprised by his behavior, since she knew Ven blamed himself for the entire destruction of Lightcity—a heavy burden which certainly didn’t belong on his shoulders alone.  Though she wasn’t involved in the fall of Lightcity, even she felt partially responsible: the terrible burden belonged to all of Arcera.
 
   Yet she worried his haze of melancholy would never lift.  He seemed an entirely different person these days, compared to the confident Hunter she had trained with over the winter.
 
   She understood his sorrow, but she didn’t know how to help.  There were people suffering this very moment that they still had a chance to save.  That was what kept Ember fighting, anyway.
 
   “You stuck?” Flint asked in a whisper from below.
 
   Ember suddenly realized that the other four climbers had descended quite far while she had slowed in reverie.  She led more rope through her left hand, and descended once more in answer.
 
   It wasn’t long after she caught up to the others that Jack, one of the Riftcitizens who had escaped with Ember’s aunt Rekha, called a halt.
 
   They had reached the southeastern airway to the mine.
 
   As she continued to lower, she watched Jack kick out strongly from the cliff a few times, swinging from his rope anchored to the top of the cliff.  Ember’s stomach squirmed the farther and farther he got away from the cliff.
 
   Finally, instead of landing back on the face of the cliff, he disappeared—into the entrance to the mine.
 
   Apex followed in the same manner: pushing off from the cliff and then finally disappearing.  Flint and Striker, another Riftcity refugee, shuffled over to what appeared to be the entrance.  Two sets of hands reached out to grab each of them, pulling them inside.
 
   At last, Ember hung at the mouth of the airway, and Flint and Apex reached out to grab her by the legs.  She let a little more rope through her left hand, and they pulled her into the airway.
 
   Finally, they set her down on the stone, and immense relief flooded up through her nerves at the contact of solid ground.  She paused a moment, reveling in the solidity of the stone under her feet.
 
   Jack was busy rummaging in his satchel for something while the others waited. Ember had never met Jack before the war, but she had since learned that he was one of Riftcity’s famed farmers.  The sun-tanned and thick-haired man was one of the few people who knew how to coax crops from their rocky soil.
 
   Ember and the others went to the edge of the airway where their five ropes still hung, swaying slightly in a breeze that was rolling through the rift.  High above, the ropes had been anchored to the top of the cliff by heavy bolts driven into the stone.  If Ember hadn’t seen how deep the bolts had gone in, she never would have stepped off the top.
 
   They each coiled up as much rope as they could—whatever hung past their airway—and waited.  Jack finally joined them at the edge, a carefully wrapped bundle of straw in one hand, and a shiny firestarter in the other.  Ember handed her coiled rope to Apex, then took the straw bundle from Jack, who immediately began to work the firestarter with well-practiced movements.
 
   Big red sparks flew from the rods of the firestarter, and Ember was glad for the thick gloves she wore as several sparks glued themselves to the straw and burst the round bundle into flame.  The others holding ropes quickly parted to the side, and she flung the flaming ball of straw out of the opening.
 
   All five watched as the burning ball flew into the open rift and quickly extinguished.
 
   The right eyes were watching for the signal, and Apex, Striker and Flint braced themselves when the ropes were cut from above.  The three men backed further into the airway with their burdens and began to coil the rest of the rope that had fallen.  Without a word, Ember took her rope back from Apex just as he finished coiling his own.  The former Scout nodded at her seriously before going to get his tools from Jack’s satchel.
 
   Ember was almost used to the amicable presence of the once-hated Scout, though if he came up behind her in the dark unexpectedly, he could still scare her out of her skin.  Apex had been an invaluable member of their force: he had inside knowledge about the Scouts, their weapons, and their orders for Riftcity—up until he had defected, anyway.
 
   Their aunt Rekha had developed a friendly rapport with the Scout during the early days of the occupation.  At the time, Ember had been appalled by her aunt’s behavior, but it was clear that Rekha had seen something in Apex, and that something had saved more than a few lives.
 
   When it had come down to choosing between fighting for Greyling, or helping Rekha’s family escape and save Meadowcity, Apex had changed allegiance.
 
   Just as she finished coiling her rope the way Apex had shown them in their training, the metallic clinking of a hammer rang sharply through the airway.  All eyes turned toward Apex, who paused.
 
   He shrugged, eyes wide, as if to say, It can’t be helped, and continued hammering.
 
   Now that their silence had been broken, it was as if Ember was coming up from a dream.  She felt warmth in her cheeks, and her hands were sweaty inside her gloves.  I can’t believe I’m beginning to think rappelling the cliff was the easy part, she thought.
 
   She took a deep breath to focus her thoughts.  All of their careful planning had taken them this far, and now they had to follow through.  There were plenty of innocent people in there that needed their help.
 
   Apex finally finished hammering the bolts into the stone, and Ember was glad when the deafening ringing stopped.  Apex secured the ropes with intricate knots, then threw each coil over the edge one at a time, back into the rift.  After looking over the edge to check on the ropes, he brushed the dust off his hands and rose to meet the others.
 
   It was time to break into the mine.  Time to free as many Riftcitizens as they could.
 
   The airway tunnel was silent but for a constant and quiet howling, originating from deep within the mine as air flowed to and from the outside.  They walked in complete darkness, which would have been unsettling in itself even if they didn’t have to contend with the creepy noises the wind made.
 
   They shuffled along for several minutes behind Apex until he breathed, “Wait.”
 
   Flint bumped into her from behind, so she elbowed him lightly in the gut.
 
   “Incline now,” Apex reported.  “Pretty steep.”
 
   It wasn’t so steep that they couldn’t walk up it, but even after a few steps up, Ember began to sweat, the effort of climbing already beginning to tax her muscles.  She was painfully reminded of the time she, Sylvia, Ven and Flint had raced up the Grand Staircase pursued by the murderous Scouts.
 
   This isn’t so bad, she reminded herself.  The Scouts don’t know we’re here yet, and no one’s throwing explosives at us this time.
 
   The thought did little to cheer her.
 
   They all knew there was a high probability that the Scouts would discover them at some point during their rescue mission, but Ember was hopeful that their careful planning would help them avoid it—for a few hours anyway, or perhaps, if they were lucky, until it was all over.
 
   She thought back to the plans of the tunnels they had drawn up from the Riftcitizen’s memory as well as Apex’s, who had helped carry out the original assault on the city.  A brief stab of anger fled through her; she could never quite rid herself of the final seed of doubt that Apex was truly on their side.
 
   After ages of silently climbing the steep airway, they finally reached the mine itself.  The small square of light they had spotted ten minutes ago had grown to become a proper entrance into one of the mine passages.  Ember and Apex each peered around the corners, then met eyes—it was clear.
 
   All five silently hopped out of the airway, which was about half-way up the wall of the passage.  Now that they were in the mine proper, dimly glowing orb lamps were mounted to the stone walls set at equal intervals.  Ember was immensely grateful for the light, which was bright enough to see down the passage, but not strong enough that they would be immediately recognized if they encountered anyone.
 
   A slow panic began to build in Ember the deeper they penetrated into the mine.  Quite well she remembered the stench of fear mixed with stone dust that had permeated the caverns the Scouts had made them mine just after the invasion.  And it would be a long time before she forgot the beatings she received when she didn’t agree with the Scouts who watched over her mine shift.
 
   She realized her panic was born of the fear of being trapped in this place again.  Only the thought of freeing more refugees kept her trudging silently forward behind Apex.  She trained her eyes on his wide back, and watched his knife hilt bob up and down on his belt with the roll of his gait until the panic passed.
 
   The mine was nearly deserted.  The other week they had learned that the Scouts had finally stopped forcing Riftcitizens to work around the clock, after the Scouts had grown tired of dragging out workers overcome by exhaustion.
 
   Then, there was the business of the Scouts no longer carrying the explosive orbs—a fact that was hard to miss, even when spying on the city from the top of the rift.
 
   The rebels knew that these two new developments had made the living conditions in the Citizen’s Hall much, much worse.  More people at a time were being packed together in the once beautiful city building, with food and resources already stretched far too thin.
 
   The Scouts no longer held the threat of immediate death with the orbs, so they compensated with violence and menace, neither of which was in short supply in the men or their beasts.  Ember felt lucky to have escaped when she did, thanks to Sylvia and Ven.
 
   Twice they encountered Scouts patrolling the deserted corridors.  Apex paused at every intersection to check each next passage or stairwell, and had luckily spotted the Scouts with enough time for the rebels to retreat back to the previous corner and wait with held breath until the patrol passed.
 
   It was only due to the fact that the beasts the Scouts controlled hated the cramped indoor spaces of the mine that they were able to pass through undetected.  It was one of the reasons they had chosen to use the mine for this particular mission.
 
   They crept down narrow passages wide enough for only one person, then tried not to let their footsteps echo when they passed through the cavernous chambers.  They avoided the lifts, which would make too much noise, and instead used the cramped stairs that connected floors at random.
 
   Ember checked her map every so often, and anticipation began to outweigh the soaking mantle of fear that had settled over her.  This would be their largest raid since she had returned from Meadowcity, and an enormous strike against Greyling.  A grin curled up her lips.
 
   Finally, she spotted the meeting place, one of the cavernous mining rooms down the third corridor six flights up from where they had entered.  She looked back and caught Apex’s eye, motioning toward the large gateway to their right.  It was marked with a carving of three hammers down the right of the gateway.  Ember slowed and peered around the doorway.
 
   Holly Westward, the woman who had volunteered to remain as their spy inside Riftcity, lay flat on the floor, one of her legs crooked at an unnatural angle.
 
   Ember’s stomach dropped to her feet, and she rushed into the room, not caring if there was still danger.  Holly had been working for weeks inside the city to organize this raid.  Something was startlingly wrong.
 
   She flew to Holly, and vaguely heard Apex curse and the others dart into the cavernous room after her.  She threw herself to the floor by Holly’s head, while the others checked the rest of the room, eventually calling an all clear that Ember didn’t hear.
 
   Ember put a finger to Holly’s throat and felt a steady throbbing of pulse there.  The woman’s eyes fluttered open at her touch, and she immediately grimaced in pain.  She tried to get up, but Ember put a hand on her shoulder to keep her supine.
 
   Even without checking, she could tell that Holly’s leg was broken.  Dark wetness at Holly’s calf told of a bone through the skin.  Fear of how they could get Holly out safely shot through Ember’s heart like a knife.
 
   Then she realized Holly was trying to speak, the woman’s voice weak but insistent.
 
   “Taking them out... To punish...”  Her eyes fluttered shut, and Ember thought she might have passed out.
 
   Ember opened her mouth to speak, but then:
 
   “Punishing them...my fault—” Holly’s eyes suddenly snapped back open, and she grabbed Ember’s arm with surprising strength.  “They took them!” she pleaded hoarsely, then collapsed back to the floor.
 
   Ember looked back to Apex and the others, terror mirrored in each of their eyes.
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Six
 
    
 
   Ember swallowed the lump in her throat and ordered, “Jack, put something together to brace Holly’s leg.”  He immediately dropped his pack and began rummaging inside.
 
   “Striker, guard the door,” she added in a low command.
 
   She stood and pulled the well-worn map from her pocket with shaking fingers.  Apex and Flint came over to look at her map in stunned silence.
 
   “The Scouts must be taking them out of the mine—to the Citizen’s Hall maybe?” she muttered, trying to make sense out of the jumble their mission had suddenly become.  All this time she had envisioned the refugees waiting here for them, and getting them out being the hard part.  Clearly, Holly’s cover had been broken.
 
   “What’s the quickest way out of the mine from here?” she asked no one in particular.  Her brain was moving as fast as molasses.
 
   Apex’s heavy finger landed on the paper, drawing a line from where they stood, through several more passages, up the lift, then toward the cliff face.  Ember nodded and stuffed the map back into her pocket, then pulled a knife out of each boot.
 
   “Flint, take Holly back to where we came in.  She won’t be able to make it out the way we had planned in this state.”
 
   For a moment, Ember thought he was going to argue, but he must have swallowed whatever retort was on the tip of his tongue.  Instead, he reached down to grab hold of Holly, who was conscious, but had her eyes closed, moaning in pain.  He hoisted his shoulder under her arm, and with the hasty splint and Flint’s help, she was able to limp forward.  The pair hobbled through the exit, and back to the airway.
 
   Ember knew Flint’s lungs were permanently damaged from the smoke during the invasion of Riftcity, and he couldn’t possibly outrun the Scouts if it came to it.  She would use any excuse to keep him safe.
 
   “Let’s go,” Ember growled, and Apex, Striker, and Jack burst into motion.
 
   They didn’t bother to keep quiet, and ran at a steady pace from the cavern.  With one last fleeting look at her brother’s retreating back, Ember prayed they could catch up with the refugees before they were taken from the mine.  But what they would do when they did catch up, she hadn’t quite figured out yet.
 
   I hope Apex is busy thinking up a plan, she thought.  Vague ideas of the four rebels trying to block the mine entrance bubbled up in her thoughts as they ran up yet another cramped stairwell that they were hoping to overtake the Scouts with.
 
   Far quicker than she expected, Ember caught the sound of shouting ahead in the next passage to their left.  Her heart thudded to a stop.  It was the wailing of a child, and behind it, the thundering of the lift.  She quickly wiped her damp palms on her thighs and took a steely grip on her knives.
 
   Without pausing, they shot out of their passageway onto a stairwell corridor overlooking the largest lift.  The grinding of gears and chains covered the sound of their pounding feet, but they would soon be exposed.  The Scouts must have gotten onto the lift several levels below; with such a large group, they couldn’t maneuver through the corridors very fast.
 
   Over thirty men, women and children huddled at the center of the lift, surrounded on all sides by gruesome Scouts.  The large wooden platform was sedately climbing up through the open space as the gears turned and the bearings slid up the rails.  It was a platform intended to lift the heaviest of stone from the depths of the mine—it didn’t move very fast.  Without thinking, Ember raced up the nearest staircase to get a better view.
 
   “Can we stop it?” Striker hissed as he came up behind her.  She barely heard him over the racket, but he was pointing to the lift gate on their level, which had its own control panel.  They pressed themselves against the back wall, and Ember shook her head.
 
   “It wouldn’t do any good.  There’s a master control on the lift.  No way we can jam those either,” she jerked her thumb at the wood and metal beams the lift tracks and gears ran up.  The lift was now just one level below where they crouched.
 
   “We need to get onto the platform,” Apex interjected.
 
   “There’s only four of them,” Ember said.  A menacing Scout stood positioned at each corner of the platform.  “Someone will need to get to the control lever, too.  That Scout with the scary beard has got his hand on it.”
 
   “That’s Falx,” Apex growled.  “I’ll handle him.”
 
   Ember shuddered.  Better Apex than me, she thought.
 
   “Right,” she began.  “When the platform is about to reach the floor of this level, we jump.  Pick a Scout and put yourself right above him,” she ordered Jack and Striker.  “I’ll take this one,” she pointed directly below where they stood to the hook-nosed Scout she had spotted on first glance.
 
   “I’ll signal,” Apex offered, edging toward Falx.
 
   “Wish I had my bow,” Striker griped as he trotted off to the left.  They hadn’t wanted their ropes and harnesses to get tangled with bows.
 
   Striker positioned himself above a squat man who was eying the wailing child across from him with a sour gaze.  Jack and Apex slunk off to the right, Apex to prepare to take down the giant Scout, Falx, and Jack to stand above a greasy-haired Scout who was picking at his fingernails with the tip of a very long knife.
 
   Ember watched for Apex’s signal, her knives gripped tightly in hand, and thought of poor Holly, left beaten and broken by these men.  She crept toward the railing, readying to jump down.  Suddenly Apex’s hand dropped through the air in a clear signal.
 
   There was no time to think.  She rose and vaulted over the railing, using her clenched fists to balance herself over the rail.  She landed on the Scout and they crumpled in a pile.
 
   The lift plunged into chaos.  Some of the refugees clearly wanted to help, but many were busy keeping the children out of harm’s way.  If any of these Scouts still had orbs on them, they were all in danger.
 
   Ember’s right hand sailed through the air and sliced a gash on the Scout’s forearm, which he had raised to block the attack.  His other arm came out of nowhere and landed a blow right in her stomach, knocking the wind out of her.
 
   She gasped and collapsed in half, then reached out with both knives and aimed the blades just above the man’s knees.  He cried out in pain, but just as suddenly Ember felt her scalp burn as he yanked her up by the hair.
 
   The lift juddered to a bone-shaking stop, then immediately started again.
 
   She took advantage of the Scout’s distraction, and aimed the pummel of her dagger at his temple with as much force as she had.  He sagged to the ground, dazed.
 
   Someone grabbed Ember by the shoulder, and she spun, raising her knives.
 
   One of the refugees had grabbed her; he had a gash across his bald head, and his eyes were wide in his weathered face.  He sputtered, “He can’t hold him off much longer!”
 
   She followed the man’s pointing finger to see Falx nearly overpowering Apex, who had his back to the lever.  Apex was far too busy to stop the lift again.  The Scout that Jack had been fighting had come to Falx’s aid, and Jack was nowhere to be seen.  Striker was working up a sweat dodging the quick jabs of his own opponent in the far corner.
 
   She turned back to the refugee, and wordlessly they put their hands on the dazed Scout and readied to raise him over the lift railing—but they found the sides of the lift blocked by the floor of the next level.  Slowly they ascended, and the seconds it took seemed to yawn on for years.
 
   Finally, the lift cleared the railing of the next level and they quickly pushed the Scout off.  He groaned as he fell onto the hard stone.  Only three more to go.
 
   Ember fought her way through the confusion of the crowd, though it wasn’t hard.  Most of the children had wisely been gathered at the center, surrounded by a ring of adults, keeping them safe from the violence at the edges.
 
   Yet again, Ember and everyone on the platform were jolted by the sudden halt of the lift.
 
   The platform was still when she reached the corner where Apex was fighting off the two Scouts, and at the same moment, Jack reappeared.  He looked fairly ruffled, but otherwise unhurt.
 
   With a lack of hesitancy that would have impressed any fighter, Jack smacked his Scout on the back with the flat of his knife, while reaching back for the punch that he landed heavily on the Scout’s greasy face when he turned.  The Scout roared, and the two were at it again.  The nearby refugees quickly stumbled out of their way.
 
   Falx was forcing Apex to his knees, his sword pressing down on Apex’s long knife just in front of his face.
 
   Even though it was the last thing she wanted to do, Ember advanced on the Scout and jabbed her knife deep into his right thigh, the closest thing she could reach with any force.
 
   He roared in pain and whipped around, one hand still on the sword pressing against Apex, the other—
 
   She was blinded by the pain as his meaty hand smacked her right across the face, throwing her to the floor.
 
   The knife she had stuck in his thigh clattered to the floor.  Then the lift gears ground to life.  
 
   Apex must have fallen, Ember thought groggily as she tried to lift herself off of the now-shaking floor.  Her eyes still blurry, she tried to locate the man, and saw his dark outline slumped on the floor before the control panel.
 
   Seeing brave and strong Apex crumpled so innocently on the floor was like a bucket of ice water splashed across her face.
 
   She needed to get up.
 
   Forcing her eyes to focus, she reached out to grab the bloody knife that Falx had discarded.
 
   But too late, a booted foot slammed down onto her hand, and she knew instantly that it was broken.
 
   A howl escaped her as the foot released, and she cradled the hand to her chest.  Tears welled up in her eyes and a hand slapped the second knife from her grip.
 
   For the second time, she was yanked up by her hair, and her eyes met those of the hook-nosed Scout she had fought earlier, who must have gotten back onto the lift when it stopped.
 
   She took a gulp of air, trying to swallow past the pain in her hand, which was radiating out to every nerve in her body.
 
   Apex was no longer leaning against the control panel, and Ember didn’t see him anywhere.
 
   Though she was already incapacitated by her broken hand, and the grip on her hair, the Scout holding her punched her hard in the stomach.  Her convulsive reaction forward made hair rip from her scalp in the man’s grip.
 
   “Oy, Falx!” he called.  The lead Scout looked up momentarily before striking Jack once more.  A rivulet of blood trickled down her forehead into her eyes, blurring her vision.
 
   “This here’s the red-headed leader we been looking for!” the man called, waving the hand that held Ember by her hair.  She whimpered involuntarily as he did so.
 
   In the moment it took Falx to look up and register this fact, Apex reappeared, sailing from the level above, an axe aimed at Falx.
 
   Unfortunately, the Scout holding her saw the same thing, and gasped, causing Falx to turn.  Apex caught him in the shoulder, but the blow was deep, bringing the murderous Scout to his knees all the same.  In the same moment, Striker and Jack managed to overpower the other Scouts left fighting, and dart for the controls.
 
   Falx had fallen to his knees, clutching his bloody shoulder.  The other Scout ran to help him up, letting Ember fall to the ground to clutch at her broken hand.  Apex, Striker and Jack clustered around the control panel, weapons at the ready.
 
   But, too late, Ember spotted that they had left the refugees defenseless.  The hook-nosed Scout reached forward to yank a small girl from the crowd, earning a wrenching scream from her mother.
 
   Ember’s blood turned to fire as the Scout drew his knife to the girl’s throat.  She looked back at Apex, who was clutching his side, his other hand on the lever.
 
   A call from above made Ember’s head spin.  Just as she was thinking their raid couldn’t have been going any worse, she spotted more Scouts on the higher levels of the open lift.  And they had seen the trouble below.
 
   She locked eyes again with Apex, and they shared a fleeting moment of understanding.  He threw the lever back, and the lift shuddered to a start.  They were going down.
 
   Ember turned back to the Scout holding the little girl.  He and Falx were backing toward the edge, looking down at the floor below now appearing to rise to meet the platform.
 
   “No!” cried Ember, as the man jumped, clutching the girl with one massive arm around her torso, knife extended toward the rebels on the platform.  Falx stumbled off after him, and craned his neck upward, a horrible grin visible under his bushy beard.
 
   Falx no doubt thought that going down would only trap them further, but he didn’t know about the rebels’ original plan.
 
   But they had the girl.
 
   Ember called to the others, “Take them down below-mine.  I’ll get out another way.”
 
   “But—” Striker started.
 
   “Just get them out!” she shouted.
 
   She bent to try and pick up both of her knives with her uninjured left hand, but Apex grabbed one for her, and handed it over after she put the first one back in her boot.
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   Apex picked up Falx’s abandoned sword, and they both looked down to watch the next level slowly approach.  With one last look at Striker and Jack giving instructions to the refugees, Ember hoisted herself over the platform railing with her good hand, and landed on the stone floor by the stairs.
 
   “This way,” Ember pointed, and they raced up the stairs to get back on the same level the Scouts had disappeared on.  She hastily wiped the tears from her cheeks with the back of her uninjured hand, and cradled her right hand to her chest as she ran.  Every nerve in her right arm cried out in pain at the slightest jostling.
 
   “Where do you think they’re going?” she asked, as they turned a corner that was smeared with blood at shoulder height—shoulder height for enormous mountain men, Ember thought, the red blotch high over her own head.
 
   “Just to get away from us, I think,” Apex suggested as they hurtled down the corridor.  “Falx thinks we’re good and trapped, just wants to stay in one piece until more of his men find him.”
 
   They began to slow their pace, to listen for any sound of the retreating Scouts, or the girl.  Finally, they heard something as they turned a corner near the cavern they had found Holly in.
 
   “Shut it, will you?” a harsh mountain voice rasped.
 
   The girl sniffed, but a little whimper escaped her.  Then they heard a sharp slap, followed by an even louder whimper.
 
   “That’s it,” Apex spat.
 
   He leapt out around the corner, Ember hastening to follow, and after a second’s hesitation, he hurled his knife through the air toward the three people down the shadowy hall.
 
   The time it took to sail through the air was barely enough time for Ember to fear for the girl’s life—and then it sunk into the hook-nosed Scout’s chest with a sickening thump.
 
   He dropped to his knees, looking at the knife in his chest in awe, as if wondering how it had suddenly sprouted there, and then he fell forward with a heavy finality.  
 
   The little girl screamed.  Ember rushed forward, not even afraid of Falx at the moment.  She couldn’t leave that girl there, next to the dead man.
 
   Just as she ran forward, Apex charged and tackled Falx to the ground, but it didn’t seem to take much effort—the Scout had lost a lot of blood.
 
   Falx merely lay there, a large dark pool growing on the stone underneath his shoulder.  Ember wasn’t even sure if he was dead, or just unconscious.  She decided she didn’t care.
 
   She pulled the little girl further away from the fallen Scouts, deeper into the tunnel, clutching the girl with her good hand.  Just as she did, echoing calls rang out from the direction they had come.  Ember flung her head back in disbelief.
 
   Grudgingly they stood, and looked around for a moment, eyes blank yet searching—as if an idea for survival might be laying on the floor of the tunnel.
 
   “The ropes,” Apex said simply.
 
   Ember nodded, glad Apex’s brain was working better than hers, then bent down, “What’s your name?” she asked the girl quickly.
 
   “Laurel,” she whispered, tears still streaming from her eyes.  She couldn’t have been more than six.
 
   Ember reached down and pulled the girl into a one-armed hug, her broken hand hovering off to the side.  
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Laurel,” she whispered into the girl’s hair.  “I want you to climb up on my friend Apex’s back, okay?  So we can get you back to your family.  Can you do that?” she asked in a fast whisper.
 
   Laurel bobbed her head, and had to crane her neck to meet Apex’s face.  He swung Laurel onto his back, and immediately began to run.  Ember followed, trying to keep her footfalls light to see if she could figure out how far away the approaching Scouts were, but the mine was full of echoes and howling wind.
 
   “Check the map, will you?” Apex muttered after a few minutes of quiet running.
 
   She pulled it out of her pocket awkwardly with her left hand.  They stopped, and she held it up so he could see, seconds ticking by as they tried to figure out where they were.
 
   “Do you think that leads to the airway?” she jerked her head to the left, indicating the next passage.
 
   “It’s got to,” he said.  Ember wondered if it was hope or surety behind those words.  She nodded, and they ran.
 
   Her hand was throbbing so painfully by the time they spotted the airway that she wasn’t sure if she would be any use trying to rappel down the cliff.  She tried to hold it level with her heart, which seemed to make it hurt less.
 
   After depositing Laurel into the airway, Apex helped Ember climb up, and they trod down the angled stone passage until they reached the bottom.  But for a tiny gasp when they entered the airway, Laurel was silent the entire way.
 
   Three harnesses remained, a sight that cleared Ember’s mind a little.  Flint and Holly got out, then.
 
   Apex spent several minutes fiddling with one of the harnesses, while Ember drummed the fingers of her good hand silently on her thigh.  She desperately wondered if Striker and Jack had managed to get the rebels below the mine—where they could escape through the flooded tunnels—or, if the Scouts had all followed Apex and Ember, and would soon be catching up...
 
   Finally, Apex finished, and began to fit the adjusted harness around Laurel.  Then he secured the girl to his own harness, with the newly-adjusted straps around his shoulders.
 
   Ember had only gotten her harness halfway on with the use of one hand, so Apex helped her with the rest, quickly tightening the straps around her thighs and waist.  He grabbed two ropes from the edge and made quick work of attaching them to their respective harnesses.
 
   With a last look up the airway, Apex reached down to cut the third rope.  It silently disappeared into the dark rift.
 
   For the second time in her life, Ember took hold of the rope and edged toward the cliff, her back to the rift.  Her feet met the edge of the stone and she stopped, heels already off the edge, with the rope gripped firmly in her good left hand.
 
   With every muscle resisting, she forced herself to sit back in her harness, just like Apex had taught her, and tipped back over the edge.
 
   Now she stood horizontally, feet pushing against the cliff, the straps of her harness holding her tight.
 
   She wouldn’t be able to brake with her broken right hand, but that didn’t concern her as much as it might have once done.
 
   Laurel was wide-eyed and silent against Apex’s chest as he leaned off the edge to join Ember on the cliff face.
 
   It almost calmed Ember to be back on the cliff, and no longer pinned down in the tunnel.  A deranged chuckle escaped her as she began to rappel, letting rope through her left hand and controlling her descent by rebounding off the cliff with her feet.
 
   The morning sun was still hidden below the horizon, but its light had begun to illuminate the cliffs.  Ember’s thoughts were on the bottom of the rift: not only because she wanted to get onto flat land as quickly as possible, but because that’s where they would meet up with the others if they had made it out of the flooded tunnels below the mine.
 
   She secretly hoped the refugees and the other rebels were watching her and Apex rappelling in the dim light—because it would mean that they had made it out safely.
 
   Slowly the rift grew brighter and brighter, and Ember’s tension eased at the apparent lack of pursuers.  About halfway through their descent, Apex called, “Look.  Down.”
 
   Ember only just caught the sight of a green flame dying at the bottom of the rift.  A moment later they heard a whooping call from far above.
 
   Their comrades at the top had gotten the message, too.  They had indeed all made it out.  Ember just hoped that next time, they could say the same.
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Seven
 
    
 
   Sylvia sat with her back against a tree in the moonlit forest while her team of Defenders took some well-deserved rest.  They were sprawled in a loose circle atop the pine-needle carpet, sleeping heavily thanks to the practice they had endured throughout the day.  
 
   She was happy to be paired with Vince and Amelia’s teams for this test journey.  Now they were focusing on long-term survival in the wilds, which they thought likely in the event of all-out war with Skycity.  Most of the Defenders had never even been outside of the treewall before the war, let alone lived in the wilds for weeks at a time.  This campaign wouldn’t be that long, but it was a start.
 
   She was keeping watch with Charlie Beech, a woodworker from Meadowcity, who was brave but still unskilled in the dangers of the wilds.  All of the new recruits were paired with a veteran for night watches, ensuring that those who slept would be properly guarded, and those who guarded would learn proper vigilance.
 
   Charlie stood with his back to Sylvia and the others, surveying the dark woods.  Sylvia sat on a large flat stone that bordered their camp, but turned back to check on Charlie and the others every so often.
 
   Meanwhile, she used the time to run through her staple maneuvers with the drone, this time using her tiny portable looking-glass to watch.  It was much easier this way.  Watching on the screen of the looking-glass instead of inside her head required much less concentration.
 
   The silver datastrands at her wrist sparkled against the contrasting black threads as she used her right hand to send another command to the drone.  The drone was no more than a shadow as it moved further away from the camp.  The delicate mechanical eyes showed her more trees illuminated by the silver moon, their shadows falling across the forest floor like swathes of black paint.  By instinct, she reached into her consciousness to gauge the strength of her connection between her earlink and drone.  Still strong.
 
   A familiar melancholy crept upon her then.  It was times like this when she thought of Seascape the most, bringing up memories of being trapped in her suite in Castle Tenny, practicing for hours upon hours to learn the technology, or learning on the spot in the Trials so she could win help for Meadowcity.
 
   She rolled her eyes at the thought of it.  She had thought the help was going to be much more involved than simply a drone and an earlink.  But she would work with what she had.
 
   She wasn’t quite sure what she had been expecting from Lady Blackwater’s promise—a weapon? an army?  She didn’t even know if Seascape had one.  Though, she thought she knew Lady Blackwater pretty well by now, and was positive the Lady had far more defenses up her datawoven sleeves than anyone could guess.
 
   With a flick of her finger across the datastrands, she sent the drone even further south, keeping it low in the trees.  She took special concentration to chart its path around low-hanging branches and tree trunks, sending the commands with a dexterity that was now second-nature, her fingers flying over the datastrands.
 
   The small black bird passed unnoticed by the nighttime wildlife, as natural to them as any other bird flitting through the trees.  There were no predators in their immediate vicinity, something she now always monitored with her drone when they were in the wilds.
 
   Nor were there any Scouts.  Ever since the destruction of Lightcity, the Defenders had seen less and less of them prowling the wilds outside of Meadowcity.  No doubt Greyling was tightening his control, fortifying his army.
 
   She passed the rest of her watch by sending the drone further and further south, testing her connection over the distance.  She knew the drones were capable of flying and recording images from immensely long distances, because Lady Blackwater had a whole network of them spying on the rest of Arcera.  The drone’s capability wasn’t a question—it was a matter of Sylvia’s skill with the connection that kept her from sending it too far.  She was torn between wanting to use the drone to spy on Greyling and the Scouts, and fear of losing it in the middle of the wilds with no chance of recovering it.
 
   The Defenders woke with the sun, and erased all signs of their camp before heading northeast.  Upon waking, Sylvia sent the drone to scout out the path ahead to be sure it was clear of Scouts or any other danger.  They altered their path to the west a bit when she spotted a brook by a field that would suit for some practice weapons drills.
 
   When they reached the brook, Vince and Amelia assigned their respective teams to either side of the water.  They would take turns defending their banks, then try their hand at breaching the other side.  Since this drill was close combat, there was no need for Sylvia’s drone to play a part in the practice, so she hung back to observe.
 
   “Barclay and Fern, use the embankment to your advantage, push them against it!” Amelia called.
 
    The brook was a good place to test the Defenders, and Sylvia was immersed in the mock fight, which would be the first of many today.  They struggled with the water up to their stomachs, their boots got stuck in the mud as they tried to hold their ground or advance, and as it reached mid-morning, the sun began to shine directly into their eyes from the east.  Terrible conditions were the best conditions for practice.
 
   Not to waste her time merely observing the fight, she began to send her drone south again for another test of distance.  They were a day out of Meadowcity now.  Could she send it there and still maintain the connection?  If it got lost, she would be able to search for it on her way back, at least.
 
   Her looking-glass was carefully wrapped up in her pack, so instead she connected to the drone solely with her earlink.  No longer did the snap-to-the-side feeling in her brain feel foreign to her, now it was more of a pleasant feeling, as she readied to use her skills.
 
   Finally, the first bout ended: Amelia’s team had managed to defend their bank from Vince’s team’s onslaught.  Now it was time for Amelia’s group to attack.  She dimly heard their battle calls as she settled in to concentrate.
 
   The drone was sailing through the open space the stream cut though the wilds, soaring gently on the light breeze that tickled the tips of the trees.  Every so often she would change its course to the east or west to check the woods, and make it look more like a normal bird’s winding path.  The last thing she wanted was for Greyling’s Scouts to notice it, if any happened to be in the area.  She doubted if they were even smart enough to notice a bird’s strange behavior anyway, but did it just to be sure.
 
   She shivered, and realized the sun had gone behind the clouds.  Sitting still in the shadow of a tree made her pull her sweater sleeves down, and shake out her limbs to warm up.  She jumped when Vince’s team let out a riotous cheer—which was quickly stifled by Amelia’s shout: “Quiet down, you lot!”
 
   Sylvia settled herself back into a seated position and returned her attention to the drone’s images while the Defenders began yet another round.
 
   Despite sitting perfectly still with her eyes closed, Sylvia’s heart began to race.  Over the connection, she could feel the distance of the drone—almost, but not quite measure it.  She hadn’t figured that one out yet, but she knew the information lay in the strands somewhere.  The vague feeling of distance had grown even further than she had sent it before.
 
   With a jolt of excitement, she pushed her finger across the silver datawoven threads and instructed it, faster.  The bird soared on the wind downstream, growing further and further away, the connection as strong as ever.
 
   All of her concentration focused on holding the connection between her earlink and the drone.  Inside her closed lids, the brook sparkled far below and the wild green trees sprawled into the distance on either side.
 
   Dimly, she heard the footsteps, and a small thought crossed her mind that the Defenders were still upstream, and then—crack!
 
   The back of her skull exploded with pain while her eyes swam in blurry nothingness.  She would have fallen to the ground except for the rough hands that grabbed her while another pair of hands stuffed fabric into her mouth.
 
   As her eyes fluttered closed, she felt her link with the drone flicker off.  Her head lolled backward, and everything grew black.
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Eight
 
    
 
   It was still light out when Sylvia emerged from the blackness and found herself slung over someone’s shoulder.  She was surprised the bumping and bobbing hadn’t woken her earlier, but from the state of her headache, she knew she had been hit hard.  She could feel a crust of dried blood running down the side of her face.
 
   The shoulder shoved into her belly was bony, and a vice-like arm was wrapped around her legs.  Her hands were tied, and they bumped against the man’s back as he walked.
 
   Was it even the same day?  How long had she been unconscious?  More importantly, what were the Scouts planning to do with her?  
 
   There was no question in her mind as to who had snatched her: there was only one group of people who meant her any harm.
 
   With a sudden jolt in her stomach, she realized she still had her earlink in.  At that same moment, the man halted and said, “Oy, give me a hand, I think she’s awake.”
 
   Sylvia gasped as she was slid to the ground, and the man who had been carrying her grabbed her by the rope at her wrists.  He spun her around.
 
   Now she was facing another man, who was close to her in height, though nothing like in stature.  His beady eyes surveyed her as if she was a delicious-looking piece of cake.  She fought the urge to kick him.  They hadn’t tied her legs, but she didn’t want to give them a reason to—yet.
 
   Only the slightest sound of slithering leaves made her jerk her head to the right.  She spotted two mountain lions prowling in the woods behind them.  The beasts were slowly circling the group of four.  Sylvia looked back to the man who faced her, her eyes betraying nothing.
 
   “What do you want?” she demanded, throwing back her shoulders.
 
   The men broke out into a raucous laughter that filled the woods.  Sylvia’s eyes shifted to watch the larger mountain lion as it came into her line of sight.
 
   “What do we want?” the grubby man repeated, leering at her.  “It isn’t what we want, deary, it’s what he wants.”
 
   Sylvia didn’t need to ask who.  Without warning, the man reached forward and untied her wrists, allowing her to rub at the rope burn for only a second before someone yanked her arms behind her back and retied them.
 
   She stared into the beady eyes of man in front of her.
 
   As she knew he would, he broke eye contact first, then said with a sickening grin, “All right, lads, give her a leash.”
 
   She could feel someone secure a length of rope to her bound hands, then they shoved her forward, allowing the rope to stop her short with a jerk.
 
   Guffaws all around.  Sylvia’s rage bubbled just under the surface, as she was more concerned about the dangerous evidence tucked into her ear.  With her arms tied behind her back, she took stock of her situation.
 
   Her earlink nestled in her ear felt like it was covered by a sheet of hair, and her datawoven sleeve was concealed under her sweater.  The looking-glass was in her pack, wherever it had gotten left, and the drone—
 
   The drone!  The drone had been flying down river a great distance from where the Scouts had taken her.  Had it fallen when she shattered the connection, and broken on the rocks below?  Had it continued flying?
 
   During training, she now recalled, she sometimes lost the connection with it when her concentration was broken, and the inanimate bird had gone on in a vague circle until she connected with it once more and gave it a command.  A long sigh escaped her.  She had to believe it was all right.
 
   She didn’t know what Greyling would do to her if he learned she had acquired some of Seascape’s technology.  Whatever he had planned for her even now was promising to be bad enough.
 
   With another jerk she was pushed forward once more, but the rope gave way this time, so she began walking, as her tormentors intended.  The Scouts took up behind her, and their beasts prowled along the forest on either side of the group.
 
   Careful to keep her hair covering her right ear, she marched on, occasionally poked or shoved by the Scouts, and she tried to think of how she could possibly hide her earlink, when she couldn’t even move her arms.
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Nine
 
    
 
   Emrick nervously adjusted the collar of his new datawoven jacket as he looked himself over in the mirror.  The jacket had been a gift from his parents after he had passed the Trials and taken his serum, and it was made of seriously high-quality datathreads.  The storage capacity of the threads alone made the jacket very valuable—but it also looked really good on him.
 
   He didn’t feel any different after taking his serum, except today it felt like he had something buzzing about his stomach—but that was because it was his first day as an intern in Observation.
 
   If he really thought about it, he was enormously lucky to have gotten any internship at all, fresh out of his Trials, let alone in a prestigious workplace like Observation.  None of the other initiates had been formally offered any positions yet, and he hadn’t even heard from Atlan in a few weeks.
 
   Emrick’s parent’s house was just outside the city, so he left with plenty of time to catch the train.  He had studied the timetables, and, though he hadn’t told anyone about it, had actually made the trip into the city yesterday to time exactly how long it would take to get to Castle Tenny.
 
   The nearest train platform was only a short walk from the house, and before long he was standing with the other commuters awaiting the train.  The cloudless sky allowed the sun to shine directly across the fields on the outskirts of his village, and shed some warmth on his face.  He adjusted the collar of his jacket again.
 
   After seven minutes—just as he had expected—the train came rumbling up to the platform from the east.  The black solar panels that covered the train were sure to be soaking up plenty of energy this morning.
 
   He stepped onto the train and grabbed a handhold by a window.  After a moment, the doors slid shut and the train lumbered forward, slowly gaining momentum as it ran down the tracks.  Emrick slid his thoughts to his earlink, as he could tell many others were doing, by the looks of concentration or blankness on the faces of the commuters.
 
   The day’s news vids were up on the main link, where everyone could access them.  A slow grin formed at his lips as he tapped into one of the vids.  Soon he would get to see far more than the public vids and news summaries—he would get to see the raw vids from all across Arcera: pure data, before it was filtered out by Lady Blackwater and her staff.
 
   Observation, he knew from his interviews and research, focused on collecting data only.  The interpretation and pattern prediction of events, activities, and weather was done through several other agencies throughout the island.
 
   Emrick had signed enough confidentiality disclosures to last him a lifetime—though he doubted he would work in Observation his entire life span.  Several decades at least, after all the work he had put into securing the position.
 
   As the city came into view, Emrick swiped his finger across his wrist in a concentrated motion.  He barely noticed the silver datastrands winking as the document flickered in his mind’s eye.  His new mentor, Korey, had linked it to him and told him simply that it would help him get to the Observation workstation.  Emrick hadn’t gotten the document to work yet, but he suspected that it only functioned inside Castle Tenny.  They had studied these kind of location-based link programs in school.
 
   Much too soon, the train began to slow, and from Emrick’s quick check at the time over the link, right on time.  He now had two minutes to walk to Castle Tenny, and had allocated fifteen minutes to get inside and find the Observation room to meet Korey.
 
   He straightened his collar again as he stepped off the train platform and onto the street.  A few of the other commuters preceded him down the long street, also heading straight to the castle, while others headed in various directions to their places of work.  
 
   Emrick pinned a smile to his face and approached the castle.
 
   As he had expected, upon entering the castle, the document flickered to life across his earlink connection.  Oliver Merstone, the Secretary of the State, greeted him as he entered, and asked Emrick if he knew where he was going.
 
   With a knowing nod, Emrick said, “Yes, thanks,” and he consulted the live-map in his head.  After a moment’s hesitation, he set out to follow the outlined route, his heart fluttering in his chest.
 
   It quickly became clear why the live-map was needed.  He had never penetrated so deeply into Castle Tenny before, only straight into the grand ballroom a few times during the Trials.
 
   Emrick swore he had walked down the same hallway twice—with the same layout of rooms, the same table against the wall, with the same flowers arranged upon it—yet his map said differently.
 
   Eventually he located the room that was labeled Observation, and a grin broke upon his face.  He looked up and down the hall before knocking smartly upon the polished wooden door.
 
   Almost immediately, the door swung open and Korey’s somewhat tired face appeared.  Korey greeted him cheerfully, if a bit sleepily, and ushered Emrick inside.
 
   The room was kept dim, with looking-glasses lining each wall, and two large ones in the center on tables.  The staff sat on stools, huddled around their looking-glasses, inputting commands on their datathreads, or else taking notes on screen.  It reminded Emrick of a dark library.
 
   After brief introductions to the staff and other interns, Emrick was assigned his own looking-glass.  Korey rushed through a few commands, and showed Emrick how to access his particular drone’s flight map before hastily retreating to his own station.  Emrick sagged on his stool a little.  It was a somewhat lame first peek into Observation.
 
   “That one’s just circling a spot in the wilds,” Korey told him, hovering over one of the enormous looking-glass tables in the center of the room.  “Try altering its course and messing with the maneuvers.  I know it’s your first day, but I need to submit these vids before nine to Blackwater.”
 
   Emrick perked back up.  With a small smile to himself, he turned to his looking-glass.  He didn’t mind learning by himself at all.  At least he didn’t have to sit through a boring orientation all day.
 
   His looking-glass displayed a great green forest from high above.  Emrick connected to his drone the way Korey had hastily explained, and searched for its flight pattern.  
 
   After a few tries at accessing the data, he could see that the drone had been programmed to fly in a very specific, but still random, pattern.
 
   He glanced out of the corner of his eye to the workstation to his right.  He wasn’t quite sure what he could do next, and didn’t want to bother Korey.  His neighbor’s looking-glass displayed far more stats than Emrick’s: it had temperature, humidity, and altitude, in addition to the timestamp and location.  Perhaps he could figure out how to customize his display later.
 
   To his left, a woman with a long grey braid was staring at her screen with intense concentration, her left arm resting on the counter so she could more easily input commands onto her datastrands.  Her screen showed something Emrick immediately recognized: the northern coast of Seascape.  With a deft command, the woman zoomed out the image, then looked back down at her wrist, which was showing something Emrick had never seen before.  
 
   The datastrands were shining silver across her forearm—but they remained lit, and in a recognizable pattern of simple lines.  The same pattern was depicted on the lower right corner of her looking-glass.  The woman reached out and carefully made an adjustment to the shape on her datastrands, which changed its counterpart on the looking-glass.  Emrick couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought she was altering her drone’s set course.
 
   He grinned.  There was nothing he enjoyed more than a good challenge, and learning a brand new command style would certainly qualify.
 
   First, he decided to familiarize himself with the drone’s manual controls, before learning how to change the automatic flight path.  As with all datastrand commands, it took some imagination to associate a physical command on the datastrands with the action it requested through the earlink.  He spent the entire morning fine-tuning the simple commands it took to fly the drone.
 
   Around mid-day, Korey and the others took him out for a meal from a street vendor.  Emrick ate quietly while the others talked at length about the vids they had worked on all morning to get to Lady Blackwater.  Emrick’s mind was still in the Observation room, wanting to get back and play with the controls some more.
 
   They returned to the castle.  Seeing that Emrick could fend for himself, Korey took the time to catch up on some other work, telling him to call if he wanted any help.  Emrick lost himself in the datastrands.
 
   After several hours, he could finally direct the drone in any way he wanted with the manual controls he had taught himself.  He discovered that the drone was hard-programmed to return to its automatic flight path if he stopped sending it manual controls.  The programming was superb; the transition was flawless.
 
   Finally, he allowed himself some time to play—Korey was still immersed in his own work, and Emrick suspected his supervisor had forgotten about him, but he didn’t mind.  
 
   With a practiced gesture, he brought the drone down, getting closer to the trees.  He sent it into a gentle spiral, growing ever closer to the leaves bristling in the light breeze.
 
   Thin branches now took up the screen of the looking-glass as the drone wove through them.  Small birds hopped about at the approach of the drone.  Then he saw some larger movement, down on the ground.  Was it one of the beasts of the wilds he had always heard about?
 
   Carefully, he maneuvered the drone to a better viewing angle.  Not a wild beast, no, but a group of people.  He leaned closer to the looking-glass.
 
   Emrick almost lost the connection to his earlink entirely—he did lose the drone, which took a second to gently rise and return to the air above the trees and its automatic course.  
 
   But he had seen them.  Three men carrying—no, dragging—a girl.  A girl he immediately recognized.  Because you never forget the face of someone you take the Trials with.
 
   He couldn’t quite believe the odds, but he was sure of what he had seen: Sylvia being taken north by Skycity’s men. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   Emrick’s heart fluttered, and he was suddenly hot, even though he was just sitting at his station.  A fantastic first day in his internship had turned into a furious internal debate inside his head.
 
   All of those disclosures he had signed had expressly forbade him from speaking of anything he saw on the vids until they were made public—and he doubted this one would be made public.
 
   Someone would see the vid eventually, since there wasn’t anything he could do about the files.  Everything that the drones saw was recorded and hard-saved, according to policy.
 
   Should I tell Korey what I saw?  Or just let them discover it later when someone re-watches the vids?
 
   If I tell them, Lady Blackwater might help, but she might just as easily want to stay out of it.
 
   When Atlan had still been speaking to him, he had let on that Lady Blackwater had a weird curiosity about Sylvia, despite the city’s vote to remain out of the affairs of the Four Cities, save for the minimal help she had earned through the Trials.  Still, Emrick could tell that Atlan and Sylvia had spent more than a little time together during the Trials.
 
   I should tell Atlan.
 
   But that would mean breaking my oath, he argued with himself.  My first day on the job and I’m thinking about throwing it all away.
 
   I could work here for decades if the internship goes well.
 
   But what if they kill Sylvia?
 
   “Nice work today,” came Korey’s voice from behind him, making him jump out of his stool.
 
   “Sorry,” Korey chuckled.  “I saw some of your drone’s footage—” Emrick’s stomach dropped to the floor, “—you’ve already learned a lot.  Tomorrow you’ll just have to suffer learning from me.”
 
   Emrick forced a smile.  “Thanks,” he said past the lump in his throat.
 
   All around the room, the others were getting ready to leave for the day: packing up their things and inputting a few last commands to their drones.
 
   “Just leave your station as-is,” Korey told him as he shrugged into his jacket.  “Everything’s on automatic backup, and your drone will just continue its flight path—unless you figured that out already, too?”
 
   The smile was genuine this time, “Not yet,” Emrick replied.
 
   “Well, there’s always tomorrow.”
 
   On their way out of the castle, Emrick used his live-map again, but he wasn’t as interested in it as this morning.  He didn’t know what to do.
 
   He said goodbye to his new coworkers outside the castle, and they all headed in different directions.  Most of them lived in the city, and the ones who didn’t went to run errands before catching the train.  Emrick’s feet slowly led him down the road toward the train platform.
 
   Anyone in the other departments could review those vids anytime and see what he saw.  He had to assume it would immediately be brought to Lady Blackwater’s attention, and then...What?  Would she help Sylvia? 
 
   For months now, the consensus had been against aiding in the war of the Four Cities.  Even after the Trials, the majority of Seascape had continued to vote down any proposals that came through the link to aid Arcera.  
 
   Lady Blackwater, he could only assume, had ways of doing things without the will of the people, but so far had obviously seen no advantage of going against the vote.
 
   He was already climbing the stairs to the train platform.
 
   I’ll just head home, he told himself.  Someone will see the footage, tell Lady Blackwater, and she’ll send help.
 
   But that could be days from now.  Or not at all.
 
   He’d seen the vids of what had happened to the other cities of Arcera, and what Greyling’s army had done. 
 
   The Governor might want Sylvia dead.
 
   The shriek of breaks announced the arrival of the train.  Everyone on the platform flocked to the open door.
 
   I’ll be committing treason if I tell anyone about the vids I saw.  But if I tell Atlan...he’s part of the royal family, that wouldn’t really be treason, would it?  He was sure if it came down to it, it wouldn’t matter to the judges if he had told Atlan or his own mother—they would find him guilty.  
 
   He took a shaky breath and stepped into the train.
 
   A few more people got on, and his panic rose like a massive wave.  He darted for the exit, mumbling, “Forgot something,” to the people he pushed past.  A second later, the door closed behind him and the train began to move away from the platform, heading for the country.
 
   He felt as if he had already committed treason, even though he was merely standing on a train platform in the late afternoon sun.  He looked around the street below.  People were still going about their daily business.  He retraced his steps back off the platform, thoughts bouncing around his brain.
 
   Once more, he climbed the steps up to Castle Tenny, suddenly conscious of how much he swung his arms as he walked and how quick his steps were.  The Black Knights, with their dark uniforms and intimidating belts of weapons, didn’t do much to soothe his nerves.  But they ignored him as he yanked the tall door open and re-entered.
 
   Oliver was still at his post in the foyer, a quizzical smile upon his face.
 
   “I forgot something,” Emrick offered.  It sounded natural enough, and Oliver went back to the looking-glass perched on his desk.
 
   Emrick was halfway across the hall, when he turned on his heel.  “Oh—Oliver?”
 
   The man looked up again.
 
   “Is Atlan around?  I thought I’d brag about my internship a bit, since he hasn’t gotten one yet.”
 
   “Let me check,” Oliver replied with another polite smile.  His eyes changed focus for a moment, while—Emrick assumed—he linked to Atlan.
 
   “Just in luck,” Oliver replied, and the breath caught in Emrick’s lungs.
 
   “Here,” Oliver said, reaching down to input a command onto his datastrands.  “I’m linking you directions—you have the live-map already, right?”
 
   “Yep,” Emrick said, nodding, as he wiped his somehow sweaty palms on the back of his jacket.  It seemed Oliver knew everything that went on in the castle, down to which individuals were given access to maps, and rooms.
 
   “Right, then.  See if you’ve got it.”
 
   Emrick took a second to search his datastrand storage for the update.  He brought it up and looked it over.  A route through the castle was outlined just like the one Korey had given him, except this one must lead to Atlan’s quarters.
 
   He had never been to see Atlan in the castle, as Lady Blackwater’s son had always preferred to meet elsewhere.  After the Trials, they had spent some time going over internship possibilities for the both of them, and re-living theirs and the other initiates’ performances in the Trials.  Until recently anyway.
 
   “Got it, thanks Oliver,” he said.
 
   “Not at all,” Oliver replied with a nod.
 
   Emrick consulted the directions and headed through the doors leading further into the castle, knowing that his decision had already been made the moment he stepped off the train.
 
   He followed the live-map through the castle, and descended even deeper than the Observation room.  He only encountered two more Black Knights passing in the other direction, who paid him no notice.  Moments later, he arrived at the door of a room marked Fieldmarch Suite (Atlan Blackwater) on the map.  He knocked.
 
   Footsteps thundered from behind the door, which flung open at once with a bang. 
 
   Taken aback at the violence of the action, Emrick leapt away, his back to the wall.  Atlan towered in the doorframe, his face full of rage, but whatever he had been about to say died on his lips at the sight of Emrick.
 
   “Emrick?  What the hell are you doing here?” the rage melted from his face, and he took Emrick into a one-armed hug.
 
   “I thought you knew I was coming?” Emrick said in surprise.
 
   “Knew you were coming?  If I knew anyone was coming I—” he stopped suddenly.  “Come inside, then, and we’ll catch up,” he said, and glanced out of the door, as if looking for someone else in the hallway.
 
   Emrick followed him into the room, wondering why Atlan was acting so strange.  A small voice inside him suggested that maybe it wasn’t the best time to divulge his news.  
 
   But it might be the only time.
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Ten
 
    
 
   Atlan paced this way and that while the last person he had expected to see sat down at his embarrassingly cluttered desk and tried not to knock anything off in the process.
 
   He turned his back on the door, now suddenly void of the two Black Knights who Lady Naomi had assigned to watch him.
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t—”
 
   He stopped short, because Emrick had blurted: “I didn’t know who else—”
 
   They both paused.  Atlan cocked his head.  “What’s wrong?” he asked, for, now that the surprise of his arrival had worn off, he noticed Emrick’s face was strangely drawn, and his hands were clenched in fists.
 
   Emrick let out a strangled sigh.  He looked like he was going to throw up.
 
   “What is it?” Atlan pressed.
 
   “I started my internship today,” Emrick said suddenly.  “And I saw something.  Something on the vids.”
 
   His friend’s visible struggle with himself suddenly became clear.  The vids were notoriously confidential until approved for public consumption by the Lady and her staff.  What had he seen?
 
   And then his insides felt as if they were filling with a sick blackness.  What if it was—?
 
   “Sylvia,” Emrick whispered, and the blackness reached Atlan’s heart and clenched it like an icy claw.
 
   He sank down to sit on the floor opposite Emrick’s chair.
 
   “Tell me,” Atlan urged.
 
   Emrick looked around the room as if it might have eyes and ears, which would not be out of the ordinary—especially in this castle—if the room belonged to anyone but Atlan Blackwater.
 
   Confined to his rooms for weeks on end, he had found every single camera sensor and mic-record hidden in his suite, and disabled them, even though Lady Naomi’s agents continued to put them there on the rare occasions he was allowed out, or even when he slept.  It was a constant silent battle between them.
 
   “No one can hear us,” Atlan assured him, and Emrick reluctantly launched into his tale.  When he finished, he looked like a man who had just had a poison removed from his body.  But Atlan felt as if the poison now resided in himself.
 
   He stared at the small fire crackling in his grate without seeing it.  He had known Sylvia would be in danger the moment she left after the Trials, which was why he had tried to leave the island—on multiple occasions—since then.  But Lady Naomi refused to let him go.
 
   She claimed it was because he would be endangering the bloodline—her precious position as descendant from Seascape’s founder Karalyn Arcere.  The age serum that extended her life also made it harder for her to conceive, and Atlan was likely to be the only child Lady Naomi ever had.
 
   And he would always be a disappointment because of some stupid tradition.  Because Karalyn Arcere had believed the regency should pass through the female line.
 
   Even though Lady Naomi didn’t value him because of his gender, she still wouldn’t let him go into danger, if only because someday he might have a daughter, and therefore become valuable to her again.  It had been enough to make him disgusted by the serum and all of its effects.
 
   He felt more sure than ever that he didn’t want to take his serum and gain what everyone in Seascape felt was normal, and their right: long life.  But it came with a price, and to Atlan it felt like it would be stealing the life of the offspring one could no longer have so easily.  He knew it wasn’t scientifically possible, but his mind couldn’t help but make the awful connection.
 
   His face suddenly grew hot: even though Emrick couldn’t possibly know what he was thinking, Atlan felt guilty for it.  He knew very well that Emrick had been excited to take the serum, had felt he earned it.  Atlan had always kept his opinion to himself during every conversation they had had about it.
 
   The serum aside, Atlan knew he couldn’t stay here now, not while he knew Sylvia was most certainly in trouble, but he had no clue where to begin.
 
   It was silent between the two of them for a long time, until Atlan finally said, “You know, I haven’t been ignoring you these past few weeks, either.”  He let out a huff of frustration.
 
   “Lady Naomi decided it was in her best interest to keep me in the castle indefinitely.  So they locked my door and posted a pair of Black Knights outside around the clock.”
 
   “And you really didn’t know I was coming, did you?” Emrick asked after a moment.
 
   “Not a clue.  I would have tidied up at least,” Atlan chuckled, his eyes darting to the stack of dirty cups and plates on his dining table, and the mountain of paper that was his desk.
 
   “Hmm,” Emrick began, “When I asked Oliver if you were here, he must have been checking with...”
 
   “Lady Naomi,” Atlan supplied.
 
   They both let out a long sigh, in unison, then began laughing as if it were the funniest thing in the world.  It felt good to laugh—perhaps it was the first time he had done so in weeks—but when it subsided, the silence grew long and heavy.
 
   These past few weeks, he had only wanted to leave Seascape to join Sylvia and offer his help in any way he could.  It felt selfish to languish here in Seascape, surrounded by walls and weapons and security, when Sylvia was returning home to a place he knew offered no protection from the weapons Skycity wielded.  Yet she returned without question or complaint.  It was simply something she had to do.  She was the bravest person he had ever met.
 
   But now, he and Emrick were probably the only two people who knew she was in trouble.
 
   “I have to get out of here,” he muttered, a familiar phrase to his lips, but this time, it was an oath instead of a wish.
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Eleven
 
    
 
   At last, the Scouts allowed Sylvia to stop.  She had trudged on all day without complaint so as not to provoke the Scouts.  She had to keep her earlink safe at all costs, and the costs to her pride had been deep.
 
   Occasionally, they shoved or tripped her, and with her hands tied behind her back it was not easy to regain balance.  Twice she fell to the ground, unable to stop herself, though she managed to turn to the side to keep from smashing her face.  By either its flawless design, or pure luck, the earlink stayed in place.
 
   More than once they sent the mountain lions to shadow her footsteps, which was the worst of the torture.  The lions’ hot breath on her heels, and their slinking bodies just out of her line of sight was the stuff her nightmares were made of.
 
   She paid little attention to their surroundings after she had realized they were headed north, and unquestionably to Skycity.  Ever since she had woken on that Scout’s shoulder this morning, she had resigned herself to the fact that she could not escape these Scouts and their lions.  It would be suicide.  Her only hope lay in the possibility of using her earlink, or escaping once they reached Skycity.
 
   Of course, she had tried using her earlink several times already as they plodded on through the wilds, but her drone was the farthest away it had ever been, and now that they had walked on for an entire day, it was probably twice as far.  There was nothing in her datastrands that would help her, either.  And she knew painfully well that linking wouldn’t work across this distance to anyone in Seascape, even if they would help her.
 
   The one benefit of being the Scouts’ captive was that they felt no need to hurry to their destination, and stopped around sundown to make camp for the night.  The mountain lions were sent out into the darkening trees, no doubt to hunt.  Sylvia watched them slink away, their heads low and intent, and their paws silent on the forest floor.
 
   The Scouts tied her to a tree while they made camp.  She sat down amid the roots and watched, musing that she ought to be flattered that Greyling had gone to such lengths to kidnap her.  The last time she had seen him, they had fought hand-to-hand outside Meadowcity, and she with a burned leg.  She remembered the look he gave her as he retreated into the dark woods with his men, and she shuddered.
 
   A fire was lit, and the mountain lions returned with their kills, a pheasant each.  As the Scouts busied themselves with their dinner—only the scraps of which would later be thrown to Sylvia—no one saw as she curled up on her side, as if readying to sleep.
 
   With her legs bent, she carefully slipped her bound hands around one knee, and then the next, all the while keeping her eyes glued to the Scouts for any sign of them looking her way.
 
   Finally, she got her hands in front of her.  Without wasting any time, she reached up to her ear and yanked out the earlink—but where would she hide it?  With a jolt she realized she hadn’t thought that far ahead in her plan.
 
   The Scouts were now calling for ale, and the one who had carried it all this way doled it out like a precious delicacy.  As they tucked into their meat, no one noticed the prisoner slip her hands back behind her legs and stuff something small down the back of her sock, where it nestled just above her boot.
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Twelve
 
    
 
   Atlan and Emrick made plans to meet up the next day.  Atlan was positive the two Black Knights guarding his room would return the moment Emrick left, and sure enough, not a minute after Emrick closed the door, Atlan heard two sets of footsteps stop right outside it.
 
   He spent the evening and well into the night trying to read a book, one of the few he had borrowed from the library before he had been confined to his rooms.  Unfortunately, he had already read it several times since then.  Voluntarily disconnected from his earlink, he had little else to occupy his mind with.
 
   Nowadays, he only put his earlink in to check the news vids.  Even though he had established blocks against Lady Naomi contacting him via link, he still kept it off entirely.  He didn’t want anyone bothering him anymore.
 
   But the book would only distract him for a few moments at a time, until he would find his eyes reading entire paragraphs without taking in any meaning, when he would realize his thoughts had drifted back to Sylvia.  It wasn’t until an hour before dawn that his eyelids grew heavy enough to close.  The book toppled out of his hands to the floor, and he slept.
 
   When he awoke, it took several minutes before he could keep his eyes open without blinking like there were weights attached to his eyelids.  He had to be ready if Emrick’s plan to meet worked, so he popped in his earlink and connected to his datastrands.
 
   It was early yet, so he sat at his desk and tried to tidy it to pass the time.  His nerves buzzed like an electric current as he shuffled the papers.
 
   By the time the notification came over his earlink, he had done nothing more than stare at his desk and move a few papers around half-heartedly.  He was too distracted.  He shrugged as he gave the command to let the link come through.
 
   Atlan?  The sound of Oliver’s voice echoed in his mind through the earlink.
 
   Relief flooded his chest.  If it was Oliver, it must mean—
 
   Your friend Emrick invited you to catch up over lunch at The Waterfront pub.  You can meet him in the entrance hall in an hour.
 
   Atlan grinned, taking in the full meaning of the words.
 
   Thank you, Oliver, he linked back, trying to put as much emphasis into the words as he could.  He knew Oliver must have had to bargain on his behalf for the Lady to let him out.
 
   You’re very welcome, Oliver replied, then closed the link.  Atlan wondered if Oliver knew that it wasn’t merely catching up with a friend over lunch.  It was hard to tell with the charming man who so puzzlingly worked for the most ruthless person he knew.
 
   He whiled away the next hour by doing another sweep of his rooms for more mic-records and camera sensors.  He would do it again when he returned from his meeting with Emrick.  Privacy wasn’t merely a preference anymore, and his absence would be the perfect opportunity to plant some.
 
   Finding none, he got dressed.  The anticipation of leaving his rooms made him hum a meandering tune the whole while.
 
   Finally, it was time.  When he tried the door, he found it miraculously unlocked.  He poked his head out and found the two Black Knights still there, and his stomach sank.  But they had moved from their usual posts, and appeared to be waiting for him.  At his quizzical look, one of them gestured for him to go.  He should have supposed they wouldn’t let him leave without a guard.
 
   Trying to look as innocent as possible, he wound his way up the floors and down the corridors to the entrance hall, where Emrick stood staring down at the crest of Seascape embedded in the floor.  Atlan dared to look up at Oliver, whose smile was nothing but polite, though his eyes gave him a clear warning.
 
   Atlan understood, and nodded, following Emrick out the open doors.  Oliver had vouched for him, and since he had no plans of escape today, he didn’t feel guilty.  But what would happen next time?  Would Oliver help him then?
 
   When they were two blocks away from Castle Tenny, Atlan glanced back and saw without surprise that the two Black Knights were following, several paces behind.  He shared a look with Emrick, and they continued on toward The Waterfront.
 
   It wasn’t far.  Emrick opened the door and Atlan was blown back by the amount of noise coming from the other patrons.  Emrick led him to a booth by one of the windows, where they could see the Black Knights standing alert out on the street.  Atlan had never been to The Waterfront, but Emrick must have, for it was the perfect place to have a conversation that would not be overheard.  And it was pure luck that the Black Knights had opted to stay outside.
 
   They ordered lunch and began murmuring back and forth over their glasses.  Just as before, Atlan couldn’t see any way out of Seascape where the Lady and her Black Knights wouldn’t stop him.  She had eyes everywhere, and ways of stopping him if he was spotted, as he knew first hand.
 
   Atlan barely knew what he was eating as he congenially poked holes in one of Emrick’s ideas.  It was a continuous debate: each of them would propose an idea, and the other found flaws in it.
 
   Then the most hopeless thought occurred to him.
 
   “What if,” he started, after a long moment of uninspired silence.  “I make a bargain with Lady Naomi.”
 
   Emrick stared at him blankly over the bare wooden table.  Their meal had long since been cleared away.
 
   “What if I offer to take the serum, in exchange for—”
 
   “No,” Emrick interjected.  “No. I know your feelings about the serum right now—and they might change in the future—but it’s not something you should bargain with!  It’s a massive commitment!”
 
   “You think I shouldn’t risk it for her?”  Atlan argued, voice growing as loud as some of the rabble around them.
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying,” Emrick replied quietly, subtly reminding Atlan to lower his voice.  “I’m saying it’s not something you should leap into, given your previous thoughts on the subject.”
 
   So Emrick knew how he felt about the serum, despite his efforts to keep it hidden.  Before Atlan could open his mouth, Emrick said, “Don’t—you don’t need to apologize, or defend yourself, or whatever.  You have your decisions, I have mine.”
 
   “But if I took it, Lady Naomi would surely let me leave, or use one of her—” Atlan’s eyes bulged, and suddenly he knew the answer.
 
   His next words came out in a tumbled whisper.  “We’ve been thinking too small.  If we’re going to go help Sylvia, we’re going to need something much bigger.”
 
   Emrick’s eyes widened as Atlan went on.
 
   “We’re going to have to steal one of Seascape’s jets.” 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” Emrick hissed as he and Atlan strode out of the pub, having been told by the Black Knights that it was about time for Atlan to return to the castle.
 
   Atlan shrugged.  He didn’t have long to talk to Emrick before he was locked back up in Castle Tenny, so he said very quietly, “I’ll link you once I figure out how to do it.  But I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s monitoring my link, so don’t say anything outright, got it?”
 
   Emrick nodded, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed visibly.
 
   “You don’t have to help,” Atlan said gently. They were nearing the doors to the castle.  “Telling me was help enough.”
 
   The Black Knights stood there, waiting for Atlan to enter.  He could see Oliver standing at his post inside, watching him out of the corner of his eye.
 
   “Send me a link,” Emrick said, speaking normally now, and raising his hand in farewell.  “I’ll try and fit you into my schedule, but it’s pretty busy with the internship, you know.”  A hint of a wink graced his face.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Atlan grumbled.  “You’re very busy and important now, I get it.  But see if you have time for your old friend now and again, all right?”
 
   With that, they parted.  Atlan gave a friendly wave to Oliver, and begrudgingly headed for his rooms, pulling out his earlink as he went.
 
   The Black Knights were two unwelcome shadows trailing behind him.  He began pondering his latest escape idea as he walked down the silent halls.
 
   The hydrojets, as he had heard Lady Naomi call them, were rarely used, and mostly secret—he had never even seen one, either with his own eyes, or on a vid.  The hydrojets were one of the many remnants of the previous inhabitants of the island, from long before Seascape was founded, and before the world wars that had crushed civilization.
 
   When he was young, he had heard Lady Naomi mention them once or twice to Ingram, his father, when they had still been on speaking terms.  It always seemed like a joke whenever she brought it up, usually whenever someone brought news of goings on in one of the Four Cities.  Lady Naomi would joke that she should take a hydrojet and leap in to solve their problem for them.  Atlan didn’t think it very funny now.
 
   He still didn’t understand Seascape’s inherent distrust of the Four Cities.  He had been curious about them ever since he had learned about them in school, and even though they had also learned how Seascape was ex-communicated by the Cities, that had been a thousand years ago.  He didn’t think there was any reason to continue the discrimination, but he knew he was the minority in this way of thinking.
 
   Arcera would still be united if the founders of Seascape hadn’t discovered the labs and underground storage facilities on the island.  The discoveries had been both a gift and a curse, and the serum the final tipping point for the exile.  The founder of Seascape—his own great-grandmother, thanks to the serum—Karalyn Arcere, never forgave her four brothers for casting her out over the islanders’ use of the serum.
 
   Why shouldn’t he use a jet to go help the Four Cities?  He shook his head as he reached his rooms.  It wasn’t a question of why not, but how.
 
   He shut the door in the faces of the Black Knights, and immediately began to comb his rooms for any new sensors.  It was second nature after so many years of Lady Naomi trying to spy on him.  No wonder his father didn’t speak to her anymore.
 
   The mic-record he found under his bed was no surprise.  It was the first place he always looked.  But even after combing the washroom, the fireplace mantle, his sheets and dresser drawers, he wasn’t quite content.  The mic-record had been in such an obvious place, and it seemed rather suspicious that there would be only one.
 
   So he finally broke down and began to clean his desk.  He threw some of his random scribblings into the fire, and sorted out his books, stacking them tidily on the floor while he cleaned.  He pulled out every drawer, searching through their contents and feeling every edge.  Finally, he found a tiny mic-record stuck to the bottom of one of the drawers, the one he had to yank several times to remove because it was so full.
 
   Both mic-records went into the fire, now crackling with the papers he had just fed it.  Just in case, he decided to finish cleaning the desk, to make future searches easier at least.  He couldn’t risk missing a sensor anymore.  She had been relentless ever since he had refused the serum.
 
   An idea had been brewing in his mind while he had cleaned, and as he gazed at the sensors wriggling in the coals, their plastic melting, and their delicate wiring becoming useless, it became clear.  His father.  He would tell Lady Naomi that he wanted to go visit his father.  It would get him out of Castle Tenny and out of the Lady’s grip, at least, to a place where he could think, and form a plan.
 
   From his father’s home in Brightstone, he might have enough privacy and time to find out where the hydrojets were kept, and how he could possibly hijack one.  His father didn’t even allow the Lady’s Black Knights to enter his castle.
 
   He hadn’t visited his father in a year or so, having been busy finishing school and preparing for the Trials, but Ingram had come up to see Atlan’s performances during the Trials.  The Lady had stiffly ignored her husband any time they were in the same place together, but Ingram had only had eyes for Atlan.
 
   When his father had moved back to his family home in Brightstone several years ago, Atlan had been given no choice but to stay in Castle Tenny.  It was hard to contest the ruler of Seascape’s wishes.  Still legally married for convention’s sake, his parents hadn’t spoken in some time.  Atlan tried not to let it bother him.
 
   He didn’t begrudge his father for leaving, because he knew how bad it had become between his parents after almost two centuries of marriage.  Some days he still wondered what it would have been like not growing up under the Lady’s thumb, and instead, with a parent that cared more about him, than his bloodline.
 
   After a quarter of an hour rehearsing what he was going to say, he linked to Oliver and asked to set up a meeting with Lady Naomi.
 
   Not a minute passed before Oliver linked back.  Lady Naomi wouldn’t meet with him until tomorrow.  Maybe she was getting back at him for his disobedience.
 
   He slumped onto his bed, and tried to picture the look on her face when he flew a hydrojet over Castle Tenny and escaped her reach, perhaps forever.
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Thirteen
 
    
 
   After waiting for over an hour in the place they usually met, Neve gave up on Sylvia.  It was unusual for the Rider to forget about their sparring sessions, but perhaps Sylvia’s training mission had lasted longer than they had planned, and she hadn’t returned to the city yet.
 
   She rose to her feet, her stomach grumbling from missing dinner, and began to walk down the perimeter path back to Carlene’s shop.  The air was thick with humidity, making the cool night air heavy on her skin.
 
   On her way back, Neve passed by the fields where the Defenders trained.  She watched them out of the corner of her eye as she walked by.
 
   Every time Neve tried to train with other people, her shoes suddenly became too large for her feet, and her arms wouldn’t obey her commands—in short, she grew embarrassingly clumsy.
 
   Sylvia had taken pity on her and offered to train her in her spare time—which wasn’t much, due to the Rider’s schedule—so Neve took advantage of every second Sylvia could spare.
 
   Before reaching the shop, Neve stiffened at the tell-tale sound of boots pounding on the walkway, running in her direction.
 
   It was Amelia, one of the Defenders in Sylvia’s unit.  Neve smiled politely, and called to the woman just before she passed by, “Is Sylvia back?”
 
   Amelia’s legs slowed to a halt, and she turned around to face Neve.  It was then that she noticed tears streaked the woman’s face.  The bottom of her stomach dropped out.
 
   “She was taken,” Amelia rasped.  “The Scouts have her,” she said between gasps of air.  “I’m sorry—I have to go tell her family.”  And with that, she disappeared down the path as quickly as she had come.
 
   Neve stood dumbstruck in the middle of the path, as if she’d been bashed over the head.  Taken.  But Sylvia was the best Rider she had ever met!  How could any of the Scouts have gotten close enough to her?
 
   And that drone of hers—Sylvia had shown Neve how it worked—how come she hadn’t seen them coming?
 
   Her empty stomach yanked her back to the present with a groan.  Finally, she jerked herself out of the daze and began walking again.  
 
   The light was on in the shop when she reached it, and she hesitated.  She wanted to work on the eye protectors to distract herself, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to go inside anymore, not knowing who she might encounter.  If it was Falcon, she didn’t think she could stand the sight of him right now.
 
   Carlene had given Neve and Harry places to sleep in her own villa, but Falcon had been staying in the basement of the workshop.  As a former Scout, not many had trusted him to stay in their homes, but Carlene had agreed to the arrangement after working with him for a few days and deeming him mostly harmless.
 
   Neve walked straight past the shop and heaved a sigh.  If Sylvia had been taken, her unit must have already informed the Governor and his people.  She decided to go to the Citizen’s Hall and see what she could find out.
 
   Wondering how she might get an audience with the Governor at this time of day, she slipped inside the Hall, one half of its massive doors flung open to the night.
 
   The Secretary of the City, Ell, stood at his post in the foyer, busy going over a list of supplies with one of his aides.  Neve wandered into the large common room to the right to wait to speak with him.
 
   The common room was cheerfully lit by a large fire, which glinted off the polished wooden benches and chairs grouped around it.  Since it was around dinner time, the room was rather empty, save for a handful of Defenders sitting in a cluster by the fire.  
 
   She edged into the room, intending to grab Ell’s attention as soon as he was free, so she hovered in front of an old notice board.
 
   Bits of paper in varying sizes were pinned here, one on top of another in a quilt of announcements, items for sale, and requests for service.  The ink had begun to fade on some from the light that spilled in through the large ceiling windows, and there hadn’t been any new posts in months, judging from the state of them.
 
   Neve reached out to pull an old request for a Rider closer when she heard loud and riotous high-pitched giggling coming from the hallway.
 
   She spun around and spotted the source of what seemed an inappropriate noise—Gero’s daughter, Cari, toddling down the hall toward the front door.
 
   Without thinking, Neve reached out to stop the girl, who was all too ready to jump unsteadily down the steps.  Her father came trotting down the hall after her.
 
   “Thanks,” he said with a smile, and Neve let go of the little girl’s hand when she reached for her father.
 
   “Out,” the little girl demanded, tiny ringlets of curls bouncing.
 
   Gero scooped her up.  “Just a few more minutes, honey,” he assured her.
 
   Before the Governor could attract Ell’s attention, however, Neve stepped closer to him.
 
   “Sir,” she began quietly.  “I heard about Sylvia.”
 
   Gero stopped bobbing Cari, and transferred her to his other hip, waiting for her to go on.
 
   “Do you know where they’ve taken her?  Are you going to send someone to help?”  It would be the least she could do to offer to go with them—Sylvia had saved her life more than once.
 
   The Governor sighed and put Cari back down.  Neve felt bad for ambushing him when he was clearly heading home, but Sylvia was her friend, and who knew what the Scouts would do to her?
 
   Gero flagged down Ell, who paused in his discussion to entice Cari away from the door with a sweet he’d pulled from his desk drawer.  His daughter officially distracted, Gero reluctantly turned back to Neve.
 
   “I’m sorry, Neve,” he offered.  “But we can’t afford to send anyone.  We have no idea where she’s been taken, or if she’s even—” he paused abruptly.
 
   “No one?  After all she’s done for Arcera?”   Fighting to keep her voice down, she grew hot.  How could they do this to Sylvia?
 
   “Then I’ll go,” she said boldly.
 
   “Go where?” Gero reasoned.
 
   “Skycity.  That must be where they took her.”
 
   Something tugged on Neve’s leg.  She looked down, startled to find Cari there, the short distraction of the sweet over.
 
   “Out,” the little girl commanded imperiously.  Neve and Gero were blocking the door.
 
   Gero scooped up his daughter again, and said, irritation in his voice now, “No, no one’s going to Skycity.”
 
   Her mouth hanging wide, Neve watched him walk out the door.
 
   “What if they had taken Cari?” she challenged, against her better judgment.  “Would you send someone then?”
 
   A low blow, she knew, but how could they just leave Sylvia to the Scouts like this?
 
   Choosing to ignore the question, Gero shot back, “The last time I allowed someone to go on a rescue mission, an entire city was destroyed.”
 
   Neve could see the logic in his reasoning, but her mind blasted right through the logic, smashing it into little bits. 
 
   She blew by him and stormed away from the Citizen’s Hall, taking care only to avoid running into Cari, who was now pulling up bits of grass and scattering them around her chubby legs.
 
   Her heart pounded madly in her ears as she practically ran down the perimeter path, hoping that putting distance between her and the conversation would make her blood stop boiling.
 
   How could he just let Sylvia be taken and not do anything about it?  Sure, Meadowcity was preparing for an eventual battle with the Scouts, but Sylvia was one of their most valuable Defenders!
 
   The sound of metal clanging against metal broke through her thoughts, and she looked up.  She had trod all the way to the fields where the Defenders were practicing without noticing at all where she was going.
 
   Spying a cabinet of practice weapons, she leapt off the perimeter path and darted for the sparring rings.
 
   She had her first opponent on the ground in a matter of minutes, and not once had she lost her balance.
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Fourteen
 
    
 
   It was night when Sylvia and her captors caught sight of Skycity.  The mountain peak glittered with lights, and a strong breeze blew down on them as they hiked up one of the many paths leading upward.
 
   One of the Scouts peeled off from the group about halfway up, and signaled for the beasts to follow him.  It was just her and two Scouts now.
 
   “You wouldn’t get twenty paces,” one of the Scouts whispered suddenly in her right ear, reading her mind.  She had no idea how he had gotten so close, so quickly.
 
   And she believed him.  He was the man who had carried her on his shoulder at first, the one who always kept an eye on her even when the others had their backs turned.  She had seen him use his bow to bring down game with amazing accuracy—though the Scouts had mostly been lazy on the journey and made the beasts do their hunting for them.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sylvia whispered innocently.
 
   He gave her a roguish grin.
 
   “Oy, Blackrock, what are you two whispering about back there?” the lead Scout, who she had learned was named Grebe asked.
 
   “Just remarking on the marvelous weather tonight,” Blackrock responded airily.
 
   Grebe snorted, but led on.
 
   After several hours of laborious hiking, Sylvia was led through the main gate of the city, where her steps faltered.  What were they doing bringing her through the center of the city?  Weren’t they hiding the truth of the war from the citizens?  But Blackrock jiggled her rope and told her to move.
 
   “No, wait,” Grebe held them up.
 
   She heard the sound of ripping cloth, and when he came at her with a foul piece of fabric clearly intended for her mouth, she took a step back.
 
   “Hold ‘er still,” Grebe ordered.
 
   Hands grabbed her biceps and she had no choice but to let Grebe tie the gag.  She couldn’t decide which was worse—the smell or the taste of it.  Had he torn it from the bottom of his cloak?
 
   Blackrock pushed her forward as she fought the urge to vomit.
 
   Even though it was night, it must not be very late, because there were still people on the streets, and they all turned to see the two Scouts leading her, bound, gagged, and dirty from four days on the road.  Many gasped and pointed, and when the onlookers grew to a particularly large number, Grebe began to spout, “A traitor!  A traitor to Arcera!”
 
   Sylvia’s chest grew so tight that it hurt.  How could they possibly call her a traitor?  No wonder he had gagged her.
 
   “Traitor!” the word echoed through the night and between the stone buildings.  “Caught aiding our enemy!”
 
   And they believed him.
 
   Traitor, they whispered to each other as they followed the now growing party of Scouts leading her where deep down she had known they would go: the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   The crowds along the street swelled with people, all talking loudly now, and Grebe no longer had to shout—those following repeated the word: traitor, traitor, traitor.
 
   Sylvia’s dismay doubled as someone in the crowd actually threw something at her, which turned out to be a piece of stale bread.  They reached the steps to the Citizen’s Hall, and she moved quickly up them to get away from the crowd.
 
   “Look at her run!” crowed Grebe to Blackrock, as they hurried up the steps beside her.
 
   Shaking, Sylvia stood at the door, waiting for one of them to open it for her.  Instead, to her absolute horror, the glass door opened from the inside and out stepped Governor Sorin Greyling.
 
   A large crowd had gathered at the foot of the steps by now, and she saw more people arriving, brought by the noise, or friends who’d gone to fetch them.  Their faces were distorted and demonic in the light from the street lamps, and they continued to jeer and shout.  Greyling raised his hands, and they quieted.
 
   “Yes, it is true,” he called to the crowd.  “I sent for the capture of this traitor, who has been aiding our enemy.”
 
   The crowd hissed and booed.  Sylvia tried to swallow her bile through a mouth as dry as a sandbank.
 
   “Skycity is proud to have such Scouts as these to defend Arcera,” he said, gesturing to Grebe, Blackrock and the third Scout who rejoined them out of nowhere.
 
   They applauded.
 
   “I assure you,” Greyling continued, “I will make sure to administer the justice that you call for, and I will personally see to it that we get all the information we can from this traitor.”
 
   As the crowd erupted into cheers, she was pulled inside the Hall and blindfolded.  She didn’t know how long they led her through the halls, but when they finally stopped, they cut the rope from her hands.  She heard a door open, and they pushed her hard; she was exhausted enough that she fell to the floor.  The door shut, and everything went black as pitch.
 
   The floor was ice cold.  She ripped off the gag and blindfold, and felt around the room.  Not a blanket, nor bed, nothing.  Only a bit of straw scattered on the cold floor as if she were an animal.
 
   She swept the straw into one area as best she could to guard against the freezing floor.  She curled into a ball and closed her eyes.
 
   Whatever Greyling had planned for her was driven from her mind as exhaustion swiftly carried her to sleep. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   It took no time at all to remember where she was when she woke.  Despite the cold floor at her back, she had slept through the night without waking once.
 
   She turned onto her side, her bones pressing hard against the floor as they shifted, and she saw—
 
   She leapt to her feet, heart racing madly, and retreated to the corner of the room, pressing herself against the wall.
 
   It had been dark last night, so she hadn’t noticed that the cold floor had not been made of stone as she had sleepily supposed, but rather thick glass.  
 
   The mountain dropped sharply away beneath her feet.  She sank into a crouch, and forced her eyes away, to the ceiling.  She knew the glass must be safe, but the sensation of standing directly over such a far drop still rattled her to the core, and turned her stomach.
 
   After a few minutes, she recovered a little.  Now that the room was illuminated from the daylight below, she peeled her gaze from the ceiling and studied the room, careful not to glance down.
 
   Two small windows at the tops of two walls told her she was at a corner of the building.  The room contained nothing more than the straw, and a bucket in the corner.  The wooden door looked heavy, and she could not see underneath it.
 
   Part of her wondered whether she should have taken her chances last night when she was alone with those two Scouts.
 
   Perhaps being downed by an arrow would have been better than whatever “justice” Greyling had planned for her.
 
   She was given her first dose of such justice that very morning.  After spending some time trying and failing to access her drone again, she had put her earlink safely away into her sock again, and was laying on her back, staring at the ceiling.  Her door opened with no warning, and she was on her feet in an instant.
 
   Two Scouts she didn’t recognize entered, and grabbed her by the arms.  She had no time to fight it.  They practically lifted her off her feet and dragged her to the back wall.
 
   She kept her face neutral as Greyling strode in, pace sedate and sure.  A cape flowed from his broad shoulders, and but for the sour expression seemingly fixed to his face, he would have been handsome, with his lightly stubbled jaw and dark eyes.
 
   Those dark eyes glared down at her, as if to bore a hole in her head.  He clasped his hands behind his back, his cape furling away to reveal a dagger at his waist.  The cell door slammed shut.  Sylvia lifted her shoulders and stared straight back at him.  
 
   “So,” Greyling began, his lips curling up in a cruel smile.  “Sylvia Thorne.”  He spoke slowly, as if to cherish every syllable.
 
   “No matter where I turn these days, I find you.  You’re in Riftcity, helping rebels escape.  You’re in Meadowcity, inciting a war and training bakers and children to be warriors.”
 
   “For all I know, you were in Lightcity, killing thousands in a pathetic attempt to thwart me, burning it to the ground.  And,” he paused, turning and beginning to pace the small cell. “You’re in another place.  A place no one in the Four Cities has been, but me.”
 
   Sylvia kept her chin straight, but she nearly stopped breathing.  How could he possibly know?
 
   He leaned in to her ear and whispered, “You were in Seascape.”  
 
   She didn’t take her eyes from his dagger, which his hand now rested upon.
 
   But the blow didn’t come from the dagger.  At some signal or other, one of the Scouts holding her landed a punch right in her stomach.
 
   She doubled over, but a boot came at her face, and suddenly she was on her back, blood running into her mouth from her nose.
 
   “What were you doing there?” Greyling demanded sharply.
 
   Another kick, this time to the ribs.
 
   “Why did they let you in?”
 
   She got to her hands and knees and spat the blood out of her mouth onto the glass floor.
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   From nowhere, a dark laughter rose from Sylvia.  She knew it would only earn her—
 
   —a heavy boot into her stomach, this time, it was Greyling’s own.
 
   But she kept laughing as she fell to the floor, now looking up at Greyling towering over her.  He was like a jealous child.
 
   “You’ll never win,” she intoned, wiping the blood from her mouth.  A vein visibly flicked on his forehead.  “You think one girl from Meadowcity can ruin all of your great plans?  They could destroy you with a flick of their finger.”
 
   “You think I’m everywhere?” and she burst into laughter.
 
   The goading earned her another hour of such questioning.  It was clear that Greyling intended to keep her alive, at least until he had gotten the information he was seeking, anyway.
 
   She refused to tell him anything.  The people of Seascape could protect themselves well enough, but she wouldn’t give Greyling more of an incentive to brutalize her own people in the name of his war.
 
   When it was over, Greyling strode out, vowing to return as many times as it took until she answered him.  His men followed silently, not sparing one glance toward Sylvia, who lay in a heap against the wall.  
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Fifteen
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long until Atlan found himself on the train to Brightstone, off to see his father.  Lady Naomi had been huffy and standoffish, but she couldn’t refuse.
 
   She had saddled him with one of her Black Knights to escort him to his father’s castle, as if he were not to be trusted in the slightest—which was perfectly true.
 
   He felt as if he were shedding a heavy weight when he arrived at the castle in Brightstone, and his father told the Black Knight to “shove off, if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   He was finally free.  For a little while, anyway.
 
   His father’s family home was nothing like Castle Tenny with its endless white corridors, grand halls, and locked doors.  
 
   It was much older.  The walls and floors were all stone, which brought the need for the many fireplaces that burned all winter long.  Since it was summer, the only lit fireplace he saw was the one in the kitchens, where his father took him first thing to get something to eat.
 
   “You’ve got something heavy on your mind,” Ingram remarked after a while, his deep voice calling Atlan out of a stupor.
 
   They were sitting on stools at a heavily scrubbed wooden table, having just finished lunch.  Atlan didn’t know how long he had been staring off into space.
 
   “Your mother told me you’ve refused the serum,” said Ingram, eying him from across the table, his dark grey beard dancing with every word.
 
   “I’m not...I just—I don’t think I should—” Atlan stumbled, not quite ready to explain this to his father just yet.  Ingram cut across him.
 
   “It’s your decision,” he said firmly, and Atlan’s heart rose.  “But I thought that might have something to do with what’s on your mind.”
 
   Atlan cracked his knuckles, fists bunched up on the table.
 
   “It’s...Sylvia,” Atlan confided, unable to come up with a lie that wouldn’t make him burn with guilt.  “The girl from the Trials.”
 
   “Oh, I remember,” Ingram intoned.  “The one from Meadowcity.  Well, that explains it.”  He clapped his hands on his thighs and rose from his seat.  Atlan followed suit, puzzled.
 
   “A girl,” Ingram chuckled.  “I should have known.”
 
   Atlan felt his cheeks warm but didn’t say anything more.  He let his father lead him up to his room, and wondered just how much he could tell his father.
 
   If anyone knew how cunning and deceptive Lady Naomi could be, it would be Ingram, the man who had spent over a century trying to soften her heart. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   Brightstone castle had few servants, especially compared to Castle Tenny, but it was a clean and happy place.  His father’s lands weren’t large, but he did have several tenants, and they often came by the castle to speak with Ingram.
 
   His father had no other family living, and because of the serum, he was an only child, as most were.  Ingram and his staff were the only inhabitants of the castle.
 
   Ingram’s joy at having Atlan in the house was bittersweet for both of them, because they knew it could never last.  Lady Naomi had made it clear every time the topic was brought up that Atlan must stay with her.  Her precious bloodline.
 
   Atlan spent as much time with his father as he could, all the while meditating on the hydrojets: where they might be hidden, how heavily guarded they might be, and how he would manage to fly one.
 
   The next night, they were discussing the Trials yet again over dinner.  At the mention of Sylvia’s name, Atlan felt a surge of guilt.  Was he wasting time in his father’s house?
 
   “What’s the matter, then?” Ingram asked softly after Atlan had grown quiet.
 
   Atlan cursed himself.  He had forgotten how incredibly perceptive his father was.
 
   “Thinking about that girl again, I think,” Ingram said, pouring himself some wine.
 
   “Yes,” he answered plainly.  Ingram’s eyes crinkled with his smile.
 
   Atlan swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.  “She’s in danger,” he blurted.  “She’s gone back to Meadowcity to fight a war they can’t win by themselves.”  He left it at that.  He wouldn’t put Emrick at risk by letting on any more.
 
   All hint of a smile dissolved from his father’s face.  “What will you do?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not what I will do that’s the problem, it’s what I can’t do—Lady Naomi won’t let me leave Seascape.”  He didn’t mention being locked in his room, it felt like whining.
 
   “And what would you do if you could leave?”
 
   “Anything I could.  Anything to help her.  It’s like she’s trying to win the war by herself.  She’s just so...”
 
   “...brave,” his father finished.
 
   “Willful.  Proud,” Atlan supplied with half a grin.  “I just need a way off the island...” he trailed off.
 
   Ingram stroked his beard in silence.
 
   Atlan’s heart fluttered in his chest as he made up his mind.  “Do you remember when I was little, and Lady Naomi would joke about flying off to help the Four Cities when something came up on the vids?”  The words came out in a tumble before he could take them back.
 
   “Flying?” Ingram repeated in a low whisper, easily catching the right word.
 
   Atlan nodded.  His father pulled on his beard again in thought, then sighed.
 
   “I’ve only been in one once,” he murmured, as quietly as the flames cracking in the fireplace behind them.
 
   “But if you’re serious, I think I might be able to help you.”
 
   It felt as if Atlan’s heart stopped.  “Really?”
 
   “Really.  But it’s late.  I’ll clean up dinner—why don’t you go to bed, or sneak off to the library like last night.”  Atlan could have sworn his father winked at him.
 
   He couldn’t believe it.  He had taken a chance, and it would pay off.  Never could he have taken that chance with anyone in Castle Tenny.
 
   He had already passed under the threshold when he heard his father call his name.  Atlan turned back; his father looked uncharacteristically sad.
 
   “Why don’t you call her your mother?” he asked simply.
 
   Tears sprang to Atlan’s eyes without warning.  He dashed them away with the backs of his hands.
 
   “If she treated me anything like you did, I’d be proud to,” Atlan said, and turned away before the sadness could come back.
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Sixteen
 
    
 
   Broken hand tightly bound and strapped to her middle, Ember strode across the rebel camp over to Ven.  He was busy packaging up some supplies for the refugees, who would soon be leaving the camp for Meadowcity.  Ember’s wolf Luna followed her silently, darting between the rocks strewn over the mountainside.
 
   Ven gave her a forced smile as she approached, but she grinned at him anyway.  Luna came up behind Ember and thrust her furry head into her good hand; Ember obligingly scratched the wolf’s ears.
 
   “I’ve got three more packs of provisions,” Ven said, guessing that was why she had come over to his side of the camp.  “When are they leaving?”
 
   She perched herself on one of the many rocks.  Luna turned south, her nose in the breeze, ever watchful.
 
   “We are leaving in an hour,” she said, casually adjusting her sling with her good hand.
 
   “We?” he echoed sourly, not missing her emphasis.
 
   “Yes,” she said, “You, Striker and I are escorting the refugees to Meadowcity.  And no, you’re not getting out of this one,” she added before he could open his mouth to retort.  “Apex let me pick my team, and I picked you and Striker,” she concluded.
 
   He huffed instead of replying, and closed the flap on the provision pack with an entirely unnecessary amount of force, Ember observed.
 
   After their last mission, she had decided enough was enough.  Their lives were so fragile, so precious, there was no time to waste in melancholy, so she would help him the only way she could—with force.  If anyone could pull Ven from his depression, she could.
 
   An hour later, two dozen of the latest refugees followed Ember and Luna through the woods outside Riftcity.  A few of those they had rescued had opted to remain behind and fight, and those fleeing to Meadowcity were mostly children and their parents, or those too worn out to fight.  Little Laurel and her parents were nearly cheerful as they departed from Riftcity, eager to be away from the awful memories of the last months.
 
   Ven skulked at the rear of the party, while Ember led the group to a stream and she instructed everyone to refill their water canisters.  Luna dipped her head to the stream and quickly lapped up the cool water.
 
   Ember had made the same journey once since returning to Riftcity, escorting more refugees, but her wolf Luna now knew the paths much better than she did.
 
   Since meeting up with Sylvia after the Rider’s return from the fifth city, the idea of communicating with someone instantly had hidden in the back of Ember’s head until she came up with an idea of her own.
 
   With Sylvia and the Defenders’ help, along with anyone who passed between the two Cities, they trained Luna to navigate the paths.  Now the wolf acted as their very own Rider.  Messages could be sent between the two Cities, tied to a special halter Luna wore.  
 
   The first time she had sent Luna to Meadowcity alone, they were anxious all week, but the wolf eventually returned to camp, a wolfy grin upon her snout, and a message from Sylvia around her neck.  Ember had burst into laughter and run to hug the wolf.
 
   When she wasn’t running messages, Luna followed Ember wherever she went.  Though Sylvia had originally rescued the wolf, they had both trained her over the winter—and, Ember liked to think, the wolf just liked her better.  Besides, they had found the cub just outside of Riftcity when the mother wolf was killed by one of Greyling’s orbs.  Luckily, Sylvia hadn’t argued with her about it.
 
   After everyone finished at the stream, she let Striker lead, then casually dropped back to walk with Ven as the large group sluggishly moved out.
 
   Ven met her eyes, noting her presence, but she remained silent, thinking.  When the throbbing in her broken hand had grown to a painful banging, she pulled some yarrow out of her pack and chewed on it.  Rekha had done her best to re-set the bones and splint them, but the remaining pain still made her eyes water at times.
 
   They walked in silence, both concentrating on the surrounding wilds, and the refugees in front of them.  
 
   Ember signaled to Luna to walk on the groups’ flank, and guard them from the side.  The wild wolves and mountain lions had so far dared not approach such a large group, especially when they made as much noise as they did.  It was the Scouts and their trained beasts that were the danger.
 
   They continued on without any long breaks until the evening, all eager to put as much distance between them and the Scouts at Riftcity.  Even the children refrained from complaining after hours and hours of walking.
 
   The early summer sun was lingering in the trees when they made camp, and the spirits of the refugees were rising.  Some were beginning to see an end to the horrors, but many were still wary.  Ember didn’t blame them.
 
   She made a point of rolling out her blanket right next to where Ven had put his, but he continued to ignore her.  She didn’t take it personally, since he ignored everyone these days, unless absolutely forced into a conversation—so she was going to try a different tactic.
 
   After the provisions were doled out, Ember and Ven returned to their blankets.  Ven looked like he was ready to get a nap in before his watch, but Ember stood over him and tapped him with her boot.
 
   He opened one eye and peered up at her.  She was holding a knife in her left hand.  His other eye opened almost immediately.
 
   “I want you to teach me how to fight left-handed,” she said, throwing the knife down on the ground by his hand.  She swiped a second from her boot.
 
   “Right now?” he said, grimacing.
 
   “Why not?” she asked.  “We’ve got nothing else to do.  Luna’s patrolling the camp, and Striker’s on watch.  What were you going to do, take a nap?”
 
   He picked up the knife, bristling at her tone.  “Fine,” was all he said, and stood.
 
   It took half an hour of sparring before Ven’s face relaxed, finally losing the creases around his eyes as he buried himself in the fight.
 
   Ember was sweating.  The evening was still warm, and her body wasn’t at all used to fighting with her left.  Different muscles were at work, and they were already sore.
 
   She saw an opening, lunged for it, and he neatly stepped out of her way, smoothly transitioning into a counter-attack.
 
   “How do you do that?” she gasped, catching her breath after she dodged his blow.
 
   “It helps when you don’t broadcast your every move to your opponent,” he said, with a shadow of a smile.
 
   Ember grinned.  “Well, we can’t all be as graceful as you, I suppose,” she bantered.
 
   As she settled down for her scheduled watch some time later, she thought perhaps next time she could even get Ven to laugh.
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Seventeen
 
    
 
   Neve avoided the Citizen’s Hall at all costs now, not wishing to butt heads with the Governor over his unmoving stance on Sylvia’s capture, so she began to frequent the sparring fields instead.
 
   Painfully reminded of Sylvia’s absence with their skipped sessions, she surrendered herself to the combat training of the Defenders, and lost herself in hours of drills, sore muscles, and the repetition of combat.
 
   She had seen Gero once since their encounter that night, but neither of them had spoken, merely passed by each other without a word or glance.  Neve still couldn’t believe he wasn’t going to do anything to help Sylvia.
 
   On several occasions, she had debated going over to the Thorne’s villa to see how Sylvia’s family was doing, but she didn’t know what to say to them.  She didn’t know how to comfort someone whose eldest daughter was in the hands of the enemy, with almost no hope of escape.
 
   Sylvia was brave and resourceful; everyone knew that—how else could she have passed those Trials in Seascape?—but what if she couldn’t get past the Scouts?  Neve could think of no way to help her friend, so she spent her time training instead.
 
   Today she was double-tasking, wearing a new prototype of her leather armor as she parried and lunged against her opponent, testing the suit’s flexibility.  With the flame and heat testing showing good results, they were well on their way to producing armor for the entire Defender army.
 
   The woman she was sparring with was sweating from the effort of holding off Neve.  Her long black braid had come unpinned from her head, and was flying around as they danced around the sparring circle.
 
   The match was left undecided when someone came around bearing water for those practicing, calling everyone to a halt.  The day was heating up around them, and the sun beamed mercilessly down from the cloudless summer sky.  The two woman gratefully dropped their weapons and drank.
 
   Neve unlaced her chest plate, allowing some cool air to circulate through her sweaty clothes.
 
   “You’ve gotten quite good, and fast,” the other woman remarked, gracefully folding herself down to sit on the grass alongside Neve.
 
   Neve smiled in cautious thanks but raised a curious eyebrow at her.
 
   “I’ve been practicing for months,” the woman explained.  “And I’ve only seen you here this past week.”
 
   Neve shrugged in response.  “I was training with Sylvia,” she said, trying and failing to keep the bitterness out of her voice.
 
   Her opponent’s face fell.  The news had spread rather fast once Sylvia’s unit had returned.
 
   “It’s terrible, what happened to her,” the woman admitted.
 
   Neve couldn’t resist.  “I just can’t believe the Governor won’t do anything about it.”
 
   The woman straightened, her shoulders going back, “Ah, well, I’m sure my husband has good reasons not to send anyone for her.”
 
   Neve bristled, almost choking on her water.
 
   “I’m Anna,” the woman said, smiling.
 
   “Neve,” she offered, shaking Anna’s outstretched hand.
 
   “You’re the one from Lightcity,” Anna remarked, eying the armor with keen interest.
 
   Neve nodded.  Not quite embarrassed, only disappointed she couldn’t continue her line of conversation, she began to re-lace her armor.
 
   “So, this is the armor you’ve been developing for the Defenders?” Anna asked.  “I wondered why you’d wear such a thing in this heat,” she smirked.
 
   Against her will, Neve chuckled.  She might be the Governor’s wife, but Anna had put up a good fight earlier.
 
   “We need to test it in fighting conditions,” Neve supplied, rising to her feet.  Most of the other Defenders began to disperse, heading home to their villas for a short midday meal.  Realizing the time, Anna unfolded her legs and rose, apologizing to Neve.
 
   “I’ve got to head to the Hall and grab my daughter for lunch.  I’m sorry about Sylvia, but let’s spar together another time, shall we?”
 
   Before Neve could reply, Anna was gone.  A grin twisted her mouth as she watched the Governor’s wife retreat, calling goodbyes to others as she hopped down the path toward the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   She had a feeling Anna was going to befriend her, no matter how Neve might resist it. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   She and Anna met daily at the fields for training after that, if only by coincidence.  Even if Neve had picked a target all the way on the eastern side of the field, and Anna the west, somehow the Governor’s wife would be by her side a few rounds later, trying to challenge her score.
 
   Neve didn’t mind it.  She didn’t have many friends in the city, but sometimes she couldn’t tell if Anna’s friendliness was genuine or merely a show.  Everything she had heard about the Governor’s wife led her to believe she was the kindest person anyone knew, so she tried to accept that Anna only wanted to be friends.
 
   During practice, they bantered good-naturedly about their archery scores, and took turns walloping each other in the sparring rings.
 
   Since Sylvia’s abduction, the Defenders no longer went outside the city to train.  This did nothing to diffuse Neve’s anger toward Governor Gero—she had thought she might actually be good at training in the wilds, since Sylvia had told her as much.
 
   Anna began to come by the glassworks shop on occasion, begging to see the newest improvements to the armor or hear about their ideas.  It was on one of these days that Anna met Falcon.  Neve hadn’t exactly avoided introducing them, she had merely avoided Falcon, as usual.
 
   They were having a quick cup of tea in the shade outside the shop when Falcon poked his head outside the door.  Spotting Neve, he strode over, a tentative smile at his lips.
 
   She did not return it.  Nor did she introduce him to Anna after he had finished asking Neve where the spare fire-proofed thread had gotten to.
 
   Anna, with her usual social grace, had politely introduced herself while Neve studied the rim of her teacup until Falcon left.
 
   “My goodness,” Anna remarked, reclining back against the tree they were propped against.  “What was that about?”
 
   Neve rolled her eyes.  She didn’t know where to begin, but soon the words began to tumble out of her mouth like the threads of a complicated tapestry, weaving together how thoroughly Falcon had wronged her, and the many ways he had deceived her.  The months they had been friends—more than friends—in which he never told her what he was doing with the Scouts.  The lies he must have told her to keep the truth of the war from her.
 
   When he had been stationed in Lightcity with the Scouts, she had thought he was the one person she could be herself around, who didn’t make her nervous, or clumsy.  But when Sylvia came to Lightcity, Neve’s whole world unraveled with the truth of the war.  Falcon had lied to her for months.
 
   Eventually, she grew silent when she realized Anna wasn’t listening to each insult with as much intensity as it required.  Anna was, for the most part, impervious to insults or slights on other people.
 
   Anna was quiet for a few more minutes, then finally drained her tea and asked, “Do you still love him?”
 
   To her absolute horror, Neve felt a hot blush creep up from her neck, staining her cheeks.  “No,” she blurted.  “Why would you say that?”
 
   Anna set her teacup down in the grass.  “Because it sounds like you do,” she said, with a knowing smile that made Neve want to hit something.
 
   Neve remained silent as she finished her tea, the question swirling around in her brain unbidden.
 
   Anna, too, seemed to have been in a world of her own, for, when she spoke next, her voice was so full of sorrow and bitterness that Neve turned to look at her.  “Do you know what happened between Sorin Greyling and I?”
 
   Neve nodded mutely.  She had heard about their confrontation when Skycity last invaded, and of the relationship that had brought it about.
 
   After closing her eyes briefly, Anna continued.  “I didn’t listen to him,” she said in a huff.  “On the night I thought he was going to propose, he told me about the fifth city instead.  I was furious.  For weeks he’d been hiding something from me—but I didn’t want to pry—and when it finally came out, instead of saying something, I left.”
 
   Neve stared at her new friend, transfixed.
 
   “Gero and his advisers were in Skycity on a diplomatic visit at the time, and I saw the perfect opportunity to run away.  And I took it.”  She dropped her head into the hand propped on her knee.
 
   “And now look what happened,” she said bitterly, gesturing to the world at large.  “Sorin went mad, thinking he could rule all of Arcera—but he’s only destroying it.”
 
   Neve scooted closer to Anna, pulling her hands into her own.  “This is not your fault,” she said throatily.  “If it’s anyone’s fault, half of its mine—without those orbs he wouldn’t have had the power to do anything.”
 
   “No,” Anna said grimly, squeezing Neve’s hands now.  “We shouldn’t blame ourselves.  I just wish I had spoken to him instead of running away.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I can’t fix the past.  But Neve, I wish you would talk to Falcon—before something happens that you might regret.”
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Eighteen
 
    
 
   Ven stared down the arrow nocked to his bowstring at the Scout patrol some distance off, and waited for Ember to give him the signal.  It came soft and low, like bird song, and he understood she was clear of the stream.
 
   Reluctantly, he lowered his bow from the detestable men.  Killing Scouts would attract too much attention, though, and doing it unprovoked was just plain poor planning.  And he knew all about making poor plans.
 
   The return to Riftcity was much easier than the outbound trip.  He hadn’t realized how difficult it would be to shepherd two dozen people through the wilds, many of them children.  It had been a relief once they got to Meadowcity and handed them over to Gero’s staff, who set them up with supplies and lodgings.  The refugees looked relieved too, upon seeing peaceful Meadowcity and stepping foot behind its treewall.
 
   Though Ember had bullied him into going, he had to admit it was nice to leave the rebel camp for a little while—not that he would ever admit it to her, for she seemed intent on socializing with him, no matter how much he wanted to be alone.
 
   And he wanted to be alone all of the time.  Being with other people just made him remember Lightcity, and the faces of his companions when they realized what they had done; what he had done.
 
   Even in sleep he was haunted by faces of the Lightcitizens he did not save, of those that he killed, because he had been too idiotic not to see the fatal flaws in his plan.  He was constantly harried by the faces of the dead, like Tems and Dahlia, and even the faces of the living, like Dahlia’s wife and child who had to live without her because of his mistake.
 
   Which was why he preferred to be alone—there were always faces in his head, haunting him, terrorizing his sleep.  He just wanted it all to stop.
 
   But Ember never said anything about it, nor did she try to make him talk about it.  Being with her was almost soothing, knowing she wouldn’t be pestering him about the thing he didn’t want to talk about.  Some days it was hard just breathing, with the weight of those deaths on his chest.  She helped lighten it with her banter and jokes at his expense, like she wasn’t fretting over him like everyone else.
 
   By the time Ven and Striker had crossed the stream, Luna had disappeared again and went on ahead to sniff out the trail.  Ven could just see the wolf’s fluffy white tail swishing through the trees ahead.
 
   It took another hour to reach their camp from the crossing at the stream.  So far no Scout patrol had ventured this far, but they kept a constant watch on the camp day and night.
 
   The sun was setting, making long shadows on the rocky descent to their camp.  A cry went up when they were spotted, and they waved in greeting to those in view.  Many of their number were gathered around a handful of cooking fires.  Some were helping to cook, or eating, or polishing weapons, or mending things.  Evening was a peaceful time in the camp.
 
   Ven headed to his tent after giving Ember a quick smile before parting.  He wasn’t sure where the smile had come from.
 
   His tent had survived while he was away.  He supposed he should be happy that he didn’t have to put it back together, since the canvas roped to the boulder sometimes came undone with heavy wind.
 
   Not seconds after he threw his pack inside his tent, Flint was there.
 
   “How was it?” the Riftcity native asked in a would-be casual tone.
 
   “Fine,” Ven said.  “Nothing exciting.”  Ven made to head toward the mountain stream to wash up, but Flint was in his way.
 
   Ven sighed.  “Really.  Nothing exciting happened,” he repeated.  “We saw Gero, he told us what’s been going on in Meadowcity, which wasn’t much, and then we headed back.  No incidents.”
 
   “How’s Sylvia?”
 
   “Not there,” he replied.  “Out on some training mission still.”  Neve had seemed rather irritable and evasive when he ran into her, but Ven was at least glad he didn’t have to confront Sylvia yet.  He hadn’t even seen her since she had left for Lightcity all those months ago.
 
   He crossed his arms and looked longingly toward the stream to try and give Flint the hint.
 
   “Fine, go,” Flint said, brushing past Ven to return to the camp fires.
 
   Wondering what Flint could possibly be mad at him for, he washed up in the cold mountain stream, then headed back to the fires.
 
   For some reason, Flint kept ambushing Ven and trying to talk to him when Ember wasn’t around.  He thought Flint must want to talk about what happened at Lightcity, so he tried to avoid him, like he avoided most everyone else.  He couldn’t think of any other reason Flint was so hostile, other than Lightcity.
 
   Flint was there, what’s there to talk about?  Ven raged inside his head as he recalled the accusatory look Flint had given him.  He didn’t need anyone else reminding him about it.  His mediocre mood dissolved completely as the anger rekindled in his core.
 
   When he returned to camp, Rekha was chatting with Ember around the main camp fire, and he spied Flint deep in conversation with Apex on the other side of camp, so he sat down next to Ember and grabbed some stew.  Ember was telling her aunt about the trip to Meadowcity.
 
   “With Luna it’s easier than ever, she knows the way there and back better than any Rider, I bet.”
 
   Ven nodded in confirmation when Rekha looked wary.
 
   “She’s scares off the other wolves and mountain lions, too,” he added.  “Although, the wild ones don’t really want to approach us in such a large group.”
 
   “You know, I like traveling the wilds,” Ember mused.  “Maybe I could be a Rider after the war...” she trailed off, then stared down at her stew.
 
   Ven had to stop himself from reaching for her hand, and ran it through his hair instead to cover his sudden movement.  He froze.  Where did that come from?
 
   No one ever talked about what it would be like after the war.  It seemed so permanent, so destructive, like it would never end.  He was amazed Ember could look that far ahead, and in any way be positive about it.
 
   He chewed over his stew in silence as Rekha took the conversation back up.  Ven was starting to wish he was back traveling the wilds, too, when he learned they would all meet tonight to discuss their next mission, now that the refugees were safe.
 
   To his dislike, Flint came to sit beside him after everyone had cleared up dinner.  He glanced between Ven and Ember together on the bench, then plopped himself down on the end, throwing an irritated look at Ven.  The rest of the rebels began to gather around the fire in a hum of murmured conversations.
 
   “Right, quiet now,” Apex announced.  They were left with the crackling of the fire as the murmurs died down.
 
   “We did good, the last mission.  We freed thirty-one people from the mine, and our Holly made it out all right, too, after some right terrible things the Scouts did.”
 
   Their applause was quick but heartfelt.  Apex went on.  “But we can’t stop now.  We know it’s dangerous.  We all know the risks.  Every one of you is welcome to go to Meadowcity any time, no questions, no judgments.”
 
   “But I can tell you, I will be here, fighting to undo what I am ashamed to say I had a hand in.  It was another life.”  Emotion had seeped deep into his words, and Ven felt a pang of understanding.
 
   “But now I’m here, and I’m fighting to free Riftcity,” said Apex.
 
   “I’ll be fighting, too,” Ember stood.
 
   “And I,” called another.
 
   “Yes, yes, yes,” Apex cut across them with a meaty hand before anyone else could pledge their commitment.  “We’re all here, we’re all fighting.  We don’t need a show about it,” he muttered.  A few people chuckled, and everyone sat back down.
 
   “What we do need is to decide if we’re ready to move on with our original plan, now that we’ve got more people.”
 
   With each group of Riftcitizens they had rescued, some had elected to stay with the rebels and fight, slowly adding to their ranks.  Anyone else was brought to the safety of Meadowcity, which was swelling with refugees.  Riftcitizens and what was left of the people of Lightcity were given cots and space in villas, the back of shops or in the Citizen’s Hall—anywhere there was room.
 
   Holly was still in the rebel camp until she was healed enough to travel, but Ven had a feeling that once she was healed, she’d stay to fight anyway.  Volunteering to remain inside the city as a plant was not something people lacking courage did.
 
   “What’s this plan you’re talking about?” a bald man asked from the crowd, one of those who had just escaped the mine in their last mission.  He still looked a bit starved, but Ven was glad to see he had a second helping of stew in his hands.
 
   Ven felt Ember straighten beside him.  It was her plan, something she had come up with when they had first returned.
 
   “We’ve been on the defensive until now,” Apex began, “getting as many people out of the city as we could.  But if we’re ready, we can strike back.”
 
   The group was silent, Apex’s deep voice rolling over the campsite and putting them all in a kind of trance.
 
   “Greyling is here for one reason: his obsession with conquering the fifth city in the name of some sort of unification.  He wanted to gather the Four Cities to mount his attack on Seascape, but that will never happen now.”
 
   “He needed workers to assemble his boats, and to mine the ingredients for the explosives.  All to get to the fifth city, to take their resources, and supposedly redistribute them to the Four Cities.”
 
   “With the loss of Lightcity,”—Ven’s hands bunched into fists— “Greyling has lost his glassworkers, and much of his firepower.  We estimate he still has enough orbs on hand for an effective attack, and we think they’re still here in Riftcity.  So are the boats.  We could take them all out in one strike.”
 
   A short but stout woman poked her head up over the crowd.  “What’s to stop the Scouts from forcing Riftcity to make more?”
 
   Apex raised an eyebrow at Ember, and she stood.  “Because at the same time, we take out as many Scouts as we can,” she said to the group, her long red hair crackling about her shoulders in her excitement.
 
   “Now that we have the numbers, and the Scouts no longer carry the orbs with them, an attack could work.  We could beat them back, and destroy Greyling’s supplies.  We put a stop to them, and he has no reason to come back.”
 
   Talking broke out then, a chorus of questions and admonitions.  Before the war, it was almost unheard of to purposefully kill another person in Arcera.  But things had changed.
 
   Ember could read their reluctance.  She had to nearly shout to be heard at all.  
 
   “My father was killed when the Scouts invaded,” she said, her voice trembling a little over the quieting crowd.  “Fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and friends of yours were all taken from you.  Our city was taken from us and ruined.  Why?”
 
   No one answered.  Ven looked up at Ember with something like awe.  She never mentioned her father’s death, and to bring it up in front of all of these people tore a hole in his heart for her.
 
   “Why not strike now, when we are strong enough to make a difference?”  Strength had returned to her voice.  “I say we rid Riftcity of the invaders and burn everything they created!”
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Nineteen
 
    
 
   Sorin gazed down at the mountainside through the glass floor as he strode down the corridor, Falx in tow.  He had been on his way home—at a normal time for once—when he had run into the Scout on the steps on the Citizen’s Hall.  
 
   Since Falx was supposed to be stationed in Riftcity at the moment, his appearance didn’t bode well, nor did the blood seeping through a bandage on his shoulder.  Sorin had growled, “Let’s go to my office,” and turned right back around.
 
   He heaved a sigh as they strode through the corridors of the Hall.  He was tired.  He had been looking forward to a quiet night in his villa, needing the time to bury himself in a book and forget the world around him for at least a moment.
 
   It wasn’t that the war was troubling him, no, the vision of his victory still burned through him just as the day he had stepped foot off the shore of Seascape, seething from their selfishness.  He knew it was his destiny to unite the five cities, and bring Seascape’s technology and learning to all of Arcera.  Books and knowledge shouldn’t be hoarded by the few.
 
   But the efforts were beginning to wear on him.  Especially now, with Thorne in custody.
 
   Even the effort of maintaining a distance from his Secretary of the City was a feat in itself.  Glaslyn always had a keen eye, and seemed to know when he wasn’t speaking the truth.  But when he gave her updates on the defense of Arcera—it was for their own good that they didn’t know the truth—he turned his mind instead to think of the fifth city, and the joy that would be held in his name when he brought their marvelous learning to the Four Cities.  The knowledge that it could be done steadied his voice, and gave him the courage to continue.
 
   Falx followed him into his office, which was beginning to grow cold with the approaching evening.  Sorin went to a chair by the fire, which had already gone out, and gave Falx leave to sit across from him.  Sorin put a few fingers to his temple and listened.
 
   His irritation grew at each tale of rebel activity Falx told.  With the telling of their latest raid—only a handful of rebels managed to steal thirty workers, and Falx himself had been wounded—Sorin could see why Falx had left Riftcity to report to him.  Something had to be done.  
 
   If only they knew this was for their own good!  If only they had listened to his orders in the first place.
 
   But since delivering the first request to lay down their Cities, Sorin had learned much about conducting a war.  For the ultimate good, he had to make sacrifices.  He had to make examples.
 
   “How do they get in?” he asked.
 
   “Er—we think this time they rappelled down from the top of the rift, Governor,” the Scout grumbled.  “Apex was always keen at that.”
 
   Apex.  The traitor.  One of his best Scouts until some of Thorne’s people had gotten to him, no doubt.
 
   “And the status of Governor Selena?”
 
   “Secure.  Deep inside the Hall with plenty of guard on her day and night.”
 
   Sorin nodded.  It had to be done.  One small example would put a stop to the endless violence.
 
   “This cannot go on.  We shall have to make an example, Falx.  I think the time has come to present a final choice to Riftcity: cooperate for the good of Arcera, or, we will have to execute—” Sorin’s eyes bulged, and he choked off the last words.  
 
   He had only just noticed that Falx hadn’t shut the door properly—and worse, there was someone lurking outside of it.
 
   Falx followed his gaze.  He stood without needing to be asked, and strode over to the door in barely two steps, wrenching the door open the rest of the way.
 
   There stood Onen, his trusted Book Keeper.  His throat swelled as if he might choke.
 
   “Put him with the other traitor,” he sputtered.  Falx marched him off, and the books that had been piled in Onen’s arms tumbled to the floor.
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Twenty
 
    
 
   Atlan and his father spent the entire next day going over the plan.  They shut themselves in the library—which Atlan had already combed for sensors, just in case—and his father wrote everything out by hand.
 
   He started with a map, and explained to Atlan as he drew it where the jets had been stored.  “But keep in mind, this was thirty years ago,” he warned more than once.
 
   Next were the controls.  Atlan took notes on paper—neither of them trusted the datastrands for this—which he studied all afternoon.
 
   “It was our anniversary,” Ingram said after describing how to get into the jet.  “We took a flight around all of Arcera.  I got to fly us home,” he mused.
 
   His father was quiet for a minute, and Atlan needlessly sharpened his pencil, eyes downcast.  But then Ingram went on with no hesitation in his voice, explaining how the controls worked, what the console looked like, and how they had landed.
 
   “When will you go back?” Ingram asked when it seemed like they had discussed everything Atlan could possibly need to know, and the sun had begun to set in the floor to ceiling windows of the library.
 
   “Tomorrow,” he replied.  He kept looking down at his notes so he wouldn’t see the disappointment in his father’s face.  
 
   But Ingram only said, “Then I got you this just in time.”
 
   Atlan looked up to see his father pulling a small box from his vest pocket.
 
   “I noticed you don’t like wearing yours more than you have to,” he said, opening the box to reveal a silver earlink.  “And I think I know why.”
 
   Atlan grinned and leapt to his feet, throwing his arms around his father.  The same thought that plagued him these past few days resonated through his mind again: why couldn’t he just live with his father?
 
   Ingram squeezed him back, then took his leave saying, “I’ll see you off in the morning.  There’s one more thing I need to do for you.”  He left the library, pausing only to throw a few more logs onto the fire.
 
   Not two seconds later, Ingram poked his head back in.  “Oh, and, keep the other earlink.  You might need it.”  Atlan nodded and his father disappeared again.
 
   He stared down at the table at all of their diagrams, notes and maps, and began to put them in order.
 
   Even with a new earlink, he still wouldn’t trust the information to his datastrands, so he pulled a lamp closer as the fire grew low, and read on.
 
   At last, when the fire was only a few glowing embers, he felt confident he was ready.  He stood and stretched, then went to the fire.  The embers ate up his notes, recalling flames for the task, and the paper was gone.  He was ready.
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Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Atlan promised his father he would come back to Brightstone as soon as the war was over and tell his father all about it, vowing to visit as often as Lady Naomi let him—if she didn’t lock him up for the rest of his life, anyway.
 
   Ingram gave him one last surprise as they stood on the steps of the castle.  “There’s someone in Castle Tenny who will help you,” Ingram said out of the corner of his mouth as they watched the Black Knight approach from down the lane, clearly meaning to escort Atlan back to the train station.  They had spotted his signature all-black uniform with no trouble a few minutes ago.
 
   “He’ll contact you when you get back.”
 
   “Thank you,” Atlan said, meaning it, “For everything.  I wish I didn’t have to leave.”
 
   His father clapped him into one last hug, and they parted.  Atlan looked back once, which only made it worse.
 
   The Black Knight didn’t speak to him, not surprisingly, only followed him to the train station and sat beside him as they rode back up to the capital city.  Atlan briefly wondered where the man had stayed while Atlan was at his father’s, but then decided he didn’t care.
 
   The Lady’s Knights were a surly lot—Captain Barton the worst of all.  They followed her every command without question, and rarely spoke, which unnerved most people.  He didn’t know why anyone would want to join the Knights.  He eyed the weapons that hung from the Knight’s belt, and thought he might know one reason.
 
   It was only when the train began to slow that the dread began to sink in.  He could feel the sterile halls of Castle Tenny closing in around him already.  But he had to go back in.
 
   Only thoughts of his mission would distract him.  So he tried to focus on all of the things his father had told him, and recall the diagrams and maps.  It worked until they reached the castle steps.  Black Knights lurked at their posts on the rooftop and two stood at attention at the door.  Had there always been this many of them?  His thoughts immediately switched to wonder how many would be guarding the jets.
 
   Oliver wasn’t at his post in the entrance hall, so Atlan sedately headed for his rooms.  He wondered if he was condemning himself to a locked door when he entered it, but didn’t hear the customary click after it closed.  Perhaps his good behavior in Brightstone had earned the unlocked door, though he could still hear the Black Knights outside.  The one who had tailed him to Brightstone had disappeared the moment Atlan entered the castle, probably to go get some rest, or, more likely, give Lady Naomi a detailed description of Atlan’s every movement since leaving the castle.
 
   There were four new sensors in his rooms, two of them in completely new hiding places.  Atlan’s bark of disbelieving laughter lasted only a second.  Longing for the castle at Brightstone sprang upon him, where no one had spied on him, and his parent wasn’t trying to manipulate his every move.
 
   Someone had also left a parcel and a letter on his desk.  He ignored them and went to unpack instead.  If it was from Lady Naomi, he didn’t want anything to do with it, especially not while he was missing his father’s house.
 
   The first thing he unpacked was the new earlink his father had given him, which he carefully hid away.  He didn’t want to arouse suspicion if Lady Naomi could tell the earlink he used wasn’t his own.  He would continue to use his original one until the time came to act.
 
   Just when he was beginning to wonder what he would do for lunch, a link came through from Oliver.
 
   Atlan, welcome back.  I hope your visit to Brightstone went well.  You received a letter while you were away, I left it on your desk.
 
   Atlan looked at his desk, wondering why Oliver hadn’t mentioned the package.
 
   Curious, he tore open the envelope, but the paper inside was completely blank.  He turned it over, twice.  Nothing.  Then his eyes fell on the parcel, and he remembered his father’s words from this morning.  Was Oliver seriously going to help him subvert Lady Naomi?
 
   He opened the parcel with a little more care than the letter, sliding his finger under the tape holding the brown paper in place.  His fingers glided across the unmistakable threads of datawoven fabric, and not just fabric, a belt of tools and—
 
   I got it, thank you, Oliver, he replied simply, heart in his throat.
 
   Oliver closed the connection, and Atlan pulled the Black Knight uniform out of the wrappings and held it up.  
 
   The appearance wasn’t striking, it was only datawoven fabric, but the possibility of information stored inside the strands...  His excitement drained away as quickly as it had come.  There was no way he would risk connecting to the strands with his earlink being monitored by Lady Naomi—a suspicion confirmed with Oliver’s need to use fake letters with no explanation.
 
   He sunk down onto his bed, suddenly heavy with thought.  He had everything he needed, and now with the Black Knight uniform, he should be able to pass through the tunnels fairly undetected and into the hangar where the hydrojets were stored.  It was decided.  He would go tonight.  
 
   Atlan pulled his satchel back out from his wardrobe and began packing all over again.  With the weapons from the uniform, he would have protection against anyone he encountered on his way to rescue Sylvia, and with an unlocked door, it wouldn’t be so hard to contrive a way out of his rooms.
 
   He was just considering how he might get some provisions, when a knock at the door made him jump out of his skin.  What now?
 
   He dropped the satchel and kicked its contents to scatter them on the floor as if he were still unpacking.  He shoved the uniform underneath his mattress, then went to open the door.
 
   There stood Lady Naomi, towering in the doorframe clad in a turquoise and silver gown that fluttered behind her.  He looked into her face and quailed.  She never came to his rooms.  Did he miss a camera sensor or mic-record?
 
   “How was your visit to your father’s?” she asked, sweeping into the room and stopping by the fireplace.  Atlan left the door open and retreated to lean against his bedpost, schooling his face into a mask of nonchalance.
 
   “Good,” he replied.  “His library is nice,” he said vaguely.  He folded his arms across his chest.
 
   “Good,” Lady Naomi repeated.  She stared into the fireplace and Atlan wondered if she was looking for the remains of all of her sensors, or just simply gazing at the flames.  Had she learned of what Oliver had done?  Did she know what his father had told him?
 
   He waited for her to speak, his mind wandering to the Black Knight uniform tucked under the mattress, his heart pounding even though he was standing quite still.
 
   At last, she asked quietly, “How is your father?”
 
   She had her back to him, but he could see that her hands were clenched tightly at her sides.
 
   “Fine,” Atlan said, his eyes narrowing.  “He’s doing well with his tenants and the castle,” he added, something in her voice making him want to say more.
 
   Naomi nodded, then turned to him, piercing him with her dark stare.  
 
   “Have you thought any more about...”
 
   She didn’t even need to say it.
 
   Immense guilt flooded him, but he shoved it down.  No.  He wouldn’t let her make him feel guilty about the serum, not now.
 
   “Still thinking,” he said tightly.
 
   She nodded again.  Atlan wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw her move towards him, but instead she headed for the door.
 
   He held his breath.  What in the world was going on here?  
 
   She spoke again as she stalked out the door.  “Your friend Emrick has invited you for dinner with his family tonight.”
 
   Atlan’s heart leapt into his throat.  Would this be his way out?
 
   “Do not make me regret letting you go,” was all the permission he got, and all the permission he needed.
 
   As far as regrets would go, he was sure she would regret much more than that by the time he was done. 
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Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   They were coming for her again.  Over the past few days, Sylvia had attuned herself enough to feel the vibrations of their boots thudding down the hallway leading to her cell.
 
   She dragged herself to the far back wall, waiting for the door to slam open as it always did.  They never tired of tormenting her.  She peered out of her good eye, the right one swollen almost shut now from the Scouts’ last visit.  Her hands clenched into fists.
 
   With a jolt she heard the door open—but it was not her own.  Dumbstruck, she stared at the wall to her left, knowing that the sound had come from there.
 
   Her stomach dropped as if she had just looked down at her floor—had they captured one of the Defenders?
 
   She slid herself toward the door, favoring her right leg and being careful of the scrapes on her arms.  She didn’t know if the pain in her stomach was from the bruises or hunger.
 
   Carefully she lowered her ear to the almost non-existent crack under the door, and she heard them—
 
   “—don’t ask questions, old man,” said one of the Scouts who beat her yesterday.  She wouldn’t forget any of their voices for a long time.
 
   “But I didn’t do anything—”
 
   “Shut it,” the oily voice of Grebe interjected. “You’ll keep quiet in here until Governor Greyling decides what to do with you.”
 
   Sylvia felt the door slam and quickly pulled herself back from her own despite her protesting injuries, in case they decided to torment her next.
 
   But the boots tramped past, and disappeared into silence down the hall.
 
   For the rest of the morning, Sylvia sat propped against the wall, waiting.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to try speaking to the man next door—they had called him old man, which didn’t sound like any of the Defenders—so she just waited.  She didn’t know if he would even be able to hear her anyway.
 
   She drifted in and out of sleep.  She had little to do besides sit there, since she no longer tried to use her earlink during the day, with the Scouts’ visits to her cell random and with almost no warning.  These days, she extracted the tiny silver instrument from her sock only at night, and tried to connect with her drone, with no success.
 
   It was late afternoon when she felt the boots again.  She prayed it was someone bringing her some food, but tried not to get her hopes up.  It wouldn’t be the first day she had gone completely without.  She slid herself to the back wall and waited, curious as to whether they were coming to her, or her unknown neighbor.
 
   Indeed, it was her door that slammed open this time.  As they strode in, she idly wondered if they would ever get sick of opening doors that way.  Probably not, they enjoy every moment of it, she answered herself grimly.
 
   Greyling didn’t even bother showing up anymore.  Instead, one of his cronies brought in a heavenly-scented dish full of food, and held it high above her head.
 
   Sylvia’s mouth watered, but in the back of her mind she knew they would never give it to her.  Not if she didn’t give them the information Greyling sought.
 
   “Dinner, girly,” Grebe enticed.  “Just tell ol’ Grebe what you were doing in Seascape.”
 
   She closed her eyes and sighed.  She knew she wouldn’t get to eat those roast potatoes and chicken, the smell of which wafted enticingly down to where she huddled on the floor.
 
   “Ignoring us, eh?” said Grebe.  “Well, I can’t let it go to waste.”
 
   The other Scout guffawed stupidly as Grebe dug in with his fingers, making a sickening show as he ate each morsel with his filthy hands.  Sylvia waited.  She would not give in to their taunting; she knew it would only earn her more pain.
 
   She stared at her knees and tried to keep her breath steady as Grebe loudly licked his greasy fingers.  She flinched with each hated sound.
 
   But then Grebe’s companion—Sylvia referred to him in her head as the ugly one, with his sweaty lip and sunken eyes—lunged at her, coming inches from her face but not touching her.
 
   “Too good to talk to us, then?” his breath stank and she did her best to hold still.
 
   He tried to stare her down for a minute, then thankfully, the ugly Scout drew back to stand with Grebe, crossing his arms across his chest.  Both men stared down at her, waiting.  Grebe still held the empty glass plate in his hands.
 
   “If the girly doesn’t talk,” Grebe drawled, “I might suggest to the Governor we snatch ourselves some of her friends I saw out in the wilds.”
 
   Before she knew what she was doing, she had risen up before Grebe—his mouth popped open in surprise—and she snatched the glass plate from his greasy fingers, and slammed it down to the ground.
 
   She dropped to her knees and quickly sought the largest shard of glass she could find before Grebe recovered from his shock.
 
   There was nothing she could do but grasp its sharp sides, and it bit her as she raised it in her fist toward Grebe’s face.
 
   But the ugly Scout was quicker.  Before she could bury the shard in Grebe’s neck, the man caught her wrist on its way down.  Weak from near-starvation, Sylvia’s hand opened in the man’s vice-like grip.  The glass sliced open her palm even more before it clattered to the glass floor.  She saw the blood pouring down her arm before a heavy blow to her head knocked her to the floor, which was covered in broken glass.
 
   She shrieked as the shards dug into her.  Her head spun from the strike to the head—she could feel blood coming out her ear—she did nothing as more strikes came from boots and the cudgel Grebe carried.  The blows dug the shards deeper into her skin.  The glass floor was opaque with blood.
 
   Her yelps of pain were mingled with their insults and Grebe’s curses.
 
   She cursed herself.  When would she learn?
 
   Whether from the head wound, the blood loss, or another heavy strike, she didn’t know what made her dive into blackness, but it was welcome nonetheless.
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Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Sylvia awoke suddenly, as though by some sign.  Light seeped into her cell from below, revealing a honey-colored dawn.  Someone had cleaned up the blood.
 
   The cold floor felt good on her face.  She dared not move yet, but instead began to inventory her hurts.  The worst of the pain radiated from her hand and her head.  Something stiff was wrapped around her hand, and she felt odd pressure by her hip and down one of her forearms.  Bandages.
 
   Someone had also cleared away the shards of glass.  She doubted it had been any of the Scouts, and they certainly hadn’t been the ones who patched her up.
 
   Grebe’s threat surfaced in her thoughts like a slimy fish breaking through a calm pool.  Would they really go after the other Defenders just to get the information on Seascape?  Grebe seemed to be a higher ranking Scout—would Greyling listen to his suggestion?
 
   Just as she was deciding how painful a trip to her bucket might be, she heard something.
 
   Not the sound of boots, but a voice.
 
   “Hello?” she heard faintly.  It was coming from the cell to the left.  She had completely forgotten about her new neighbor.
 
   “Are you all right?  Can you hear me?”
 
   Her eyes darted around her own cell—avoiding, as always, looking down.  Stiffly, she dragged herself closer to the wall.  Even the small movements made her head swim.
 
   She closed her eyes and rested her head against the wall, each heartbeat swallowing her for a moment in delirium, then releasing her as it ebbed.  It took several moments to go away.
 
   Hoping this wouldn’t be as brilliant an idea as the one she had about the glass plate, she cleared her throat and said, “Who are you?”
 
   “Oh!  You can hear me!  Are you all right?” he repeated.
 
   “More or less,” she found herself replying to the wall.  “Less, mostly,” she muttered to herself.
 
   “I heard them last night,” the old man said, “after something broke, it—it sounded terrible.”  He paused.  She didn’t know what to say.  It was, sounded a little melodramatic.
 
   “I’m Onen,” he went on.
 
   She didn’t speak.  For some reason she didn’t quite want to give up her name—not yet.
 
   “I can’t believe the Scouts—and Greyling supporting it!  What’s to be done?” he didn’t seem to expect her to answer.
 
   “Tell me, Onen,” Sylvia said after several long minutes, “What’s gotten you in here?  Are you a Skycitizen?”
 
   “Yes.  Well, I... I was bringing books to Governor Greyling’s office yesterday, and the door was open, you know, I wasn’t prying—I’m afraid he thinks I was,” he prattled on, and Sylvia wondered if he had been waiting all morning to explain his story to someone, anyone.
 
   “He was talking to someone about Riftcity.  He said he wanted to make an example of someone—to execute someone to stop the rebellion.”  His voice dropped so low that Sylvia had to press her ear to the wall to hear the last few words.
 
   Execute someone to stop the rebellion.
 
   It was worse than the blow to the head last night.  But what could she do?
 
   “Do you work in the Citizen’s Hall?” she asked, curious now.
 
   “No, I’m a Book Keeper at the Library.”
 
   “What books were you bringing Greyling?”
 
   “Well, you see, he asked me to give him everything I could find on the subject of war, for—for defense strategy, you know.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Onen,” she began, truly meaning it.  “Let me tell you something about Greyling’s war.”
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Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   For the beginning of such a serious rescue mission, Atlan was actually beginning to enjoy himself.  
 
   He wasn’t sure if Emrick had decided to join him in what his friend had deemed an insane venture, but he expected Emrick had invited him out so Atlan could at least leave the castle.  What he hadn’t expected was the appearance of Alice, Talia, Colin and Lena, when he arrived at Emrick’s family home.
 
   The five initiates were excitedly reminiscing about the Trials when Atlan came through the door and shed his Black Knight guards.  Laughing at Talia’s description of the tapestry she created in the third Trial— “I’m telling you, a child could have drawn it!” she shrieked—Atlan couldn’t resist enjoying himself, even though he knew he was here for Sylvia.
 
   After a lively dinner with Emrick’s parents, during which Atlan got to hear about all of the internships and careers the others were pursuing, they all agreed to head to the pub, at Emrick’s suggestion.
 
   Atlan’s insides were jumping with anticipation.  He would take any excuse to be outside the castle, but wasn’t sure how he was going to get to the hydrojets while he still had his guards, who would no doubt rejoin him when they left Emrick’s house.  He hadn’t even had a chance to talk to Emrick about the hydrojets yet.
 
   Just as the others went out the door, he pulled Emrick aside.
 
   “I know where they are,” he muttered.  “Are you in?” he asked under his breath.
 
   Emrick nodded definitively, pretending to adjust his collar in the hall mirror.  “They’re in too,” he said, cocking his head toward the other initiates now piling out the door.
 
   “Do you have a plan, then?” Atlan hissed, reading the knowing look in his friend’s eye.
 
   Another mute nod from Emrick.  Atlan stuffed his hands into his pockets.  He would just have to play along.
 
   Emrick’s father was now eying the two Black Knights, who had moved closer to the door, no doubt anxious that their target was intending to slip their watch.
 
    “She was seen,” Emrick muttered as they gravitated toward the door to follow the others.  
 
   She was seen.  
 
   Of course, it had been over a week since the vid was taken, and it was bound to be spotted eventually, he had known it would be.  There were teams of people whose job it was to view all of the vids taken by Observation and analyze them, no matter how random or insignificant the vids may seem.
 
   So Lady Naomi and her inner circle knew that Sylvia had been kidnapped.  And were doing nothing about it, no doubt.  Perhaps that was why Lady Naomi had visited his rooms—to see if he knew, if he was planning something.
 
   They bid Emrick’s parents goodbye and went out into the night amid the shouts and laughs of the others, Atlan’s heart heavier than it had been when he had entered.
 
     He was itching for his new earlink, itching for an unguarded conversation.  But the gift from his father was stowed safely inside his satchel along with the Black Knight uniform, and only a few personal items.  He would just have to trust Emrick until they could get away from the Knights.
 
   Even though the trains ran less at night, one arrived shortly after they reached the platform.  They all rode the train into the city, with the Black Knights lurking in the back of the nearly empty train car.  Atlan was having a hard time ignoring his shadows, his brain working furiously to figure out how they were going to get rid of them, and get to the place where the hydrojets were kept.
 
   The others chatted happily the entire ride, all except Alice, who was normally rather quiet and shy.  Even though she appeared to be staring idly out the window, Atlan thought she was watching the Black Knights out of the corner of her eye.  He wasn’t surprised that she wanted to help rescue Sylvia—without Sylvia, Alice would not have passed her second Trial.
 
   The city lights sparkled like earthbound stars which grew into suns as they approached.  Finally, the train began to slow, and Atlan felt as if his heart would explode from anticipation.
 
   Emrick led them to none other than The Waterfront, which they had visited the other day.  Atlan’s hopes rose, and were buoyed even further when the Black Knights remained out on the street, as they did last time.  He let out a long sigh as his ears were battered with the noise inside.
 
   They claimed a table by the fire, surrounded by enough noise not to be overheard even by the matron, to whom they had to shout their orders to at least twice before she understood.
 
   “Where did you ever find this place?” Atlan half-shouted to Emrick, who was sitting right next to him.
 
   Emrick shrugged, and grinned as their drinks arrived.
 
   “How do you know they saw?” Atlan asked as soon as the matron left the table.
 
   “Well, I know that none of the drones we have during the day shift are allowed near Skycity until further notice, and that’s enough of a sign as I can tell,” he said.
 
   “Which means they brought her there,” Atlan confirmed.  At least he had guessed that right.  Talia and Lena exchanged glances behind their cups.
 
   He didn’t have time to wonder what Lady Naomi was doing, or why she was inevitably having her private drones survey Skycity.  Her visit to his rooms still gave him a weird feeling, but he didn’t plan on being around long enough to find out what it had been about.
 
   “You found out where they are?” Emrick asked.
 
   Atlan bobbed his head.  “My father saw them a few decades ago.  I don’t know where they are on the island exactly, but I know how to get there.”
 
   He looked around at the others, each wearing a grin at the impending mischief.  “I don’t know what Emrick has told you,” he said, now glancing around the pub, which was beginning to surpass its original noise level.  “But this isn’t just dangerous, it’s tr—” he stopped, not willing to say it even in this noise.  He wouldn’t risk his friends being tried for treason without them knowing exactly what they were getting themselves into.
 
   “They know everything.  Everything,” Emrick assured him.
 
   “We want to help,” Colin added.
 
   Alice bobbed her head fervently, eyes wide.
 
   “Right, then,” Atlan said, and rounded on Emrick.  “How are we getting rid of them?” he jerked his head to where the Black Knights inevitably lurked outside.
 
   “Easy,” said Emrick.  “Give me the word, and we’ll be off.”
 
   Atlan’s eyebrows knit together, but Emrick sounded so sure, he didn’t ask any further.
 
   “Are we ready, then?” Atlan asked, a new energy coursing through his veins like liquid fire.  It was beginning.
 
   Some of the others nodded, but Lena asked, “What will we do when we get there?  Do you know where they’re keeping her?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Atlan replied.  “And no, we only know that she’s been taken to the city.”
 
   Lena’s eyebrows disappeared into her bangs.  “So we’re rushing off with no plan, no idea of what’s going on up there?”
 
   “We’re improvising,” Colin offered.  “Come on Lena, it’s just like the Trials.” He nudged her in the ribs.
 
   “All right then,” she conceded.  “I just thought you might have more than Emrick told us.”
 
   “Only about the jets,” Atlan said.  “But I’ll tell you all about them later.”  He finished his drink and placed it neatly on the table back onto its water ring.
 
   “Well, if everyone is all right with the risks, Emrick, I’d say now is the time to reveal your brilliant plan of escape.” 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   Emrick finished off his drink and looked to the bar.  To Atlan’s astonishment, Emrick flagged down the matron, who took more than a few minutes to weave her way to their table amid the ruckus.
 
   The stout woman was drying her hands on a threadbare cloth as she reached their table.
 
   “What?” she croaked.  Atlan wondered, not for the first time, what in the world Emrick was doing.
 
   “Another round, please,” he said clearly, holding something out to the matron.  Whatever it was disappeared so quickly Atlan never saw it.
 
   The matron smacked her lips and said, “Just a moment, then, we’re busy enough as it is,” then bustled off, her hands deep in the pockets of her apron.
 
   Atlan spun his empty glass in its water ring.  “I thought we were going,” he growled.
 
   “We are,” Emrick replied smugly.  “Just wait.”
 
   They watched the matron hustling about at the bar, and Atlan glanced out the window to the street.  Two shadows blocked half the window.
 
   The matron left the bar quite suddenly, hefting a large tray of drinks, but she wasn’t heading for their table at all.  Atlan groaned.  Why had Emrick even asked for another round?
 
   But Emrick was on his feet now, just as the matron reached the two tables in front of the window and started handing out the drinks.
 
   “It’s time,” Emrick said, and the others stood without question.
 
   Without any idea where Emrick was leading them, or how he had possibly arranged this exit from the pub, Atlan followed his friend around the massive fireplace in the middle of the room, and down to the end of the bar, where the lighting was poor.
 
   In the dark, a set of stairs led downward.  Before descending, Atlan glanced back to the front window, which was completely blocked by the matron now holding an animated conversation with one of her customers.
 
   He followed the sound of Emrick’s footsteps, holding out his arms, fingertips brushing against the dusty stone of the dark stairwell.
 
   They reached the bottom of the stairs where it smelled like damp stone, stale brew, and a weird musty smell Atlan couldn’t place.  His hands hovered out in front of him now, waiting for the moment when he would bump into something in this pitch darkness, obviously the pub’s basement and storeroom.
 
   Feet shuffled ahead of him.  Twice they turned slowly, creeping through the blackness until they heard a thud, followed by a curse.
 
   “Stairs,” Emrick whispered bitterly through the darkness.
 
   Atlan couldn’t help but feel it was a little bit justified, becoming irritated at Emrick for not bothering to divulge any of his plan.
 
   Up they went, keeping their footsteps as quiet as they could on the wooden stairs, with the occasional creak or groan of wood breaking the silence.  Finally, they heard Emrick whisper, “Hold up—door.”
 
   Atlan froze, a step or two down from Emrick.  “Wait,” he breathed.  He reached up to grab Emrick, getting hold of his sleeve.  “Let me go first,” Atlan hissed up at him.
 
   Silently they switched places, and Atlan grabbed the handle of what he could only assume was the back door of the pub.  He pushed it open and saw only a dark alley, dimly lit by the street lights at the corner.  Cool air flooded his senses and he stepped into the night.
 
   He hadn’t reckoned with what might be behind the door, however, so the blow from behind caught him completely unaware.
 
   “I knew you couldn’t be trusted,” a man’s voice grunted as Atlan went down hard onto the paving stones.
 
   He only just avoided cracking his head open, and rolled to the side, scraping his palms.
 
   Emrick burst from the door and grabbed the man by the most unlikely place, his head.  Dazed, Atlan saw Emrick’s hand scrabbling at the man’s ear, and it took a moment to realize what his friend was doing.
 
   The Black Knight’s earlink fell to the ground just as Colin emerged from the doorway and went for the man’s legs.
 
   Down they both went, and Atlan snatched up the earlink.  The Black Knight reached for the stunner at his belt, but Lena was already there.  She made quick work of his weapons belt while Emrick got his arms, and Colin, his legs.  Talia pressed a hand to the man’s mouth, a frown upon her own.
 
   Atlan scrambled up and headed for the mouth of the alley, not sure if the Knight had had enough time to send a link to his companion.  This time he looked carefully to the left and right, and he hoped the empty street meant that his other guard was still at his post out front.
 
   He loped back to the others.  The Black Knight had been bound with his own belt, his weapons removed and apparently dispersed among his companions.  A threadbare cloth had been used to gag the man, whose wide eyes glared in hatred at Atlan and his friends.
 
   Atlan just shrugged at him.  “This is none of your business,” he said simply.  “Stay out of it.”
 
   Not wanting to incriminate the matron of The Waterfront by stowing the man in her basement, they took him further into the alley, to at least buy themselves a little more time. It took four of them to carry him, as he squirmed in their arms, elbows and knees flying in every direction.
 
   The alley was only used for deliveries and disposal, so they wedged him between two bins and pushed a third in front.  It was the best they could do.
 
   They were momentarily free of the Black Knights.  Atlan turned to the others, guilt slicing through him knowing that they were risking their lives, and their freedom, but before he could open his mouth, Emrick cut him off.
 
   “Yes, yes, Atlan, we know it’s dangerous.  Just tell us how we’re going to steal the hydrojet and help Sylvia.”
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Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Over the next day, Sylvia painfully explained to Onen what was really going on in Arcera, and he, in turn, had given her a clue as to how Greyling’s obsession might have started.  He had explained about a book they had found, how Greyling found out about the fifth city.
 
   “I knew it was odd—him keeping it a secret about the city until he found it,” Onen had commented when he told her the story.
 
   She helped Onen piece together the real story of the war, and explained the truth behind Greyling’s lies.  Lightcity had indeed been destroyed—but not by the fifth city, as Greyling had told them.  It was a horrible accident, made even worse by Greyling lying about it.
 
   It was all Sylvia could do to prop herself up against the wall and talk to Onen.  Her wounds throbbed painfully, and made her movements stiff.  Late in the afternoon, the door to her cell opened and someone threw a bundle of clean bandages in her face.  The door had shut before she had even realized what it was.
 
   With a grimace she re-dressed the wounds, and realized Greyling must want her alive for whatever public justice he was planning.  A double trial with Onen, perhaps?  She glanced down through her glass floor for the first time without the sight making her want to throw up.  There was truly no way out.
 
   She and Onen bid each other good night when the mountainside faded into darkness.  In all their talk, she never once mentioned her time in Seascape.  It was clear that he had been dying to know more about it, but he didn’t pry further whenever she changed the subject.
 
   If she and Onen could hear each other through the walls, then anyone in the hallway could hear them, too, she reckoned.  So she had been careful to say nothing that Greyling would be interested in—and she doubted her curses and slights on his character would get reported back to him, and if they did, all the better, she thought.
 
   Once it became late, she removed her earlink from her sock and connected to her datastrands.  She traced vain attempts at controls onto her datawoven sleeve, with no answer.
 
   There would be no escape.  No one in Meadowcity could possibly know that she had been taken here, nor did she think they could reach her here in the Citizen’s Hall even if they did know.  No, she would have to face the trial alone, and be shamed by the man who had caused all of this devastation.  She shuddered to think what the mobbed citizens might do to her.
 
   They talked all the next day, unraveling their stories, though Sylvia still avoided talking about Seascape.  It was almost pleasant having another person to talk to, especially since her earlink had been silent and useless.  Just knowing another person was near—someone who wasn’t hurting her—was a comfort.
 
   That night, she awoke in the dark, curled into a ball in the corner of her cell, encircled around her hollow stomach.  It didn’t take long to realize what had woken her.  The subtle tramping of boots reverberated down the hall towards them.
 
   Her eyes floated open.  The boots thudded past her door to Onen’s cell, and she stiffly pushed herself up to sit.  A wave of dizziness threatened to drown her.  She closed her eyes and let her head flop back against the wall until it passed.  What were they doing here in the middle of the night?
 
   Onen’s door opened with a slam.  With minimal exertion, she rolled her head to the side to press her ear against the wall.
 
   After a very brief scuffle, there was silence.  No jeers from the Scouts, no inquisition.  Onen was silent.
 
   Then the door shut, and Sylvia swore she heard three sets of footsteps pass her cell.  They were taking him.
 
   Her hand dove for the only weapon she had, and she jammed her earlink into her ear.  In an instant she was connected and searching, searching for help that she had little faith could hear her.
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Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Atlan shrugged his shoulders again, the Black Knight uniform Oliver had given him entirely uncomfortable and too tight across his shoulders and back.  Though Atlan still didn’t know how or why Oliver was helping him, they were about to find out.
 
   Ahead of him strode Emrick, dressed in Atlan’s discarded clothes and wearing Atlan’s old earlink (which he complained about relentlessly, because according to Emrick, Atlan must have the biggest ears in Seascape).  They all agreed that Atlan’s earlink should at least be active, if Lady Naomi was indeed monitoring it.
 
   After abandoning the Black Knight they had disabled, they had sped through the streets to Castle Tenny to be sure to lose their second guard.  The others had groaned when Atlan had revealed their destination, but agreed it made perfect sense that the access point to the hydrojets would be Lady Blackwater’s stronghold.  It was the matter of getting in and through that they were worried about.
 
   Only a few blocks away from the castle, Atlan tapped into his new, uncensored earlink, and reached out a tendril of thought to Oliver, his heart thudding erratically.
 
   Oliver, Atlan said over the link.  Can we speak?
 
   I believe we can, Oliver replied, a clear hint of smile in his voice, and Atlan’s heart soared.
 
   “Hold on,” he hissed to Emrick and the others as the castle came into view, its turrets and ramparts lit with glowing globes of light.  They retreated into the shadows of the wall bordering the castle gardens.
 
   Atlan’s thoughts quickly retreated inward, and he spoke again over the link, We don’t have much time.  We’re almost back at the castle.  I think you know what I’m trying to do—any chance you can give us a hand getting to them?
 
   Three hard seconds passed in what felt like a lifetime before Oliver answered.
 
   All right, yes, give me a moment, Oliver replied in a flurry of words through the link.  A wave of gratitude flooded Atlan.
 
     Several moments passed while Atlan studied the weapons at his belt, only a few that he knew the use of.  A stunner exactly like the one on his immediate right had been used on him at his last escape attempt.  One jab with the fist-sized cylinder, and he had gone down in an electrified daze.  Having one at his side gave him the courage to keep standing there impersonating a royal guard.
 
   Go now, Oliver urged over the link, and Atlan breathed the same words to his companions.
 
   It didn’t take long for the group to reach the base of the stairs.  They caught sight of the two Black Knights leaving their posts to go inside, hopefully Oliver’s doing.
 
   Emrick talked animatedly to Colin as they went up the steps, and Atlan admired his friend’s outward calm at the situation.  Impersonating the Lady’s son, disabling one of her Black Knights, and entering the very home of the Lady did not seem to faze him.  No wonder he had passed through the Trials with the highest marks.
 
   Lena, Talia and Alice’s conversation rose in volume as well, surely to hide the fact that anything was the matter, if they were still being watched.  Atlan remained a few paces behind, his hand at his weapons belt, eyes on Emrick, the way his guards always looked.
 
   Emrick took the last few stairs, jabbering on about asking to let his friends see the castle gardens lit up.  He opened the door, and they poured into the entrance hall, Atlan only a few steps behind them.
 
   They were alone in the entrance hall with Oliver, who was standing at his desk looking only a little out of sorts.
 
   “Ah, Atlan,” Oliver said to Emrick.  “Come take a look at this vid, I think you’ll appreciate it,” he jabbered on as he beckoned Emrick into his office and Atlan himself quickly followed, because the next set of guards were coming through the entrance hall to resume the post outside.
 
   Atlan’s back was to them.  He heard the large doors shut with a subtle finality.  The relief was short lived when Atlan realized they still had a long way to go—and had only gotten past two Black Knights.  Four, if he was counting the ones who they had ditched back at the pub.
 
   Alice, Colin, Lena and Talia sidled into Oliver’s office behind them.
 
   Now Oliver pinned them with a look.  “You know what you’re getting yourself into?” he questioned.
 
   Atlan nodded.  “We all do.”  He met eyes with each of the others, assuring himself that they truly understood.  He did not have to explain to Oliver the closeness of initiates who went through the Trials together.
 
   Oliver paced over to his chair, but didn’t sit down.  “She’s seen the vids and knows Sylvia has been taken,” he murmured.  “But as it’s not affecting Seascape, she’s waiting to see how it plays out—the consensus of the island is still against interfering.”  His tone wasn’t accusing, but it was close.
 
   “She’s going to be a bit surprised how it plays out in the end, I think,” Emrick offered with half a grin.
 
   “My father said you could help us?” Atlan asked.
 
   Oliver took a steadying breath and got down to business.  “Right.  Well, I’ve already loaded maps onto the datastrands you’ve got, Atlan, but I think our biggest problem is observation.  I’ve pulled up the feeds for all the camera sensors down where you’re going,” he gestured to the large looking-glass perched on his desk.  “When you link me, I’ll tap into them and alter the vid feed, putting it on a loop until you’ve walked past.”
 
   At the impressed silence from Atlan and the others, Oliver went on.  “I’ll also be monitoring her earlink activity, and will do my best to jam any transmissions from those down below.  Once you’re clear of the city, you should be relatively safe.  The surprise alone should delay anyone from following, for a few hours anyway.”
 
   Atlan nodded.  A few hours’ head start would have to be enough.
 
   “What about Sylvia?  Do you know where they’ve taken her inside the city?” Lena asked.
 
   “Well, as you might know,” said Oliver with a glance at Emrick, “The drones around Skycity are now recording on a closed vid system.  From what I’ve seen, they took her through the city and into the Citizen’s Hall.  She hasn’t come out since.”
 
   Atlan fidgeted with the stunner at his belt.  “We better get going,” he said, thinking back to how long ago they had entered the pub.  “The other Black Knight might be wondering where we are by now.”
 
   Oliver quirked an eyebrow.  “Do I want to know what happened to the first one?”
 
   “He’s fine,” Atlan said with a shrug.  “Just tied up.”
 
   “And spitting mad, most likely,” Talia added.
 
   A sage nod from Oliver.  He held out his hand and shook Atlan’s with reassuring firmness, then pulled him into a quick hug.
 
   “I wish I could help more,” he said so quietly Atlan almost didn’t hear.
 
   “You’ve helped more than you can imagine,” Atlan murmured as his companions started moving toward the door, offering quiet thanks to Oliver before they spilled back into the entrance hall.
 
   “I’ll take care of the vids,” Oliver confirmed before Atlan left the office, “Link me if you run into any trouble.  And—say hi to her for me,” he added with a sad smile.
 
   It was late, so the castle was mostly deserted.  Atlan led them down the clean white corridors following the live-map Oliver had given him.  He had noticed some other data stored in the strands of the borrowed datawoven uniform, but hadn’t had time to look at it.
 
   If they didn’t make it down to the hydrojets soon, the Lady would have the Black Knights start searching for him, he knew from experience.  The castle would be the last place he would have escaped to, but they couldn’t take any chances.  They needed to get to Sylvia.
 
   They had to trust that Oliver was altering the vids as they went.  They moved cautiously, but they grew more confident after a time when no Black Knights came to stop them.  Atlan held his breath as they scurried past the corridor that led to Lady Naomi’s rooms, and down another set of stairs.
 
   They had descended quite far when Atlan located a nearly invisible slit in the far wall of yet another pristine corridor.  He had never been down here before, since these lower levels housed mostly workstations, storage or training rooms.  
 
   The gap in the wall led down an ancient stone stairwell.  It was narrow and cold, the old stones laid long before Castle Tenny had been built, Atlan thought.  They slipped down the narrow staircase, a tight spiral winding deep into the earth.  It was so quiet, Atlan could hear every footstep, every breath of his companions.
 
   Light soaked the bottom steps.  He braced himself, and unclipped his stunner.  He turned back to the others, who had similarly armed themselves.  He was glad to see that Emrick had the other stunner.  Lena hefted a tiny yet wicked axe stolen from the Black Knight, while Talia gripped a baton, and Alice a cord of wire, its ends capped in metal hand-holds.  Colin’s hands were empty.
 
   “Share, will you?” Colin hissed at him.
 
   “Oh,” Atlan exclaimed quietly, then looked down at his full weapons belt.  He aimed a silent question at Colin.
 
   He gestured to Lena, who held the axe.  Atlan unclipped his own, sharp and heavy, and handed it over Emrick’s shoulder to Colin.
 
   Satisfied that they were as ready as could be, Atlan sunk into a crouch to get a look into the hallway.  The smell of dust was thick upon the air, which was cold and a little drafty.
 
   There was no one in sight.  He descended the last few stairs to find himself in the beginning of a cramped hallway of similar build to the stairs.  The light came from a series of glass orbs hung from the ceiling, which extended so far he couldn’t see the end.  It was completely deserted.  He let out a shaky breath and urged the others forward.
 
   There wasn’t enough room to walk in anything more than single file, so they trotted down the hallway, careful of the uneven stone floor.  Atlan’s ears were pricked for any sound ahead or behind, but all he could hear were their steps on the stone.  Consulting the live-map in his datastrands kept him steady.
 
   At the end they found a room.  It was entirely modern, with white floor and walls, ceiling glowing with light panels.  It seemed like it belonged in the sterile halls above them.  It was also empty.  
 
   Atlan was growing nervous now.  Though outwardly happy he didn’t have to fight off any of Lady Naomi’s men, he had no idea if it was normal for this part of the castle to be unguarded.
 
   On the far right wall were a set of doors, metallic with glass panels.  Behind them, the cabin of a train slumbered on hidden tracks.  Just as his father had told him.  They had reached the sub-trains of Seascape.
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Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Talia and Lena gasped audibly, and Colin gaped appreciatively at the sight of the sub-train, another well-kept secret since the beginning of Seascape, according to Ingram. 
 
   The trains above ground were well enough—running at all hours of the day for any of Seascape’s citizens to get from place to place, but this train was much different than the boxy black ones that roved the surface.
 
   Through the glass they could see its sleek white metal, a smooth curve that fit into its tunnel perfectly.  Atlan knew it must have been left over from before the world wars that had spoiled everything above ground.
 
   He approached the doors timidly, eyes searching for the panel on the wall that he needed.
 
   Silver glinted at him to the left of the doors, and he strode toward it.  Silvery datastrands were exposed there in a square the size of his fist, strands stretched tightly together into a bare panel.
 
   He held out a hand, finger outstretched, but stopped.  It had been thirty years since his father had been through here.  What if entering a false code set off an alarm?  
 
   His mind darted to the inner reaches of the connection with his earlink and he sent out a thought to Oliver.
 
   Oliver?
 
   I didn’t think you had the code, Oliver immediately replied, and Atlan felt the back of his neck tingle as he realized Oliver must be watching them.  He quirked a smile.
 
   Oliver seemed to sigh over the link.  Six, seven, two, zero, he recited, and Atlan traced the numbers onto the strands.
 
   After a bright flash from the panel, the doors slid apart with a hiss.  Atlan stepped into the train, the others close behind him.
 
   It was white and sterile-looking, with more silver datastrands just inside the door.  Lighting panels glowed at the ceiling, and comfortable fabric benches lined the walls.  The others circled him as he faced the datastrands.
 
   “How do we run it?” Emrick muttered and the others voiced similar questions in mute tones.  
 
   “I’m linking with Oliver,” replied Atlan in a whisper just as low.  He, like the others, felt this was a place to be quiet—like a library.
 
   Oliver piped up over the earlink.
 
   You must go as quickly as possible now.  The few sub-trains are heavily monitored, and someone is bound to see this one is moving.  Enter five-five-five-five—Atlan did so, and with a flash of the panel, the sub-train immediately shuddered into speed, the doors sliding shut—and there you go, Oliver concluded.
 
   With a few exclamations of surprise, most of the others sank into the benches that lined the walls, but Atlan and Emrick remained standing.
 
   How far do we go? Atlan asked Oliver as the sub-train rapidly picked up speed.  And how do we stop? he added.
 
   You’re seven stops away.  There’s specific codes for each station, but I don’t think you should use them—if they tap into the strands, they’d be able to see where you’re going.  
 
   There’s another code to simply stop, once you reach the st— 
 
   Atlan’s link with Oliver severed abruptly, and he shuddered as the connection broke.  His eyes grew wide and he audibly drew breath.
 
   “What is it?” Lena demanded, rising.
 
   “I was linking with Oliver and before I—They must know we’re moving,” he realized.  Oliver had said they would.  
 
   “Perhaps someone else linked to him, so he closed mine off, or maybe...” he didn’t even bother finishing the words.  Losing consciousness was another way for a link to close, Atlan knew.  He saw the looks on the others’ faces, and sat down.
 
   They were all silent for a moment as the sub-train sped on down the dark tunnel.  A series of round windows ran the length of each wall, which showed them only a blur of black and grey.  Then came a brilliant flash of white as they passed the next station.  Atlan leapt to his feet.
 
   He beelined for the datastrand panel, and tried the code his father had told him to use, what felt like ages ago during their careful planning.  They had probably already been discovered, so if it didn’t work, it didn’t matter.
 
   The panel gave a weak flash, and nothing happened.  Clearly the codes had been changed since his fathers’ time.  They wouldn’t have even gotten into the train without Oliver’s help.
 
   Atlan tapped his fingers against the wall.  Another station flashed by.  “We don’t have the code to stop,” he blurted, whirling to face the others.
 
   “Oliver was about to tell me before the link broke, and the one I had didn’t work,” he finished lamely.
 
   Colin and Emrick got to their feet.  Lena cracked her knuckles.  Atlan quickly explained the meager information Oliver and Ingram had given him about the sub-train’s operation.
 
   “Four digits?” Talia repeated, and earned a nod from Atlan.  “I don’t think we have enough time to generate a random number program,” she mused aloud, fingers wandering over her datastrands.  “And I don’t have anything in my strands...” she trailed off and conferred with Lena while Atlan returned to the panel and began to enter numbers at random.
 
   He had no idea how extensive the sub-train rail system was—whether it ran in a massive circle around the island, or whether they might come reeling to a crash at the end of the line.  It would be a miracle if they even stopped at the correct station.
 
   First he tried quadruples of each digit, as the “go” code had gone, to no effect.  Then he tried birthdays—his own, Lady Naomi’s, Ingram’s.  Nothing.  He pounded the wall with his open palm.
 
   “That’s the fourth station we’ve passed,” Alice reported from the windows.
 
   Emrick took over at the panel while Atlan composed himself and tried to think.
 
   While he watched the panel glow in dim denial after each of Emrick’s attempts, Atlan wracked his brain, sinking down onto one of the cushioned benches and pressing his temples.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lena glaring at him.  She had given up the bench to stand by the windows, still tracing commands onto the datastrands at her wrist, facing out at the dark tunnel.
 
   There had to be something they could do to stop it.  He hadn’t even seen an input panel like this one in years—everything was done by link now, and with personal datastrands.
 
   He was on his feet again, and at the panel in an instant.  Colin and Emrick were taking turns entering numbers, to no avail.
 
   “Hold on,” Atlan interrupted.  They all looked at him.  “Let me try and link to the strands, these panels are outdated anyway, maybe I can—”
 
   “Hack into its commands?” Talia interjected excitedly.
 
   “Exactly,” he said, and closed his eyes, bracing his palms against the wall for balance.  The others were silent, and all he could hear was the speeding of the train along the rails.
 
   Inside his mind, he sought the glowing light he imagined as his active earlink.  In a set of well-practiced mental steps, he felt the beginning of the connection to the strands slip inside his awareness.  Before he could grasp it, it slipped away, but not before he glimpsed the thing that made his eyes snap open.
 
   “It’s huge,” he uttered.  The others exchanged glances.  “The datastrands—they must run the length of the train,” he mumbled as he shut his eyes again, and gave it another try.  He wasn’t surprised that the older strands had less storage capacity, and therefore took up more room, but it was a lot to wrap your head around—while it was inside your head.
 
   Dimly he heard Alice count the fifth station.  For a second time, he made the connection, this time expecting the size of the datastrands, and was triumphant for a moment.  The link hummed pleasantly before dropping away.
 
   He huffed loudly, and moved closer to the panel, actually placing his whole hand on the strands this time.
 
   The difference was immediate.  The flash of light that confirmed his connection could be seen through his closed eyelids.  His mind soared along the strands, which did indeed run the length of the train, holding all of the data it took to operate the sub-train system.
 
   He followed the silvery strands, mental fingers sifting through the data, searching out the codes.  His heart leapt into his throat as he stumbled across a code, but it was only to adjust temperature.  He dug further in this section of the data, searching past the mundane codes, seeking the one he needed.
 
   “Six.”
 
   Atlan’s other hand tapped rapidly on the wall.  He found more nonsense in the data, and shoved it to the side, his heart pounding as though he might be running.
 
   And much too soon, there came a resigned, “Seven.”
 
   “Already?” Talia hissed.
 
   Atlan’s palm pressed hard into the panel, and he cringed as he continued to sift.  It was too much.  There was so much useless data stored in the datastrands, he doubted if he would ever find it before the train crashed or was commandeered by the Lady’s men.  He just wanted it to stop.  Stop.  STOP!
 
   He didn’t need to open his eyes to know that his internal plea had somehow worked, but he did anyway, and looked down at his hand on the panel.  Of course.  How stupid of him!  The older panels had almost no security.  With a direct link to the strands, he had mentally overridden the commands.
 
   The train slowed at a reasonable speed, and he watched the dark tunnel walls move by at a snail’s pace until at last they shuddered to a halt.
 
   Every head was turned, and every eyebrow raised at him.
 
   “I just told it to stop,” he said with a grin, and shrugged.  Alice and Talia fell into nervous giggles.  Lena, however, was not impressed with the situation, if Atlan was reading her face correctly.  She crossed her arms.
 
   “And now we’re stuck in the tunnel.  Can you tell it to go back?” she said, a little haughtily.
 
   Feeling silly, Atlan put his palm to the panel and linked with the strands again.  Back, he ordered, trying the same intonation as before.  Nothing.  Reverse? he tried next.
 
   He was saved the awkwardness of answering by a loud metal bang.
 
   His eyes flashed open and he stared down the train, where Colin and Emrick were trying to remove the back door panel.  Relieved, Atlan dropped the connection and went to join them without a word to Lena.
 
   Colin brought his axe down onto another bolt that held the bar over the emergency door.  Atlan was glad when no one suggested he try and open it with the datastrand panel.
 
   Instead, he helped them pry the bar off once enough bolts had been beheaded.  It hit the floor with a clang.  Emrick nudged the door open, and in rushed the smell of stale earth.
 
   They could see the station glowing further down the tunnel.  Everything was silent.
 
   Alice joined them at the door, followed by Talia and Lena, who narrowed her eyes at Atlan.  He rolled his eyes after she’d passed.  If she wasn’t content with the way he was doing things, he could do nothing about it.  He hadn’t forced anyone to come with him.
 
   With one last look inside the bright sub-train, Atlan climbed down the metal rungs outside the door and hopped onto the tracks.
 
   They clung to the wall closest to the station as they approached.  The silence unnerved Atlan, who thought it could be for two reasons: either the Black Knights who guarded the hydrojets were not concerned that this was their destination, or they were waiting to ambush Atlan and his companions.
 
   When they came upon the platform, empty of all personnel, he found himself rather surprised.  He exchanged suspicious looks with his team.
 
   A metal service ladder, not unlike the one at the back of the train, led from the tracks to the top of the platform.  Before mounting the rungs, Atlan drew the stunner from his belt.  He thought it better to have an awkward climb than arrive unarmed.
 
   His eyes drew level with the floor.  Still no one appeared, and the unease in his stomach grew to a sickening churn.
 
   He had an urge to reach out to Oliver, but remembered their unexplained disconnect.  What had happened?  Had they arrested him for helping Atlan escape?  How much did the Lady and her Black Knights know?
 
   Behind the barren sub-train station, there was an enormous opening between two walls, which was not hindered by a door of any kind.  They could simply...walk in.
 
   He descended the ladder and rejoined his companions clustered on the track.  Alice clutched her arms, shivering in her flowing sleeveless shirt.  Everyone looked up at him as he dismounted.
 
   “It’s completely empty,” he announced quietly.  “The hangar is just through the gateway.  We’ll need to move fast, get to the hydrojets and—”
 
   “—do you know how to fly them?” Lena rasped.
 
   Atlan had to stop himself from rolling his eyes this time.  “In theory,” he said shortly, then something in his chest gave way and he hissed in a stream of whispers, “Look, if you don’t like the way I’m doing things, why did you even want to come?”
 
   A palpable tension flooded the group and Lena balked.  “I—I’m sorry, I just—” she closed her eyes and drew a deep breath.  “Between you and Emrick, it’s been one guess after another.  I like to know what’s going on!” she hissed and put her hands on her hips.  “Have you any idea what you’re doing?”  She fell silent, avoiding everyone’s eyes.
 
   Atlan clenched his hands into fists.  They didn’t have time for this, and he said as much.  “I’m sorry we didn’t fill you in more, but you wanted to come.  Listen,” he said, looking directly into Lena’s eyes.  “I got some information from—someone—about reaching the hydrojets.  I was also told how to operate them.  We’ve got maps to get us to Skycity, but it’s really going to be—” he paused, his ears pricking up. 
 
   As one they all turned to look down the tunnel in the direction their sub-train had come from.  The unmistakable sound of another train’s approach echoed down the dark tunnel, still too far away to see.
 
   “We’ll talk on the jet,” Atlan muttered, “right now, we need to get out of here.  Everyone onto the platform,” he ordered.   “Split up against the walls that led into the hangar.  They’ll be waiting for us in there.”
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Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   The man sitting across from Sorin was a spy. 
 
   It had been a hard blow.  He had trusted Onen for years, enough to consider him a friend.
 
   He should have learned his lesson five years ago when the woman he loved had left without a word—without letting him explain.  He wouldn’t make the mistake of trusting anyone again.
 
   It had taken him an entire day to figure out what to do with Onen, but this afternoon Grebe had offered a surprisingly intelligent suggestion.
 
   Onen was bound at the hands, and he refused to look at Sorin, instead, focusing his angry gaze on the side wall.
 
   “I hear you’ve been talking to our other prisoner,” Sorin began.  “Trading traitorous stories, I suppose.”
 
   Onen’s hatred was clear on his face.  Sorin ground his teeth.  Why must his own people make this so hard?  That was why he had protected them from the harsh realities of the war—they just wouldn’t understand.
 
   “Her trial is tomorrow,” Sorin said, watching the emotions flicker across the old man’s face.
 
   “I’m glad you’ve become acquainted, but I’m afraid the friendship won’t last long.  We cannot afford to let traitors live.  If it weren’t for her and her friends—” he stopped.  He didn’t need to divulge any more than he should.
 
   “At any rate, your trial will follow.  I don’t think I need to explain what’s going to happen to another traitor.”  Sorin was glad to see Onen’s throat bob visibly as he swallowed and grasped the seriousness of the situation.
 
   “Now, it might be in my power to lessen your sentence.”
 
   Finally, Onen looked up.  Sorin smiled.
 
   “I just need you to get some information from a certain prisoner.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   They split up against either side of the wide gateway into the hangar—Atlan, Lena, and Emrick on one side, Colin, Alice, and Talia on the other.  Each had drawn their pilfered weapons, and they all crept toward the entrance, ears filling with the sound of the approaching sub-train.  
 
   Atlan was almost relieved to see the two Black Knights just inside the hangar entrance, facing inward.  The lack of resistance had been bothering him.  He been wondering how deep of a trap they had been getting themselves into.
 
   Somehow, the Black Knights did not know the hangar was their intended destination.  That was about to change.
 
   He signaled to the others.  He and Colin, in the lead on either side, sped for the opening.
 
   Atlan tried to keep his footsteps as quiet as possible, but the Black Knight he approached at speed turned just before he reached her.  Atlan slammed into her, bringing both of them to the ground, and sliding a good few feet in the process.
 
   Like snakes, her arms writhed about him, trying to get a grip, trying to disarm him.  He managed to wriggle a hand over her mouth, and with his other, jabbed her side with the stunner, where it had been pressed under her when they fell.
 
   Her eyes flamed at him in anger, but he held the stunner into her side until the golden eyes at last flickered shut.  He winced and extricated himself from the Knight.
 
   Busy with his own fight, he had completely forgotten about the other Black Knight, or indeed the rest of the hangar.  He looked up just in time to see Colin smack the other Knight in the head with the flat of his axe.  It was the final blow.  The lanky man collapsed and Colin tried to help him to the ground instead of letting him fall flat on his face.
 
   The others had not been idle.  Lena had led them ahead to where they now stood fighting another group of Black Knights, just outside an office containing even more guards.  A long pipe had been shoved through the double handles of the door, and several trapped Knights were banging heartily on the safety glass with their axes.
 
   It was no question that their location had been brought to someone’s attention by now.  Colin ran ahead to join the fight without question.
 
   Atlan turned to Alice, who had lingered behind.  “Let’s get a jet.”
 
   They turned to look at the open hangar, but Atlan almost smacked into a wall of black datawoven fabric.  The barrel chest of the captain of the Black Knights thoroughly blocked his way.
 
   The arms of Captain Barton clasped around Atlan’s biceps and nearly lifted him off the ground.
 
   Behind Barton’s well-oiled head of hair, Atlan could see the other sub-train idling at the station.  His stomach thudded to his feet.  His fight with the first Knight had pushed all thoughts of the pursuing sub-train out of his mind.
 
   “Atlan,” Barton growled.  “Why am I not surprised?”
 
   Another Black Knight’s fist clamped down on Alice’s arm, and she yelped.
 
   Barton remained silent, a twisted grin upon his leering face.  He seemed to be waiting for something.  Atlan was sure he didn’t want to be here when it arrived.
 
   The shouting behind Atlan grew, where the others were still fighting.
 
   Suddenly, he heard a loud clang of metal, followed by the unmistakable sound of a pipe rolling across the floor.  Atlan could only stare ahead, toward the open hangar, bound as he was by Barton’s unrelenting grip.  A moment later, he jerked Atlan around to face the office, and his failure.
 
   His companions were on their knees, a row of Black Knights behind them, both parties looking altogether unhurt.  Atlan swallowed past a hard lump in his throat as Barton shoved him forward, not toward his companions, but the open door of the office.
 
   Barton threw him into a chair, then slammed the door.  Atlan dare not move.  He clenched the armrests with strained fingers.
 
   Whatever happened to Alice, Colin, Emrick, Talia and Lena was his responsibility now.  He almost wished none of them had come.
 
   But they had made it so far.
 
   The captain of the Knights prowled around the room, slowly touching each window panel to darken it. 
 
   Atlan could hardly breathe, his heart was hammering like a drum inside his chest.  No doubt Lady Naomi knew of his botched escape, and perhaps was already on her way here.  He gritted his teeth and watched Barton darken the last window panel.
 
   They were so close.
 
   Barton rounded on Atlan, who straightened in his chair.
 
   He wouldn’t give up until it was over.  He was feet away from the hydrojets.
 
   If only Barton hadn’t gotten in their way.  He stared daggers at him.
 
   “Branching out now, aren’t you?” Barton jerked his thumb toward where Atlan’s companions cowered outside.  “Convinced some of your mates to help you?  You’ve only gone and gotten them into trouble—worse trouble than you, I expect.”
 
   A fire started to burn in Atlan’s chest.  He concentrated on his breathing, surprised it wasn’t the flames he felt should be issuing from the anger swelling deep inside him.
 
   “Shame they’ll all be tried for treason and assault, among other things.  Kidnapping the lordling for one—since I can’t arrest you, that is.”
 
   The rage burst from Atlan’s chest then, erupting in flames that blinded him as he flung himself at Barton.
 
   Next he was flying headfirst into a counter along the wall, Barton having used his momentum against him.  His fingers slipped on random papers as he tried to get a grip on the counter before smashing his head into it.
 
   Before he could even turn around, a foot in his back sent him to the floor.
 
   His hands slapped on the concrete, saving his head, but it was quickly jerked back by a tight cord around his neck.
 
   He stumbled to get his feet under him to relieve the tension on his neck, but Barton tightened the cord as they rose, making breathing impossible.
 
   Dark laughter filled the small room.  “I’ve got centuries on you, boy.  Did you really think a couple of teenagers could get past me?”
 
   Atlan dug his fingers into the cord, but found no purchase.  He felt each pulse of blood as it moved painfully through his face, his eyes bulging.  Dark spots popped into his vision, and he tried to gasp for air, making only a choking noise.
 
   Barton’s gravelly voice was by his ear.  “This’ll be the last time.  If I have my way, the only thing you’ll be leaving behind is the sunlight.”
 
   Atlan choked out another gasp, and everything went dark. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   But his eyes were still open, he realized, and the cord substantially loosened around his neck.
 
   A grunt came from Barton, still looming behind him, and Atlan realized the lights had gone out.  
 
   Atlan froze.  Whatever was going on had caught Barton off guard, too, but the results of his last attempt to flea had taught him enough to stay still.
 
   “Ah!” the captain barked suddenly, and released him entirely.
 
   Atlan shuffled forward a few paces in the utter darkness, letting the cord drop.  He heard Barton fall to his knees.  What was going on?
 
   He stumbled into the chair as the sensation of an incoming link invaded his mind.
 
   Go, now!
 
   Atlan had never been happier in his life to hear that voice.
 
   Oliver?  Atlan linked incredulously.  Are you all right?
 
   Better than you—get going, you’ve no time at all!
 
   He spurred into action, stumbling toward where he thought the door was.  Barton made no move to follow him.  Atlan could only tell the captain was still on the floor, unmoving.
 
   What happened to Barton? he asked while he fumbled to find the door handle.  
 
   He yanked it open, but was met with still more darkness.  Several tiny white lights were the only thing he could see.
 
   He’s fine, Oliver replied.
 
   Atlan shrugged.  Having choked out what he thought was his last breath only moments ago, he wasn’t too concerned about Barton at the moment.
 
   “Atlan?” a timid voice called through the darkness.
 
   “Alice?  Is everyone all right?  Are the Knights—?”
 
   “—Stunned?” said a voice.
 
   “—Dropped like rocks?” offered another, confirming Atlan’s suspicion.
 
   “Barton, too,” said Atlan.  He rubbed his throat gingerly, feeling the indent in his skin from the cord.
 
   One of the tiny lights floated upward swiftly.
 
   “What are those lights?” he asked into the darkness.
 
   “The earlinks,” Emrick replied, from Atlan’s right.  “Ours lit up when the lights when out.  When the guards went down—I think something happened to their earlinks to make them drop.”
 
   Impressed, Atlan watched as the light to his right moved toward him, attached to Emrick’s voice.
 
   “Oliver’s work, I expect,” Atlan said to general surprise.  “He’s back on the link.”  He couldn’t help but smile.
 
   Then, turning inward, he returned to the link.  Any idea how we get to the hydrojet in the dark?
 
   Of course I have an idea, Oliver supplied.  Sorry about that, by the way, but there’s more coming your way down the sub-train.
 
   But there’s another sub-train blocking—, Atlan started.
 
   —and the doors can open between trains, Oliver interrupted.  Don’t worry about that now.  Get a move on, he ordered.
 
   With that, an unmistakable blue light began to glow deep in the hangar, where Atlan thought he remembered seeing a jet earlier.
 
   See it? Oliver asked, and Atlan told him he did.
 
   After navigating through the unconscious Black Knights, landing an occasional accidental or intentional kick as they passed, all six of them flocked toward the blue light like fireflies to a lamp.
 
   The blue light was coming from the open door of a hydrojet.  All thoughts of his near suffocation and Barton’s threats disappeared as he stepped onto the open hatch.  He wouldn’t celebrate just yet, though—not until they were in the air, away from Seascape.
 
   Five sets of footsteps followed him into the hydrojet, which flickered to life as it registered their movement.
 
   “We need to move,” Atlan said to his companions, all blinking in the sudden light, and grinning at each other.  “There’s more coming, and we’re sitting here like a beacon.”  Atlan squinted back at the still dark hangar, and thought he could see the lumpy shadows of the downed Knights.
 
   “But the tunnel’s blocked,” Lena argued.
 
   Atlan flapped a hand at her and shook his head.  “We don’t have time.  I’m going to find the bridge,” he told them.
 
   “Some of you stay here and get that hatch shut,” he called, already running and heading deeper inside the jet.  He stifled a yawn.  A quick glance over his shoulder told him Emrick and Alice followed.
 
   He wondered what time it was; two, maybe three in the morning?
 
   The bridge wasn’t hard to find.  It ran the width of the jet, slightly wider than a train car, with enough room for six seats along the back wall, in addition to the two at front facing out an enormous window.
 
   The dimly glowing control panel was just as his father had described.  All thoughts of tiredness burned away when he realized he would shortly be airborne, soaring north over Castle Tenny.  Away from Lady Naomi, and away from Seascape.
 
   He sat down at the controls panel and placed his hands on the fine silver threads.  The panel glowed to life, and he grinned.  He danced his fingers over the datastrands to begin the exit sequence.
 
   Colin and the others returned from closing the hatch, and clustered around Atlan and the controls.  Atlan could almost feel Oliver’s presence over the link, ready to help, should Atlan need it.
 
   But the controls worked as smoothly as his father had explained.
 
   While the hydrojet maneuvered onto the lift that would bring them up and out of the hangar, Atlan concentrated on finding the remaining control commands.  He forged a connection between his earlink and each maneuver that he found, so his commands on the datastrands would execute the controls.
 
   A heavy jolt made him look up.  The lift had stopped—they were outside.
 
   Perched high up on a rock formation out in the water, they watched the dark waves beat upon the shore of Seascape, no hint of stars or moon reflected in the water.  The night had gone dark.
 
   With more than a little suspense, Atlan brushed his fingers across the silver datastrands, and the hydrogen engine roared to life in the heart of the jet.
 
   “Let’s go,” he announced, and sent them straight into the air.
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Thirty
 
    
 
   They were almost there.  It had taken some getting used to, but Atlan was finally beginning to feel comfortable with the hydrojet’s controls.  
 
   The map superimposed on his thoughts clearly outlined the mountain of Skycity, and where the Citizen’s Hall was perched.
 
   “Should we land, or circle ‘round?” Emrick asked, looking at the same map which Atlan had linked to him hours ago.
 
   The others in the back of the bridge stirred at the question, having grown quiet in the last hour.  The night was surely catching up with them, as it was with Atlan.  It was hard to imagine he had gotten this far since leaving his rooms to head for dinner at Emrick’s house.
 
   “Are we there?” Talia asked, covering a yawn.
 
   “Almost,” Emrick replied.
 
   “I’m going to circle around so we can get a better look at the building,” Atlan said monotonously, his mind immersed in the flight controls and map.  “I’d rather not risk landing yet.  We’ve got time before it gets light.”
 
   Colin and Talia joined them at the front of the bridge.  Lena and Alice had fallen asleep, and still sat propped on one another’s shoulders.
 
   They could see nothing through the front window except the silhouette of the mountain, until tiny pins of light began to prick through the darkness.  Atlan sent his fingers skimming across the exposed datastrands, and slowly turned the jet to the right.
 
   “Can you put it on an automatic flight path?” asked Emrick.
 
   “No,” Atlan replied.  “I’m sure it’s possible though,” he grunted.
 
   “Let me try,” Emrick offered.  “I’ve been doing this with the drones in my internship, it can’t be that different.”
 
   In his haste to get flying and away from Seascape, Atlan had entirely forgotten about Emrick’s internship.  He muttered a few quiet instructions as he focused on holding the connection and the controls, then finally switched positions with Emrick.
 
   He collapsed into a nearby chair, exhaustion finally catching up with him.  Emrick regained control over the jet and began to input commands with a confidence that made Atlan regret not switching sooner.
 
   The brief lurch between commanders woke Lena and Alice, and Atlan forced himself out of the chair to study the bridge, and get a better idea how they might prepare for the oncoming rescue.  Dreading more scathing remarks from Lena, he forced his tired body around the bridge, looking for anything useful.
 
   Emrick’s smug voice came from the controls a moment later, “Got it,” he said, “We’re circling a five-mile radius around the city.”
 
   “Excellent,” Atlan said, and Emrick spun around in the control chair.  Atlan snorted at his own stupidity, and wondered how long Emrick had been wanting a chance at the controls.
 
   “So, how are we going to find her?” Colin asked the group at large.
 
   “Well, now that Emrick’s proved himself better at the controls,” said Atlan, cocking his head over at their new pilot.  “We can figure that out.  I think this thing must have cameras—I wonder if any can see in the dark?  Look through the specs and see if we can’t get a better idea of the building,” he suggested.
 
    Atlan paused in his search of the bridge, studying two round hatches—one in the ceiling and one in the floor.
 
   “Does she still have her earlink?” Talia asked, getting up herself to meander around the bridge and join Atlan’s search.
 
   He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I haven’t heard anything from her since she left Seascape.”  He tried to hide the tinge of bitterness that crept into his voice.  Whether she hadn’t wanted to talk to him or not, she still needed help.
 
   He was standing on a chair fiddling with the hatch in the ceiling when Talia let out a strangled cry.  He nearly toppled over.
 
   “Sylvia!  She’s—here!  On the link!” Just as quickly, Talia closed her eyes, no doubt continuing a hasty conversation over her link.
 
   “Why didn’t we try this earlier?” Lena griped, and Atlan couldn’t help but agree.
 
   He sank to sit in the chair, knees suddenly wobbly, heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings.  Talia’s eyes snapped open.  “She wants to link with you.”
 
   Somehow, he was nervous as he opened up the connection—he had spent so much time thinking about her, and this mission, he had forgotten what it would actually be like to talk to her.  The link snapped through.
 
   Sylvia? he called, trying to keep his internal voice from sounding shaky.
 
   It is you! she cried.  What in Arcera is going on?
 
   We’re here to get you out, he replied.
 
   To his great surprise, she said, How come you never—never linked before?
 
   I—I did, dozens of times.  You never answered.
 
   But how—?  I tried to link you as soon as I left Seascape!
 
   Atlan paused, his mouth open in confusion, but before he could think of anything to say, she was back in his mind.
 
   It doesn’t matter—What did you mean, you’re here to get me out?
 
   We’re here, in Skycity, he said.  We stole a hydrojet, and we’re circling the city.  Where are you?
 
   A hydrojet? What’s—never mind.  I’m in the Citizen’s Hall.  South west corner.  But how are you going to get in?
 
   Atlan relayed her location to the others who were staring at him in various states of annoyance—only able to watch the emotions flick across his face and hear none of the conversation.
 
   “We ready, then?” Emrick said from the controls.
 
   “Let’s do this,” Lena said, and Colin and Alice chimed in with their agreement.
 
   Talia yanked a fierce-looking baton off the wall, out of an emergency casing.  “I’m ready,” was all she said.
 
   Emrick didn’t need Atlan’s confirmation.  He slid his fingers into the controls, and they left their flight path.
 
   Atlan? her voice came poking at his mind.  How are you going to get in? she repeated.
 
   Sorry!  We were flying in a circle and I had to talk to the others.
 
   Flying?!  Who else is with you?
 
   He told her.  The dark mountain grew larger through the window, and they rose to meet it.  They all gathered around Emrick and watched the approach of the silhouetted building.  Dim lights inside guided them up to the corner and toward the mountainside underneath.
 
   We’re almost there, he said to her.  Are you all right?
 
   I’m fine.  Oh my—she stopped, and Atlan wondered if the link had broken.
 
   You weren’t kidding about flying, she linked breathlessly.
 
   A smile quirked at his lips.  How do you—?
 
   Look up.
 
   The stilted building loomed above them, held up by massive columns of stone.  They could clearly see through the floor of the entire building, its front perched on the very peak of the mountain.
 
   At the southwest corner, he thought he saw movement through the glass, which, as Emrick brought the hydrojet closer, turned out to be Sylvia, waving at them.
 
   Everyone cracked into wide grins, even Emrick, sweat beading at his temples as he concentrated on the finer movements of the large jet.
 
   Emrick maneuvered them just underneath the corner of the building, as close as they could get to her, with one of the support columns in the way.
 
   Atlan already had the top hatch open by the time the jet was lined up.  He inched his way onto the top of the jet, keeping a vice-like grip on one of the bars around the hatch.
 
   He looked up into Sylvia’s face, which was shining with tears and blood.  Sitting on the floor, she was leaning on one hip, the other heavily bandaged, in addition to the many other cuts and bruises.  She gave him a lopsided grin at the look on his face.
 
   Hi, she said over the link, eyes bright.
 
   He laughed.  Hi.
 
   “Quit staring at each other—how are we going to get her out?” Lena had popped out of the hatch.
 
   Atlan was spared answering by Talia, who pushed herself through the round hatch too, so that she was pressed against Lena, who complained loudly at the intrusion.
 
   “Know what this is?” she asked, brandishing the baton she had yanked from the emergency box inside.
 
   Atlan and Lena shook their heads.  With a pop and a click, a white-hot flame burst from the baton, almost a foot long.  Surprised herself, Talia quickly shut it off.
 
   “For emergencies,” she said wisely, reciting the large letters painted on the box the baton had come from.
 
   “I think this qualifies,” Atlan said, gesturing for the baton, which Talia looked only happy to give up now that she had seen it in action.
 
   They set to work, trading on and off the dangerous task of wielding the baton, being careful to hold it at the right angle so the molten glass didn’t drip right onto their hands.
 
   Tiny puddles of red-orange glass plopped down and began to cool on the black shell of the jet as they slowly melted the glass above.  Sylvia sat slumped against a wall of her cell, eyes half closed, watching their progress, her hands clenched together in her lap.
 
   Atlan shook out his hand to loosen it after handing the baton over to Colin.  He looked up to see a pink sky shot through with white, shocked that morning had come so quickly.  Fortunately, they were inches away from finishing the hole.
 
   There was nothing they could do except let the lumpy glass cylinder drop when the last bit of glass melted.  With a clang it hit the jet, stuck for a moment, then tumbled off.  Atlan pictured it rolling down the steep mountainside, to the great confusion of anyone who saw might see it.
 
   “Hi,” Sylvia called nervously through the hole, but she dare not touch it, for the sides were still glowing with heat.  “Do you have any water?”
 
   Lena and Talia went in search of a bucket, leaving Atlan quite suddenly alone with Sylvia.
 
   “Atlan,” she began throatily.  “I can’t believe you’re here.  I thought—How does this thing work anyway?” she changed tack with a joyous chuckle.
 
   He grinned at her.  “I’ll tell you once you’re out of that cell.”
 
   Her face crumpled.  “Wait—Onen, he was just through there,” she pointed to the cell west of hers.  “Is he in there?  Can we get him out?”
 
   From his perch atop the jet, he couldn’t see anything more than shadows in the next room.  He slid himself across the jet’s surface, hands grasping any handhold he could find, until he could see.  “Empty,” he called.
 
   “They took him around midnight,” she confessed, as Atlan returned and hooked his foot under a bar at the hatch.  “I’ve no idea where, but he was innocent—”
 
   The unmistakable sounds of Lena and Talia returning floated out of the hatch.  Between them they carried a large bucket sloshing with water.
 
   By the time the sides of the hole were cooled, the three of them below were soaked.  Sylvia had backed into a corner and watched with anxious amusement as they flung the water upward, turning the glowing orange sides black and hissing.  Three sets of hands reached up to help lower her down.  The sides of the hole were still hot, but no longer molten.
 
   She was shaking.  Atlan took her in his arms while the others climbed back into the jet, anxious to get going now.
 
   She was in his arms.  She was here.  His hands were on her skin, clammy and bruised, but warm.  His heart nearly stopped beating as her eyes met his.  Unconsciously, he brushed the hair from her face, and her eyes blazed.
 
   And suddenly she was kissing him.  Her lips were warm, and could make time stop.
 
   It didn’t matter that they were standing on the outside of a hydrojet, hovering outside the city of an insane governor.  It didn’t matter that his mother would as good as hang him if he returned to Seascape, and it didn’t matter whether he took the serum or not.
 
   All that mattered was her.
 
   It was an effort to breathe, and opening his eyes wrenched him painfully back to reality.  But her eyes were there, staring into his, and her soft mouth was twisted into a smile that could melt the hardest of glass.  And that smile was for him.
 
   “Atlan?”
 
   Her lips hadn’t moved, but now her eyebrows creased, and he realized the voice had come from the hatch.
 
   “Can we go?” Lena called from below.
 
   His heart still thudding erratically, he traced his thumb along the side of her face, her sandy hair floating around it like spun sugar.
 
   Reluctantly, he brought her to the opening, ready to lower her into Lena’s impatient hands.
 
   “Wait,” Sylvia called, and his eyes darted back to hers, the only place they wanted to be.
 
   “Can you—Can you check for Onen again?” she pleaded.
 
   He nodded, and watched her slip into the jet, courtesy of Lena and Colin.  He carefully scrabbled back across to check the second cell once more.  Still empty.  A tiny part of him was glad—they didn’t have the time.  He needed to get her as far from here as possible.
 
   His near-immediate reappearance gave her all the answer she needed, and she gave him a sad smile in thanks.
 
   Somehow she was standing, Colin and Lena on either side, having just put her down.  Alice ran off muttering about a medical kit, and Atlan stepped closer to Sylvia, raising his hands, wanting to touch her again despite their situation.
 
   She was in bad shape, now that he had a chance to really look at her.  She was thin, and the skin under her eyes dark.  Besides the obvious bandages on her hip, hand and calf, she was covered in bruises and scrapes.  Crusted blood matted the hair at the back of her head, and she swayed on the spot, though the jet was unmoving.
 
   He rushed to grab her just as she collapsed.  And then she was in his arms again, too thin, beaten and near unconsciousness.
 
   Around him he heard the sounds of the hatch being shut, and Emrick taking the controls.  Her eyes fluttered closed and she sagged more heavily in his arms.
 
   “Out, huh?” Talia asked.
 
   “Seems like we came just in time,” Alice murmured, returning with a medical kit.
 
   “Where to?” Emrick called.
 
   Sylvia’s eyes fluttered back open. “Meadowcity,” she rasped.  “Please—once he finds out I’m gone—” and with that, she dropped off once more.
 
   “Let’s bring her home, then,” said Atlan.
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Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Sorin decided to walk Onen back to his cell personally.  It had taken most of the night to convince Onen to get the information from Thorne, but now he was confident he was about to get some answers at last.
 
   It took a while before Sorin had realized that courtesy, not threats would earn him cooperation with his old friend.  That, and a cup of tea and rest on a proper bed had done wonders for the old man’s cooperation.  Onen hadn’t expressly agreed to it, but Sorin knew he was thinking about it.
 
   The Book Keeper had formed a bond with the girl already, and Sorin had managed to find out a little of what she had told him.  It was good she was going to trial—he couldn’t risk her spouting that nonsense to anyone else.  How could she not see it was damaging to Arcera’s welfare?
 
   He opened the door to Onen’s cell, thinking of clapping the old man on the back in a small gesture of thanks, when he saw a strange movement through the floor.
 
   They both stopped and stared.   Something like a massive black bird was swooping away from underneath the building.  But it wasn’t a bird at all.
 
   “No,” he uttered, his heart choking him deep in his throat.  “No.”
 
   Seconds later he burst through the door to her cell.
 
   Then he began laughing.  He couldn’t stop.  It was so incredibly ludicrous.
 
   There was a hole in the foot-thick glass floor, and Thorne was gone.
 
   When the delirious snorting finally subsided, he turned to Grebe, who stood behind him with a look of angry disappointment on his face.
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll get her back,” he said, steel in his voice.  “We’re leaving.  Tell Falx to wait, if he hasn’t already left.”
 
   “This time I’ll get what I came for.”
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Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Ember willed her knees not to buckle as Ven’s weight slammed into her left side, their knives clanging together with a jolt that shook her shoulder.
 
   With a grunt, she pushed him back, wrenching herself free of his blade, and springing away.
 
   He staggered back and lowered his guard, as if to take a break, but Ember waited.  He had tricked her before.
 
   “You’re doing better,” he observed, finally retreating to get a drink of water from their packs stashed against the stones.
 
   She lowered her knife.  “Thanks,” she said, coming up right behind him.  He jumped a little, then offered her his water canister.
 
   “How’s your hand?” he asked, as she picked at the tight bandages, now free of the sling.
 
   “Much better,” she replied after slaking her thirst.  “Rekha said there were only two breaks, but it felt like a thousand.”
 
   They sat in amicable silence on the mountainside, just outside of camp, slowly sipping water, and watching the birds dart between the rocks.
 
   Ember wiped the sweat from her face with the bottom of her shirt, then stared out into the wilds beyond the mountainside, eyes boring into the dark shadows between the trees as her heart slowed back down to its regular rhythm.
 
   She had pestered him to spar with her this morning, and he had merely shrugged his shoulders and followed her to the flat place they had found among the rocks.
 
   Perhaps spending time with someone had lightened his spirits—Ember liked to think so, anyway.  He seemed to talk more, and on the rare occasion, a smile would break through his sullen face like a wildflower breaking through craggy stone.
 
   But he still refused to help plan the mission. Though he hadn’t said so yet, Ember thought he wasn’t even going to come with them.
 
   “You going hunting today?” she inquired, taking a swig from the water.
 
   “Mmmh,” he replied, nodding.  Still a man of few words, she thought wryly.
 
   “I want to come,” she said, suddenly deciding.  She was growing tired of studying diagrams with Apex.
 
   “You know I can’t stop you,” he joked.  “I just hope you’re quieter in the woods than Flint.”
 
   She knew she was terrible at keeping quiet in the woods—Sylvia would never let her forget it—but she went anyway.  It would be good for him to have some company, she thought.
 
   He still spent most of his days pulling watch duty or hunting, doing absolutely anything to avoid the plans for the mission.
 
   There was nothing wrong with helping the rebels in such a way, but she knew the reason behind his avoidance, and it went much deeper than it should.
 
   She kept back several paces and let Ven lurk about the woods, doing his Hunter business.  Evidently he found some hare tracks in dried mud, and was attempting to locate the animals.  She kept her dagger out and watched the woods.  Still unable to wield a bow and actually do any hunting, she could at least keep an eye out for Scouts.
 
   When he finally caught two hares, he signaled that they should return to camp.  She fell into step beside him as they trudged back west.
 
   “Are you coming on the mission with us?” she finally blurted.  She wasn’t going to dance around the subject any longer.
 
   There was no change in Ven’s gait, but she saw his shoulders visibly tense at the question.
 
   “Why?” he demanded, voice strained.
 
   “Don’t get mad at me,” she shot back, and they stopped to face each other.
 
   “I—I’m not mad,” he stammered.
 
   “Then don’t snap at me,” she retorted.  “And it’s because I want you to come, that’s why.”  She huffed.  She was never any good at controlling her temper when people got snippy with her.
 
   Ven looked like he had just been struck over the head.  “Oh.”
 
   Then suddenly he grabbed her, tackling her to the ground into a pile of leaves.
 
   She opened her mouth to ask him what in Arcera he was doing, but it was quickly covered by his hand.  How dare he!
 
   “Stop,” he hissed.  “There’s Scouts.”
 
   And her heart plummeted to her gut.  He slid his hand away from her mouth as he saw the understanding in her eyes.
 
   “Where?” she whispered, and, realizing that Ven was still on top of her, “Get off, will you?”
 
   “I can’t,” he breathed in her ear.  “They’re too close, and there’s a wolf with them.”
 
   Ember slowed her breathing, not a difficult thing to do with Ven’s weight on her lungs and belly, she observed.
 
   “Let’s just hope it doesn’t smell us.”
 
   With that, Ember shut her eyes, trying to forcibly shove down the thoughts of what the Scouts had done to Holly, and what she had seen the wolves and mountain lions do to some people.
 
   All she could feel was Ven’s breath on her neck, and their two heartbeats pounding fast.  They were hidden enough in the undergrowth and leaves—she hoped—but if the beast smelled them, they were dead.
 
   After several immeasurably long moments that could have been an hour or a few minutes, she felt Ven’s throat bob as he swallowed, and said, “They’re moving back north.”
 
   Her breath still caught in her chest, she managed a tiny nod.
 
   Eventually, Ven slid off of her when he deemed the patrol was far enough away.  Now that her lungs could expand, Ember’s breath came in quiet gasps.  She couldn’t see where the Scouts were, but Ven twisted himself between the boughs of some undergrowth to watch their progress.
 
   Finally, he rose to a crouch, and held his hand out to help her up.
 
   They slunk away, as quickly as they could, to the south.  Ember made an effort to keep her steps quiet and light as they darted through the trees.  They slowed only when they reached the rocky mountainside.
 
   Without speaking, they silently agreed to stop, collapsing onto the ground to catch their breath.  Ember’s neck was sore from craning it over her shoulder while they had run.  Thankfully, the mountainside was deserted, and they would see any pursuers coming from a long way off.
 
   She looked up to see Ven watching her, and amazingly, he blushed and looked away.  Heat rose to her cheeks when she, too, remembered how they had just spent the better part of half an hour.
 
   Slyly, knowing this might be her best opportunity to do so, she asked, “So, will you come on the mission or not?”
 
   Ven just laughed.
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Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Sylvia slept like the dead.
 
   She jerked awake as soon as she gained a thread of consciousness.  Her eyes snapped open, and she shot straight up in bed—she was in a bed!  She entirely forgot where she was, and for a moment, who she was.
 
   Seconds passed as her heart hammered and she looked around, finally concluding that no, she was not dead.  She was in her room, at home, in Meadowcity.
 
   Waves of calm flooded her, soothing the ever-present strain of worry that felt like a permanent resident in the back of her brain.
 
   And then something else flooded her brain: kissing Atlan Blackwater, his eyes boring into hers with blazing heat.  She lifted her fingers to her mouth, wondering if it had been a dream.
 
   Despite what she had endured in the past few weeks, she smiled, closing her eyes and savoring the feeling of waking in her own bed, and not on the dirty floor of a cell.
 
   She climbed off her bed, and regretted it as soon as she put weight on her feet.  She was bruised all over from the Scouts’ idea of persuasion, and the injuries from the broken glass throbbed painfully as blood rushed faster through her veins.  She steadied herself on the window frame.
 
   Someone had left a pitcher of water on the windowsill, and she drank half of it, straight from the pitcher.  Gasping for air, but her thirst quenched, she scooped up her soft house shoes—had she really thrown them there in the corner only two weeks ago?  Her boots had seen better days, and she felt like she deserved some comfortable shoes after all she’d been through.
 
   When she strapped her long knife to her belt, she felt as if she were donning full-body armor.  The belt sat comfortingly across her hips.  Finally, she had a weapon, finally she could defend herself again.  She grasped the handle reassuringly and took a deep breath.
 
   She paused at the doorway, spotting her tiny silver earlink placed carefully in its box on the shelf.  She realized it was no longer crusted in blood, and for that matter, nor was she.
 
   The villa was quiet, and she wondered how in the world she had gotten here.  The last she remembered, she had been in Skycity, only wishing to be here, and here she had awoken.  How long had she been unconscious?
 
   She had an idea of who to ask.  Panic rapidly boiled her stomach—where was Atlan?  She couldn’t remember a single thing that happened since she had gotten into that thing—the hydrojet he called it.  What if he had left, gone back to Skycity and his responsibilities?  Had she imagined the kiss in her delirium?
 
   She popped the earlink into her ear and connected in an instant—her mind snapping to the side as the earlink gained access to her thoughts, and her thoughts gained control of the link.
 
   Immediately she reached out a tendril of thought.
 
   Atlan?
 
   You’re awake, he linked in reply almost immediately.
 
   Where are you? she asked, the unexplainable panic threatening to boil over.
 
   “Out here,” a voice called from the front of the villa.
 
   With a jolt she swept back the curtain over her doorway, and stuck her head out into the villa.
 
   Atlan Blackwater was in her kitchen.
 
   “Oh,” she said.  The link fell apart as her thoughts dipped away.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked, taking a few strides toward her, as though afraid she might collapse again.
 
   “Loads better,” she answered, and lowered herself onto the bench at the table.  He poured her a glass of water, which she drank, slowly this time.
 
   A bowl of oats appeared in front of her a moment later, and she quirked an eyebrow at him—he seemed rather familiar with her kitchen.
 
   “How long have we been here?”
 
   He sat down beside her as she ate.  She couldn’t help but notice his thigh brush against hers as he settled onto the bench.  “Just a day.  We landed an hour past sunrise yesterday, and you’ve been sleeping since.”
 
   Her mouth popped open in horror.  “But—Greyling, he’ll be coming—”
 
   Atlan reached out a hand to stop her from standing, which was painful anyway, so she sat back down, breath coming quicker.  The realization that Greyling and his army were coming here—again—dawned on her.
 
   “We’ve got time,” he said.  
 
   His hand lingered on her shoulders until he accepted that she wasn’t getting up again.  The warmth from his fingers spread across her shoulders and warmed her cheeks. 
 
   “Eat,” he ordered, and went to fetch her some honey.
 
   So she ate.  The food and water did more than fill her belly.  A fog she hadn’t realized was over her brain began to lift, and her body seemed less sluggish, less hollow.
 
   A curious warmth was blooming in her chest, too, as Atlan handed her a napkin and then cleared her dishes, not letting her move until she had finished every morsel and drop.
 
   When her mouth was no longer occupied with food, she opened it to resume questioning him, but before she could get out a word, the front door burst open, and she saw a dark blur streak toward her.
 
   Left hand already reaching toward her knife, she froze when the blur slammed into her.  Long black hair tickled her arm, and two skinny arms flung themselves wide around her waist.
 
   “Sonia!” she murmured, redirecting her reach to encompass her sister in a hug.  She closed her eyes and buried her nose in her sister’s hair.
 
   “Are you okay?” Sonia asked, pulling away and eying Sylvia’s many bandages and bruises.
 
   Sylvia nodded.  “I’m fine,” she assured her.
 
   Sonia’s lack of further questions was almost alarming—her sister must know what was going on already.  Did the rest of Meadowcity?
 
   “We’ll get through this,” Sylvia affirmed, holding Sonia by the shoulders.  The girl nodded seriously, making Sylvia’s lips twitch up in a smile.
 
   A sliver of light fell across the table as Sylvia’s mother Adeline opened the front door, brushing her hands on the skirts of her dress.  Lark followed, a large basket of early lettuce swinging from an arm.
 
   At that moment, Sylvia’s walls broke.  Tears sprang to her eyes, taking in the sight of her family, who for weeks now she thought she might never see again.  Atlan put a light hand on her shoulder, and she dashed away the wetness from her eyelashes.
 
   She shoved aside the thoughts of Greyling, and of the coming battle—stuffed them into a box in her mind, where she would come back later and hack them to pieces.  In their absence, she basked in the light of her family, and of Atlan Blackwater, who had come to rescue her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    [image: Description: Seal_Meadow] 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   She blocked us from linking.”
 
   Sylvia raised an eyebrow at Atlan, sitting on the bench next to her, his long legs stretched out in front of him.  It was an effort not to reach out and touch him when he looked at her with such intensity in his eyes—as he was doing now.
 
   “Why would she do something like that?” Sylvia asked, busying her hands with a canister of tea her mother had given her.  She closed her eyes in bliss as the warm liquid slipped down her throat.  Such simple things had become luxuries since her incarceration.  The bath she had taken hours ago still had her in a happy stupor.
 
   Atlan huffed in irritation.  “I can’t explain anything she does,” he muttered.  “But it makes sense.  The distance isn’t a problem for the link—and it works now, now that I’ve got a new earlink.”
 
   Over the last hour they had sat gazing at the lake in the center of Meadowcity, talking about what had happened since the Trials.  Sylvia had begged to hear about the escape from Seascape on the hydrojet and how he had learned of her kidnapping, and she listened open-mouthed when he had explained how the jet worked.
 
   “Where’s the jet now?” she wondered, not wishing to dwell on Lady Naomi’s many mysterious motives.
 
   She hadn’t seen it on their walk to the lake, only the comforting view of Meadowcity’s mossy villas scattered inside the circle of the treewall.  From her brief sight of it, she knew the jet wasn’t something she would miss.
 
   “Out in the wilds,” he answered, craning around to look southeast, as if he could see across the city and through the treewall.  “We couldn’t land in the city, but we hid it well enough yesterday.”
 
   Sylvia nodded, and Atlan answered her next question before she even asked it.
 
   “I can monitor its security vids from here, in case anyone tries to get too close to it.”
 
   She had been turning ideas over in her head all morning how the hydrojet might figure into their plans for the inevitable battle with the Scouts.  “So, it’s like a really big drone?”
 
   He smiled, gazing out over the lake now.  “In some ways,” he agreed.
 
   She gasped, suddenly remembering something that had lurked in the back of her mind since waking.
 
   “My drone!” she exclaimed, yanking up the sleeve of her light sweater to access her datastrands.  “I forgot all about it!”
 
   Power already flowed through the connection between earlink and datawoven thread, and now she reached her awareness out into the city, then into the wilds beyond, searching for her drone with an outstretched link.  Atlan waited quietly, and the weight of his eyes on her was almost like a healing balm.
 
   Twice, she had to let the searching link drop, the effort to send it out making her dizzy.  The second time, she leaned back on the bench and closed her eyes.
 
   Cool fingers were at her temples, and her eyes fluttered open to see Atlan on one knee before her.  Heart hammering in her chest, she had known deep down that she hadn’t imagined that kiss on top of the jet, but the reality of Atlan Blackwater here, now, made her head spin.
 
   She opened her mouth, then closed it, forgetting all about her drone.
 
   Slowly, he released his fingers from her temples, then rested them on her knees, their weight heavy and reassuring.
 
   “You know,” Sylvia began, reaching her own hands to meet his in a movement that made her heart flutter.  “I didn’t need you to come rescue me,” she said.
 
   “Really.”  A small smile played at his lips.
 
   “I was doing just fine,” she added loftily, now twining her fingers in his.  “Could have gotten out all by myself.”
 
   He finally dissolved into laughter, and came back to sit next to her on the bench.
 
   “I know you didn’t need rescuing, Sylvia,” he looked at her sidelong now.  “But I wanted to do it.”
 
   He must have looked directly into her thoughts then, because he leaned forward and kissed her.
 
   Her eyes melted shut, and her heart broke through her chest, reaching out to his. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   “So, do you think the drone’s broken?” she asked, a little while later as Atlan handed back her tea.  “And that’s why I can’t find it?”
 
   The sun had slipped behind the clouds after it had reached its high point, and a slight breeze made Sylvia roll her sweater sleeves back down.
 
   Atlan chewed his lip in what she thought was an unfairly attractive manner.  “I don’t think so.  They’re meant to be unbreakable.  But we can ask Emrick—he’s the one with the internship in Observation, he knows a lot more about them than I do.”
 
   “I almost forgot they were here!” laughed Sylvia.  Her life in Seascape always seemed so separate from Meadowcity, so different.  Yet Atlan’s presence here felt completely normal.
 
   She wondered at the small smile seemingly pasted to her face.  Despite the memories of the past few weeks, and the fear of the oncoming battle, the smile stayed.
 
   Giving in to the furious rumbling of her stomach, they returned to the villa.  She ate lunch ravenously, not even taking heed of Atlan or her mother and sister until she was full.  She didn’t know if she’d ever stop being hungry after her stint in Skycity.
 
   Knowing they might only have a few days until Greyling and his Scouts could arrive, Sylvia insisted they go talk to Emrick after lunch.  It was time she put Lady Naomi’s gift to work.
 
   Taking the sweets her mother shoved into their hands, they headed out the door.  Sylvia paused after only one step.
 
   “Where’s Emrick and the others staying?” she asked, eyebrows furrowed.  She had already found out that Atlan had been boarded with the Charwood’s in the villa next door.  Meadowcity was bursting with refugees from both Lightcity and Riftcity, but she had no idea where the others might have gone.
 
   Atlan chuckled.  “Good question.  I’ll ask.”
 
   Sylvia smiled as she watched Atlan’s eyes go unfocused while he undoubtedly sent a link to Emrick.  It was certainly a strange thing to watch, especially here in Meadowcity.
 
   “He’s actually over at the hydrojet now,” Atlan said, having concluded his inner conversation.
 
   Her heart rose.  She couldn’t wait to see it again—she hadn’t seen much of it when she had been inside the first time.
 
   Sylvia led him to the path by the treewall, pointing out various villas and shops as they went.  Atlan almost never took his eyes off the treewall, fascinated by the way the tree trunks were squeezed together.  
 
   Besides the occasional creak of a board overhead alerting them to the Defenders on the parapet above, it could have been an ordinary day in Meadowcity.  With Atlan Blackwater at her side, and the hydrojet to which they were heading, it was anything but.
 
   They were nearing the Citizen’s Hall and gate when Sylvia heard someone call her name.  She turned to see Neve hurtling down the path toward her.
 
   Catching herself at the last moment, Neve stopped from slamming Sylvia into a hug when she saw all the injuries.  She skidded to a halt, eyes wide, her long black hair swinging merrily over her shoulders.
 
   “Sylvia, you’re okay!” she gushed, encircling Sylvia in a gentler hug than she had originally intended.
 
   “I’m all right,” she replied, now studying Neve’s face.  They beamed at each other.
 
   “I heard you came back the other night, with a bunch of people—what happened?” her gaze roved curiously over Atlan.
 
   “This is Atlan Blackwater,” Sylvia offered in response to Neve’s gaze.  “Atlan, meet my friend Neve Stoughton.” She paused, remembering.  “She’s the one who came to Seascape with me...”
 
   A knowing look flickered across his face, followed by an apologetic grimace as he reached out to grasp Neve’s hand.
 
   “I’m sorry for what she...for what happened,” he said.
 
   Sylvia was sorry too—she still had nightmares about getting electrocuted on the shore across from Seascape and waking in a dark cell.  But Lady Blackwater hadn’t kicked her out of the city quite so swiftly as she did Neve.
 
   Neve shrugged.  “Not your fault,” she offered, then twisted her head back the way she came.  “I should get back—I told Falcon I’d be right back, his boots are kind of stuck to the floor.  Don’t ask,” she said in answer to Sylvia’s bemused expression.
 
   “It’s for the armor!” she called over her shoulder as she jogged back toward the shop.  “I’ll show you later!”
 
   Beaming, Sylvia turned back to the perimeter path, Atlan by her side.
 
   The gate wasn’t much further.  They had no trouble convincing the Gate Keepers to open the heavy doors and let them out—the arrival of the hydrojet had certainly not gone unnoticed by the keepers of the gate, and it had them all peering out into the wilds at every chance they could get.
 
   Curious glances followed them out, but no one said a word, all becoming tongue-tied by the presence of Atlan, knowing where he came from and what he represented.
 
   Sylvia’s left hand rested on her blade, feeling slightly wrong, while the bandaged one swung at her side.  The suddenness of being out in the open heightened her senses with a wave of awareness.  She was keen to teach a lesson to any Scout before they had a chance to creep up on her ever again.
 
   The woods smelled like rain, and their footsteps were quiet on the damp leaves.
 
   They picked their way through the pathless wilds at an easy pace, in comfortable silence.  It wasn’t until Atlan flung an arm out in front of her that she stopped.
 
   She turned to look at him, and his face cracked into a grin.
 
   “We were wondering when you two would stop by,” a voice said. 
 
   Emrick stepped out from behind a tree—no, Sylvia realized, a darkened hatch complete with stairs, leading into...nothing.  An open hatch surrounded by untouched forest.
 
   Noting the completely dumbstruck look on her face, Atlan put a hand on her shoulder blade, and said, “It’s cloaked.  If you squint and tilt your head, you should see the outline of the jet.”
 
   And she did.  And she grinned too.
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Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Ember hurtled back toward the rebel camp, her feet fast on the trail worn into the mountainside.  An unseasonably cold breeze pushed back at her, and the warmth of the sun disappeared as enormous grey clouds swallowed it whole.
 
   She dodged around the last rock and burst into camp.  Flint, Rekha, and Ven were talking to Apex around an unlit fire, and they looked up in alarm at her sudden appearance.  Apex’s hand was at his sword and he had half-risen to meet her.
 
   “They’ve left,” she panted.  “Falx took a load of Scouts out of the city.  I watched the whole lot of them moving east while I was hiding in a tree.”
 
   “East?” Apex repeated, sinking back onto the bench, his hand still unconsciously gripping the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Meadowcity,” Ven said heavily.  “Again?”
 
   Still a little out of breath, Ember spied a water canister by Ven’s leg, and grabbed it as she sat down next to him.  Having had to put up with Ven’s taunting for her lack of stealth in the woods, she’d gone for a walk.  Not intending on staying out very long, she hadn’t brought any supplies with her.  She gulped the water thirstily.
 
   Everyone was silent.  She didn’t want to say what they were all thinking, but the words came out of her mouth anyway.  “He must be leading them there for a second try.  And since he’s already got his boats...”  She clamped her mouth shut.
 
   They were going to destroy the city.
 
   Without thinking, she laid a hand on Ven’s arm, and he met her eyes.  “If you want to go, you should,” she said.
 
   His eyes widened, but he just stared at her.  His lips parted, and there was something in his gaze—
 
   “We do it tonight, then,” Apex said, startling everyone gathered.
 
   Rekha opened her mouth once but then closed it.  Flint was dumbstruck.
 
   “Are we ready?” Rekha asked, turning to Apex.
 
   The great man sighed, and Rekha took his hand.  “I’ll need to run a last check on the equipment, but it could be done...” he paused with a look of deep concern across his face.  “We’ll have to hold another meeting and go over the assignments one last time.”
 
   “I’ll send Luna to Meadowcity,” Ember interjected, “So they know what’s coming.”
 
   One by one they left the fireside.  Apex and Rekha split up, Apex heading for the equipment, and Rekha for the rest of the camp, to spread the word.
 
   Her mind reeling, Ember muttered something about finding Luna, and left, but Ven caught up with her a moment later.
 
   “I’m staying,” he said.  “We have a real chance to overthrow what’s left of the Scouts.  I’ll be here.  I’ll be on the mission.”
 
   Her heart rose, beating out the same rhythm it had while she had run here.
 
   “Now, what was that about you being in a tree?” he asked, a wicked grin at his lips.
 
   Ember burst into a peel of laughter, and turned away, her long hair flowing across her shoulders.  “That’s none of your business,” she retorted with a snicker.
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Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   They followed Emrick into the hydrojet.
 
   “We’ve been doing some looking about,” he remarked, pointing out features of the jet as if giving a tour.  
 
   Sylvia knew it was mostly for the benefit of Atlan, who seemed to understand more of it than she did.  Emrick’s voice echoed off the metal grates and illuminated panels of the jet’s interior.  While he plowed on about hydrogen, fuel-recycling and burn-off rates, Sylvia’s mind was whirring with ideas.
 
   Once she could locate her drone, they could track down Greyling, and see how close he and the Scouts were to Meadowcity.  She had no doubt that he would come here when he discovered she was missing, with an unexplainable gaping hole in the glass floor of her cell.  Her mouth twisted into a grin as she pictured the look on Greyling’s face when he saw it.
 
   She could see that his wrath toward her and Seascape had become mingled—too many times had Meadowcity thwarted his indescribable need for conquering the fifth city.
 
   With a pang, she remembered her conversations with Onen, and she knew it was pointless to try and decipher what made Greyling attack his fellow cities.  He was driven by something more than want or need—something like madness.  All she could do now was try and predict his next move.
 
   Sylvia’s overwhelming dread of the oncoming battle was slowly being replaced with excitement as she followed Atlan through the hydrojet. 
 
   With the help of Atlan and their fellow initiates—not to mention the technological monstrosity of the hydrojet—she thought they had a fighting chance this time.  Not just to beat back Greyling, but defeat him for good.  She couldn’t let another tragedy like Lightcity happen, nor the struggle that faced Riftcity.  It all had to stop.
 
   Their tour ended at the bridge, where Alice, Talia and Lena were gathered around what looked to be a control panel.  The bridge was rather empty, save for the control panel in front of the enormous window looking out into the wilds.  Alice, Talia and Lena looked up at their approach, and Emrick’s words and their footsteps stopped echoing as they entered the silver-paneled room.
 
   Sylvia’s face cracked into a genuine smile when Talia actually came to hug her, followed after a moment’s hesitation by Lena and Alice.
 
   “Where’s Colin?” Atlan asked.
 
   “Up on the wall,” Lena replied.  “Checking out the defenses.”  She bit her lip, but didn’t say anything else.
 
   Sylvia gravitated toward the control panel, suddenly feeling out of place.  She hadn’t interacted with any of the other initiates outside the Trials—except Atlan of course—so she had no idea what they were actually like.  The five of them risking their lives to help save her brought a wave of emotion flooding up from her heart.
 
   Lena and Talia flopped onto the cushioned bench at the rear of the bridge, taking a break from whatever they had been doing up at the control panel.  Alice leaned against a wall, arms across her chest.  Sylvia met Atlan’s eyes, and he gave her a quick smile.
 
   “Emrick,” he said.  “Do you think you could help Sylvia find her drone?”
 
   “I—I lost it,” she admitted haltingly.  “When I was taken,” she added, not wanting to lose all credibility in having so quickly lost what must be a priceless artifact.
 
   “We can find it,” Emrick said easily, sinking into a chair at the control panel.  Sylvia stood there watching as he slid his fingers across the exposed datastrands, weaving in a tentative dance.  She was about to ask what he was doing when he spun around in the chair and away from the panel.
 
   “Easy.  What’s the reg number?”
 
   “‘Reg number’?” she repeated, going a little red.
 
   “Er, the drone’s identifying number—isn’t that how you connect to it?”
 
   Her eyebrows still creased together in confusion, she shook her head, keenly aware of the girls in the back of the bridge.
 
   “How do you connect to it then?” Emrick asked, more out of professional curiosity this time.
 
   “Well, I link to it,” she answered.
 
   Emrick cocked his head.  “Isn’t that hard to maintain?”
 
   Sylvia could feel her face heating up.  She shrugged, mouth clamped shut.  Already feeling like an idiot for losing the drone, she didn’t appreciate Emrick’s inquisition.
 
   “How would we know the reg number?” Atlan interceded.
 
   “Well, they’re marked on the drone itself, but maybe...” Emrick thought for a moment.
 
   Sylvia had an idea.  “It came with a looking-glass, when she gave it to me.  Would there be anything on there?”
 
   She dug her hand into the pack she had brought with her, searching for the smooth rectangle she kept carefully tucked inside a pocket.  Amelia and Vince had thankfully gathered up her belongings after she had been abducted by the Scouts, and with a start, she realized she hadn’t seen them since waking.
 
   Emrick took the offered looking-glass and muttered, “They might have stored the data on here,” as his fingers slid across the smooth surface, bringing it to life.
 
   Sylvia crossed her arms and looked down at Atlan’s feet.
 
   Quite suddenly, those feet moved toward hers, and he wrapped his arms around her.
 
   It’s all right, he linked to her.  We’ll find it.
 
   Her eyes darted over his shoulder to the girls at the back of the bridge.  Lena and Alice grinned at her, and Talia actually gave her a wink.
 
   Wondering how her face could possibly turn even more red, she buried her face in Atlan’s shoulder until Emrick spoke again.
 
   “Er, no, it’s not on here,” Emrick concluded, and Sylvia’s heart sank as she and Atlan slid apart.
 
   “But I think I know how we can find it.  Before you two got here, we were just thinking about going for a ride.” 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   They were flying.
 
   Even though they had already been up in the skies for over an hour, Sylvia still couldn’t get over it.
 
   She was glued to the window at the front of the bridge, gazing out at the treetops far below.  They soared over the wilds, the empty spaces looking so peaceful from high above.
 
   Beside her, Atlan was running a program through the hydrojet’s datastrands while Emrick piloted the jet.  They were using the jet’s more capable link system to search for the drone in the wilds below.
 
   So far they had found neither drone nor any sign of Greyling’s army.  Sometimes Emrick dipped the jet low over open fields, or swooped between hills, much to the enjoyment of Lena, Talia and Alice.
 
   “Colin’s going to be so mad we left without him,” Lena said after a while, peering out the wide window.
 
   “Not our fault,” Talia laughed, elbows propped on the ledge.  “He was too busy playing with swords last time I linked with him.”
 
   Sylvia was glad the hydrojet was an unfamiliar joy to all of them, and not just her.  She had forgotten what it had been like in Seascape, when she felt like an outsider, not understanding their technology and wonders.  But she was learning.
 
   That was one of the things Lady Naomi had admired about her, she recalled.  It was one of the reasons—she and Atlan believed—that the Lady was content to watch as Sylvia was kidnapped, just to see how Sylvia would react, and save herself.
 
   The tousle-haired head of the Lady’s son turned toward her, and she grinned.  He had saved her.  Their friends had saved her.  What would the Lady think of that?
 
   “We’ll have to head back soon,” Sylvia said after a while, noting the sun’s position near the horizon.  They were all to meet with Gero and the war council that evening.  It would be hard to report without any information on Greyling’s position, but defenses were being readied nonetheless.
 
   Her heart sank a little further when Emrick turned the jet back toward Meadowcity, but then Atlan reached out and smacked her lightly on the leg.  Puzzled, she looked down and saw him holding a stiff finger on the surface of her portable looking-glass, which was showing...
 
   …Sylvia, Lena and Talia all standing dumbstruck inside the hydrojet.  
 
   Sylvia’s head snapped up.  A small black bird hovered in front of the window.  He had found her drone.
 
   Emrick paused in his ministrations at the jet’s datastrands.
 
   “Try linking,” Atlan murmured, his concentration focused on his own connection with the drone.
 
   Without hesitation, Sylvia sent out a bright coil of light from her mind’s eye, and immediately made contact with the drone.
 
   She bobbed it up and down, just to be sure.
 
   “Got it,” she said, grinning at the others.
 
   “Let’s go then,” Emrick replied, and sent the jet back toward Meadowcity.  Sylvia trailed the drone below, at a far slower pace.
 
   She regretfully led the others back to the gate once Emrick had landed and enabled the jet’s cloaking device.  With a lurch of her stomach she realized that she was the only one who was armed out of all six of them.  That would have to change.
 
   They reached the gate without incident, and Sylvia’s drone bobbed above them, her mind’s eye watching them from above and searching nearby for any danger.
 
   But the wilds were empty; there was no sight of man or animal.  She suspected the enormous jet landing in their midst had something to do with the lack of bird song.
 
   Once inside the city, Sylvia took a moment to let her drone land, and asked Emrick to show her how to properly connect with it.  They had no time to waste in sending it back out to find Greyling.
 
   Talia, Alice and Lena went in search of Colin on the wall, and were allowed up on the parapet with little question from Bolt, who was guarding the inside of the gate.  Bolt turned his questioning gaze to Sylvia, who sat huddled on the grass with Atlan and Emrick, all three fiddling with the drone.  She gave the Gate Keeper a smile, inwardly laughing at Bolt’s sudden shyness at strangers.
 
   Emrick carefully turned the drone over.  “Here it is,” he said, a finger on the small panel bearing several numbers.
 
   Sylvia glanced at the number sequence, and balked.
 
   “Store it in your datastrands,” Emrick said with a smile, correctly interpreting her expression.
 
   Proud that she didn’t have to ask either of them how to do so, she made a note in her datastrands, having taught herself as much on her way home from Seascape over a month ago.
 
   “Now, reach out a link, but use the numbers as your anchor.  Focus on them, repeat them,” Emrick instructed.
 
   Out of instinct, she closed her eyes, focusing on the string of numbers now seeming to glow across the inside of her eyelids.  With her intentions focused on the numbers, she repeated them over and over, then sent out a silver strand of awareness.
 
   It happened with a snap so fast she felt as if she were connecting to a second earlink.  Her eyes flashed open, keenly aware of her new connection with the drone.
 
   “You got it,” Emrick said, grinning.  “I told you it was easy.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed, but she maneuvered the drone upward with her thoughts—not even having to use her datastrands to give it commands.
 
   “Connecting with the reg number does all the work for you; it’s like a direct line to the drone.  I can even show you how to set an automatic flight pattern, if you want.”
 
   The sight of Colin, Lena, Talia and Alice approaching made her realize they would soon be late for the meeting with the war council.
 
   “I would love that,” she told Emrick.
 
   The three rose to meet the others on the stone path leading to the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   Sylvia sent the black bird straight up in the air with them.  With a thought, it hurtled northward, in search of the oncoming storm.
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Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The war council crowded into Gero’s office instead of one of the more spacious meeting rooms.  Atlan understood the Governor’s want for discretion on a day like today.  People were afraid.
 
   He and Sylvia perched themselves on a low cabinet against the side wall, and waited for the remaining people to filter in.  Alice, Emrick and Talia found places beside them, and Colin and Lena leaned against the wall.
 
   Atlan only recognized a few faces in the room; Neve and Sylvia’s father Lark were the only ones whose names he knew besides the Governor’s.  Lark had gotten here early enough to claim a chair at Gero’s table, and had his nose buried in a well-creased map as he waited.
 
   By his side, Sylvia had her eyes half-closed as she no doubt maneuvered her drone far out in the wilds, searching for the army.
 
   Several glass lamps glowed cheerfully in their brackets hung from the wood-paneled walls.  The sky had grown dark with a coming storm.
 
   Atlan was keenly aware of Sylvia’s leg resting gently against his, and he wondered if she, too felt the warmth radiating off of their touch.
 
   It was then that Gero called everyone’s attention by shutting the door with a snap.
 
   The Governor toddled up to his desk, walking as if he was used to bearing more weight, yet was suddenly without it.  Atlan watched him tuck his hands into his waistcoat pockets to stop himself from fidgeting with the ring on his left hand.
 
   Gero looked at his chair as if he might sit, then decided against it, and instead offered the seat to the closest person without one.
 
   He rocked onto his toes, and began.  “The time is finally upon us,” he said to the silent room, packed though it was with people.  “Greyling and his army are headed our way—something we are in the process of verifying.”  His and a few others’ eyes flicked toward Sylvia, who still sat as if in meditation, her mind soaring across the wilds, searching.
 
   “We believe he intends to advance toward Seascape after striking here.  He would no doubt fail in the fifth city, but we can’t let him take any more lives on his way to his own destruction.  Which is why I wish to focus this meeting on defense, as we have always done.”
 
   Voices broke out then, and Gero’s face showed no surprise.  It was clear that many in the war council favored the opposite, and Atlan silently agreed with them.
 
   “What use is defense at a time like this?” a gruff Hunter called.  “Even with a handful of those explosives, they could raze the city to the ground.  We were lucky last time—there’s nothing stopping them now.”  Roars of both agreement and disapproval followed the Hunter’s words, but he spoke no more.
 
   Then a woman stood, drawing the room’s eyes.  “A lot of you have only heard of what he did in Riftcity,” she paused, letting the chatter die down.  “But if you’d seen it, you’d want to strike them down long before they’re at your door.”
 
   Atlan had seen it on the vids at home—of what happened in Riftcity, and the destruction of Lightcity.  He couldn’t help but think that Meadowcity would burn much faster.
 
   The woman continued.  “Before the war, I was a Hunter.  The only thing I ever killed were beasts in the wilds, and never for sport.”
 
   “These Scouts,” she spat it like a dirty swear word.  “Kill and maim for fun.  In the name of Greyling’s quest, for some—some twisted unification.  And when they took our city, it didn’t matter who I was or what I was capable of.  Their wolves and mountain lions didn’t care if you were human or animal.  The Scouts would just let them rip out your throat if you stepped out of line.”
 
   All whispers had ceased, and she lowered her voice, aware of her audience’s rapt attention.  “We can’t let them touch Meadowcity.  It’s the last clean place we have.”
 
   Even Gero was speechless.
 
   Lark though, cleared his throat, and glanced politely at the Riftcity woman, who sat, indicating she was done.  Lark remained seated, but his deep voice echoed throughout the office without hesitation.
 
   “Meadowcity is my home,” he began, for the benefit of anyone who didn’t know.  “The weapons Greyling has created—man, beast, explosive—cannot be allowed back inside, I completely agree.”
 
   “I’ve seen what’s left of a man who crosses the path of a wolf out in the wilds; I’ve lost many fellow Riders to those beasts, and those were the wild ones.”
 
   “Yes, death is a part of life, but I’m sure not every Scout deserves it.  We cannot know all of the ways Greyling has coerced his army, and we cannot judge an entire group of people based on the actions of a few.  We cannot kill without knowing the cost.”
 
   “If we take the right precautions—”
 
   And on and on the argument went.  The more Atlan listened, the tighter the knot twisted inside his stomach.
 
   He surveyed the room again. Wood.  Everything was made of wood in Meadowcity, with the exception of this one building made of stone.
 
   It would all burn.
 
   He swallowed.  If Greyling was coming here as a last ditch effort before attempting to invade Seascape, he didn’t need these people, as he had in the past.  He would spare no one.
 
   Atlan couldn’t see how their defenses—patrols, archers, traps, and barricades—would stop the oncoming army.  Valiant though their efforts at defense might be, he didn’t have the heart to offer his true opinion.  But they had to do something to protect Sylvia’s home.
 
   Even with the hydrojet, they wouldn’t be able to provide much help.  The jet had no weapons that they knew of.  It was the reason Seascape even had the jets in the first place—all of the fighting jets had been taken and used during the last of the world wars.
 
   He found himself reaching for Sylvia, and his hand on her thigh made her snap out of her stupor and look at him with deep concern.  What’s wrong? she linked to him.
 
   He shook his head in answer.
 
   She reached out then, and took his hand in hers.  He smiled, swallowing past the knot in his stomach.
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Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   The sky had grown dark early, and heavy grey clouds rolled thickly in from the south.  The wind smelled of wild abandon, of metal, of electricity.  It smelled of that intangible scent of an oncoming storm.
 
   Ember tightened her grip on the knife in her left hand and darted toward Ven, trying to get through a hole in his defense.
 
   The opening she had spotted was closed so quickly she realized too late it was a trap, and she whirled to face him.
 
   After sending off Luna to warn Meadowcity with a hastily written note, complete with as many wishes for their safety as they could cram onto the paper, Ember and Ven had begun to spar to pass the time until dark.
 
   Apex and Flint were doing a final safety check on the equipment, but Ember thought it was more out of nerves than anything.  They had checked it five times already since lunch.
 
   Sparring with Ven had done wonders to take her mind off things, but it did little to dispel the energy coursing through her veins, somehow fueled by the hint of electricity in the air.
 
   “I hope this doesn’t amount to anything,” Ember wished aloud, indicating the roiling clouds with the tip of her knife.
 
   Ven grunted.  “I think it’s going to be hard whether its storming or not.”
 
   She chuckled nervously.
 
   They only had a few hours left until they would leave camp, and enter Riftcity.
 
   She wondered what it was like inside the city now, with most of the Scouts gone.  From what they had witnessed in the past, it would be much the same as before.  The citizens were too scared to do anything for fear of retaliation.  But they could change that.
 
   Everything was in place, the supplies gathered, weapons sharpened.  What tools they couldn’t steal from Riftcity, they had already gotten from Meadowcity weeks ago.
 
   The hair was standing at the back of her neck, and she awkwardly tugged on a light coat she had tossed aside earlier.  Her hand was mostly healed, but she had kept the tight bandage on for Rekha’s benefit, who kept fretting over her.
 
   Though they were on the mountainside away from the rift, they heard an eerie howl tear through it, courtesy of the wind.
 
   “Maybe the storm’ll be good cover,” she suggested, more to herself than to Ven.
 
   He grunted again.
 
   Her nerves at the oncoming mission, and the electricity of the storm in the air made her jump up a few times, bouncing on the balls of her feet.   She hefted her knife at Ven in challenge.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   He stood, blade raised.  “Ready.”
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Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   That night, Atlan and Sylvia went to the hydrojet.  He got a good look at the two places in the treewall where those explosive orbs had been used when Greyling had been here before, and it did nothing to loosen the knot in his stomach.
 
   The sky had grown dark early, making the wilds even more eerie.  He put a hand on the sword Sylvia had helped him acquire.
 
   He felt useless in his efforts to help.  He and the others from Seascape had given advice at the war council on some defense tactics they thought might work, but none of them wanted to publicly disagree with Sylvia and the Governor.  And it wasn’t as if they could get any help from Seascape.
 
   Emrick and Alice were up at the bridge when they went inside the jet.  Alice was learning how to pilot the hydrojet, since she said she had no desire to remain on the ground and fight, if it came to it.  Atlan couldn’t blame her, the slight girl was hardly built to carry a bag of groceries, let alone help assemble barricades, and at worst—fighting.
 
   But none of them wanted to leave.  Atlan had sought out each of them privately since landing with Sylvia, and they had all said they were going to stay and help, to see this through to the end.  Even Lena, who had scoffed, acting offended that Atlan doubted her.  Their support seemed to have inspired many of the citizens, and rallied even more volunteers to help set up the defenses.  At least their presence had done that.
 
   Yet for some reason, memories of the vids Atlan had seen of Lightcity’s destruction kept popping into his brain.
 
   He and Sylvia found a cabin with a large looking-glass they could use to watch her drone vids on.  For over an hour, they sat on the couch in the small cabin, watching the live feed.
 
   They both saw it at the same time, and straightened up out of their comfortable slouches on the couch.  Sylvia brought the drone in closer.
 
   “They went to Riftcity,” she murmured.  “To get more Scouts.  That’s why I couldn’t find them.”
 
   “And the rest of the explosives?”  Atlan asked.
 
   “That’s probably what they’re carrying in those packs,” she said, getting to her feet.  “I’ve got to go talk to Gero.  There’s no way we can defend—I’ve got an idea—I just hope we can do it in time!”
 
   Without explaining any further, she dashed from the cabin.  
 
   What could they do for all these people? he wondered.  They couldn’t evacuate with the hydrojet; they could only fit about twenty people in it at a time.  He didn’t even know where they would go.
 
   He pushed himself off the couch and headed for the bridge to tell the others about the army.
 
   Later that night he found out what Sylvia had run off to talk to Gero about.  As he sat talking with the others in the hydrojet, she sent him a link, asking him to come to the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   She met him in the foyer and led him through a series of hallways and clearly unused spaces until they squeezed down a narrow stairway.  A second stairway led from the room at the bottom, and she explained her idea.
 
   “He could be here as early as tomorrow, or the next day,” Sylvia concluded.
 
   It was the best they had.
 
   Without any help from Seascape, there was nothing else they could do against Greyling’s forces, besides evacuate.  People had already started gathering in the Citizen’s Hall as word spread.  Her father was gathering a small group of Riders to help lead the refugees out into the wilds.
 
   Lady Naomi’s offer of help at the Trials had been a joke.  A single drone for Sylvia, so they could sit and watch the oncoming doom.  He was ashamed to be her son.
 
   He tried to think of what Seascape would do in this situation, but the island already had more defenses in place than they even needed—things that would drop an assailant before they got within sighting distance of the island.
 
   Dinner with the Thornes was deadly quiet.  Even Sylvia’s little sister had lost her spark, and sat toying with her food.
 
   Tomorrow.  If they came tomorrow, would it be enough time?
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Forty
 
    
 
   I can hate myself for it later, Atlan told himself.
 
   Night had settled over Meadowcity, and he walked straight past the villa he was lodging in and made for the path by the treewall.  It was then that it began to rain.
 
   He had already walked around the entire city once, the ancient trees of the wall a steady presence at his side.  But not steady enough.
 
   He would hate himself.  For a very, very long time.
 
   Tiny droplets still fell from the sky, already having soaked through his clothes an hour ago.  Finally, he stopped walking, and crouched to sit at the edge of the wooden walkway, somewhere in the farming quarter.  A breeze blew through the plantings, making them rustle like a hundred people whispering in the dark.
 
   Already connected to his earlink, he reached out a thought to that hated individual, that woman who might actually be able to help.  His mother.
 
   He shuddered at the thought, and suddenly she was inside his head.
 
   My dear son, she crooned over the link.  How nice of you to contact me.
 
   He braced himself.
 
   How’s Meadowcity? she asked sardonically.
 
   He didn’t know what to say.  It wasn’t often that he stole a hydrojet, left home for a week, then needed to speak with her.
 
   I want to make a bargain with you, he said finally.
 
   Indeed?  And what do you have to bargain with, my dear, besides a jet which belongs to me?
 
   He bit his lip, hard.  You know Meadowcity is preparing for a last stand, he began.  They need help.  Real help, from Seascape.
 
   Blood was in his mouth as he bit his lip harder, forcing the words through the link.  I will take the serum, and do what you say—rule Seascape when the time comes.  If you protect them.
 
   There was silence in his thoughts.  Then finally—
 
   You would give up a life with her, to save her city?
 
   And he realized his mother knew a lot more about him than he thought she did.  He looked up at the rain falling from the black clouds overhead, waiting for her answer.
 
   It will be done, she said, and closed the link.
 
   He didn’t go back to bed for a very long time.
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Forty-One
 
    
 
   Though she was now soaking wet, Ember had to admit that the storm was a good thing.
 
   A jolt went through her as another crack of lightning rent the air, and the following thunder rumbled deep through the earth.  The edge of the rift was not a comforting place to be while a storm raged over it.
 
   The remaining Scouts had already hurried their captives back inside the Citizen’s Hall before the storm broke, so as not to suffer too much wetness themselves.
 
   The gatehouse was a tiny pinprick of light from their position on the west face of the rift.  The rest of the city was dark.
 
   An eerie purple sky boiled above them, turning it into a truly spectacular summer storm.  Sheets of rain poured upon them, but the sound of their hammers pounding spikes into the cliff went unheard in the night.  She only hoped the wind wouldn’t interfere with what they had to do.
 
   What I wouldn’t give for one of those earlinks Sylvia has, Ember thought.  Once dark had fallen—early, thanks to the storm—the others had dispersed to their assigned locations, each with their orders.  She and Ven were all alone.  If something went wrong elsewhere, they wouldn’t know until it was too late.
 
   She reached up under her hood to wipe her face, then gave the last bolt a final strike, and with a clang, it was in.
 
   Ven handed her the first length of rope, which she began fastening to the bolt with an intricate knot Apex had taught her.  A knot she had been practicing for weeks.  A knot she had woken up several times in the middle of the night dreaming she was tying.
 
   The wet rope was hard to manipulate, but after a few tries, she got it.  She yanked on it, hard.  Ven had already dropped the second coil of rope next to the other bolt, a short distance away.  She repeated the knot, this time foreseeing the trouble the wet rope would give her, and working with it.  Another hard yank, and it was secure.
 
   Already wearing their climbing gear, Ember hooked Ven onto his rope first.  They didn’t need to talk, having drilled this tens of times during the past week.  Ember was glad he hadn’t left, though her heart felt split in two for what might happen to Meadowcity when the Scouts got there.
 
   Nerves jangling, it took a few tries to get his knot right.  The fear of being responsible for him falling made her movements slow and calculated.
 
   The false night the storm had brought on was lit periodically by flashes of lighting, and a dim purple glow—just enough to see by.
 
   When they were both secure, all knots checked and tested, they crept toward the edge of the cliff.
 
   “Ready?” she challenged him.
 
   “Ready,” he replied, a nervous grin at his lips.
 
   Hoping the other groups were ready, too, she turned her back to the rift, and leaned back.
 
   With nothing but air and the rift below her, she lowered herself down.  Her right hand finally free of its bandages, she held the rope firmly under her as she waited for Ven, who, unlike Ember, had never done this before.
 
   “I know it seems wrong, but just sit back—it’ll hold,” she called.
 
   After a second’s hesitation he leaned back, then gave a little kick on the face of the rock to get himself horizontal.  He stared at her in amazement, but said nothing.  Now they had work to do.
 
   Rappelling in the storm was nothing short of terrifying, Ember mused darkly.  If they lived past tonight, she would have no qualms about heights ever again.
 
   The ropes that held them to the top buzzed with vibrations as the wind tore through the rift.  By letting out only a little rope at a time, they stuck to the face of the rock and walked down backwards, not wishing to get stuck in a gust of wind that might rip them away.
 
   It was slow going.  With only the sound of the wind, and the occasional burst of thunder to scare them out of their wits, Ember couldn’t help but hope this storm would slow down the Scouts on their way to Meadowcity, too.
 
   Far from the gatehouse and the main part of the city, they lowered past only two walkways carved into the rift.  The few villas they spotted were, of course, deserted.
 
   Feeling like she would never know what it was like to be dry again, she finally spotted what she was looking for, something she had never dreamed of seeing up close.
 
   They drew level with one of the gadgets the farmers had dreamed up ages ago.  One of several, built of metal and glass, it hung from the cliff wall, just as drenched as they were.
 
   In her schooling, she had learned how the farmers of Riftcity managed to coax crops out of the soil on the levels far down in the deeper parts of the rift, with these contraptions of mirror and lens.  And here she was, tampering with it.  She grinned despite everything.
 
   Ven came up alongside her, and they worked themselves into a niche in the structure, where they could finally set down their feet.  Ember bounced on her heels, enjoying the steadiness of metal underneath her.
 
   First, she helped unhook the enormous wrench strapped to Ven’s back.  Still tied to his harness on one end to prevent losing it, she handed it to him, and they located the lens they needed to shift.  She steadied the casing holding the lens as Ven got to work on the bolts.
 
   It had been Jack’s idea to tamper with the lenses.  The farmers had to occasionally adjust the angles if any of the lenses were even the slightest bit off.  The plants below relied on the light that bounced from mirror to mirror on either side of the rift.
 
   As Jack had learned on one occasion, if too much light hit one spot, it caused the plants to wither in the concentrated sun.
 
   Too much light, and it would get too hot.  Tilt the lenses the right way, it would even start a fire.  A fire that would be enough of a distraction to the remaining Scouts that they would never expect a full-blown assault on the city.
 
   Wet as they were, it was hard for Ember to think of fire at a time like this, but from the diagrams Jack and the others had drawn up, and the careful calculations made, she desperately hoped that would be the outcome when the sun hit them in the morning.
 
   “First bolt almost out,” Ven called up to her, and she braced herself, cradling the lens carefully in her arms.
 
   They would only need to adjust it by a small amount, which she would measure with a curious triangle of wood in her pocket, cut to the correct angle.  That had been Ven’s idea.  
 
   She smiled, looking down at him, tediously turning the bolt, spinning the wrench around and around.
 
   “Steady,” he called, and she secured her grip on the wet lens.
 
   It was then that she felt a tug on her rope.
 
   A tug, not whipping from the wind.  She looked up, horror in her eyes, at the two dark shapes on the last ledge they had passed, directly above them, where their ropes hung.
 
   She opened her mouth to say something to Ven, but with a final twist, the next bolt came free—just as a violent wrenching came through her rope.
 
   And then she was falling.
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Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Ven couldn’t breathe.
 
   Ember.
 
   He had barely registered the fact that she was gone, her rope whipping through the structure, when he felt a violent yank on his own rope, and looked up.
 
   He heard cursing on the wind, and it wasn’t his own.
 
   Two dark shapes lurked on the ledge far above.  Then suddenly, he was lifted from his feet.
 
   Rain battered his face as he was helplessly reeled upward, the wrench dangling from his harness.  Seizing on the idea, he flung an arm behind him and found cold metal.
 
   She was gone.
 
   All he could think of was Ember’s rain-slick face, disappearing beneath his feet.  And it crushed him, seizing his heart and tightening until he couldn’t breathe.
 
   His eyes stung, but if tears rolled down his cheeks along with the rain, he didn’t know.
 
   His grip on the wrench tightened as he was jolted ever upward by the unseen Scouts.  Whatever they intended to do with him, he would be ready for them.
 
   Jerkily he rose to the ledge, wrench in hand, rage in his soul.
 
   Instead of two Scouts at the top, he was met by the open door of a dark villa, where his rope trailed.
 
   He grabbed the railing of the stone path and hurled himself over it, running straight into the darkened villa.
 
   But there was no one inside.
 
   Too late, he realized his mistake, and he spun around.  There they were, silhouetted by the glow of the storm, waiting with the ends of his rope.
 
   They had it around him before he could raise the wrench, and the wet coils were tightened around his arms and torso.
 
   One of them kicked his knees from behind, and he fell.  The joints met stone with a jolt.
 
   He looked up at the two Scouts, wishing he had fallen, wishing he had somehow remembered about the knife in his boot, and had cut his own line.
 
   So he didn’t have to do this alone, without her.
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Forty-Three
 
    
 
   It was some time before Ven became conscious, and even longer before he remembered why he hadn’t been.
 
   With a gasp, he sat up, still bound by his climbing rope.  He had been laying on the cold stone veranda in front of the Citizen’s Hall, still soaked from the night before—for it was morning, he realized.  The sun shone down traitorously upon him.
 
   Ember.
 
   Gone.
 
   He turned in on himself then, the final blow of remembrance sending him spiraling into unawareness.  He saw her face, mouth open in surprise, sliding down into the rift.  Away from him.
 
   He didn’t care when they jerked him to his feet and made him shuffle forward.
 
   When he tripped on the loose ropes binding him, he felt nothing when he fell face first into the stone.  The blood running into his mouth told him of a broken nose, but it was all numb.  Everything was numb.
 
   But when they put him in a line next to Flint, Jack, and Striker, a thread of awareness pulled his head up.
 
   They were standing by the railing of the wide veranda outside the Citizen’s Hall, as if on a stage.  Riftcitizens were spilling out of the hall, the Scouts pulling them forward, wanting them to watch whatever was about to happen.
 
   Whatever was about to happen was rather clear.  A single Scout armed with a bow stood in the middle of the veranda, a full quiver strapped to his side.  An execution, then.
 
   “Good morning,” an unfamiliar Scout cried sardonically to the crowd.  The wolf next to him paced back and forth, agitated by the number of people still pouring out of the hall.
 
   Flint fidgeted next to Ven, kicking the end of his rope out from under his feet.  “Where’s Ember?” he hissed.
 
   Ven swallowed, but his mouth was so dry he couldn’t speak, only croaked, “She fell.”
 
   Flint’s face froze into a horrible mask.  Ven closed his eyes briefly, then met his friend’s gaze.  Though he hadn’t gotten along with Flint since returning to Riftcity, they shared a look that dove deep down into his gut.  Wild eyes the same as Ember’s gazed back at him, filling with tears.
 
   The Scout continued, yanking their attention back to the proceedings.  “You’ve been assembled here this morning, all of you, to witness what happens to those who disobey orders.”
 
   “I’ve come from Skycity directly,” the greasy little man went on.  “There’s no need to fight us—we’re all working for the same thing!  The Four Cities are working for unification.”
 
   A spark of fire lit in Ven’s heart at the man’s words, and he couldn’t stop himself from crying, “Four Cities?  What about Lightcity?”
 
   The words tore from his throat, but didn’t hurt him.  In fact, they filled him with a hot flame, and more words poured from his mouth, “You killed them!” he roared.  And in his heart, he knew it was true.  Ember had taught him that much.
 
   “You, and Greyling, and all the Scouts!”
 
   Flint raised his voice to the accusations.  “This war is pointless!  You’re killing just for greed!”
 
   Someone yanked Ven’s rope, forcing him down to his knees.  The prick of a blade alerted him to the knife at his throat.
 
   But their words had sparked something.  A rumble rolled through the crowd, filled with mutterings and whispers and the occasional shout.
 
   The wolf pacing the courtyard barked at the commotion.
 
   And it dawned on Ven.  All of Riftcity was assembled, with fewer Scouts than ever before.  They just needed a reason.
 
   Without caring about the blade at his throat, he roared, “Riftcity, we can take them!” 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   It was chaos.
 
   As one, the crowd broke free of its bonds, pushing back the Scouts at the front of the line.  The Riftcitizens needed no further enticement.
 
   Ven was back on his feet, and the Scout behind him had disappeared.  A knife was in Flint’s hands, which poked from beneath his ropes, but there was no way they could cut through the coils wrapped around them in time.
 
   The crowd spilled down the steps from the Hall in waves crashing toward them, toward the contingent of Scouts.
 
   Ven slithered his own hands below the rope coils, and grabbed Flint.  “Come on!” he shouted to the other two, and they ran to the right, away from the oncoming crowd.
 
   The wolves and mountain lions present cut and bolted.  Several sprinted past Ven and the others as they hauled themselves up the steps on the side of the veranda and out of the way.
 
   As they worked on freeing themselves from the wet coils, they watched as the Riftcitizens uniformly forced the Scouts toward the edge of the rift.  There was no stopping them.
 
   Each and every Scout was pushed over the railing.
 
   Ven did not blame them.  His ropes loosened suddenly, and with Flint’s help, he got free of the coils, and they each got to work on Striker and Jack.
 
   His heart was pounding furiously in his ears.  The crowd behind him was roaring in joy, in freedom, in insanity.
 
   The four rebels watched in stunned silence as the citizens of Riftcity freed themselves.
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Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Death is so uncomfortable, Ember thought.  
 
   She was wet, something was digging into her legs, and her back and neck ached fiercely.  I thought it would be more peaceful.
 
   She was floating in the air, a light breeze caressing her face, and the sun beaming down upon her.
 
   Then a drop of water fell onto her face.  Her eyes flew open.
 
   She was hanging from the lens structure.
 
   The rope must have caught, she realized.  She was hanging by her hips, the harness tight around her legs and waist.
 
   Slowly, carefully, she tightened her core muscles and tried to bring her head up.  Her legs burned like fire as blood returned to them, and she remained frozen until they stopped tingling.
 
   She hugged the rope holding her, buried her face in it, and let the tears leak from her eyes.
 
   She sat there, just breathing, for several long moments.  Finally, when she was content with breathing, she peaked out from her hands.
 
   The rift stretched on below her.  Far down, she could see the dark swathes of earth that made up the tiers of the farming levels, the ones the structure was poised to give light to.
 
   She looked up then, fearing to see that rope hanging there—Ven’s rope, which the Scouts had undoubtedly cut after hers.
 
   But it wasn’t there.  Not a scrap of it.  Only the remains of hers, flapping sadly against the rift.
 
   Dumbfounded, she scanned the rest of the cliff, seeing nothing and no one.  It was then that she heard the roar of a crowd.
 
   What in Arcera is going on? she wondered.  Not entirely sure how she was going to get out of this situation, she was content to slowly spin, as the rope willed.  But curiosity gnawed at her.
 
   The roaring grew louder, and she tried to spin herself back to look in its direction.  It sounded like it was coming from the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   The movement made her drop like a stone, and she jerked to a stop a short distance down.
 
   Her stream of curses echoed through the rift, her heart pounding madly in her throat.
 
   She froze, realizing that the rope above hadn’t stuck quite so securely to the structure.  The wet coils wouldn’t hold forever, wrapped around whatever they were caught on.
 
   She closed her eyes and hugged herself to the rope again.
 
   Her thoughts returned to Ven, wondering what his fate was, and who had cut his rope from the very top of the rift.
 
   Then there were the other rebels—had they, too, suffered at the hands of the Scouts, or had they gotten out before being discovered?
 
   A strong breeze flew by her, and she clenched the rope, fearing for another drop, perhaps her last.
 
   But a sound above made her open her eyes.  She saw movement on the level from where the Scouts had cut her rope, but then it was gone.
 
   She closed her eyes again, knowing she only had to wait for one good breeze, and it would all be over.
 
   At least it sounds like the Scouts have been overthrown, she thought to herself, finally realizing that the crowd’s cheers were joyous—and there was only one outcome she knew that would bring that kind of joy.  I can be happy knowing that, at least.
 
   The echoes of cheers were building to a chorus through the rift, their sounds bouncing from east to west between the cliffs.
 
   And then a drum beat was added.  Thump. Thump. Thump.
 
   Peeling her eyes open once more, she looked up again.
 
   There was Apex, rappelling from the ledge, his feet bouncing off the cliff with a thump each time they hit stone.
 
   “Apex!” she gasped, and he paused, craning to look down at her.
 
   “Oh, you’re awake, are you?  I thought you were taking a nap before climbing up.”
 
   “The rope,” she called, her heart pounding, “It’s loose!  It’s slipped already.”
 
   “I’ll just be careful, then,” he grumbled.
 
   He came even with the structure, surveying it to find where her rope was caught.  Then, with a few expert bounces, he lowered himself onto the structure, and she lost sight of him for several minutes.
 
   “I’ve got the end of your rope,” he called to her calmly.  “I’m tying it off to a support, all right?  So if you slip, you’ll catch.  It’s secure now.”
 
   Ember couldn’t help but admire the patience in his voice.  She dangled helplessly, feeling each tiny tug at her rope and fearing each one, despite his assurance.
 
   “I’m going to pull you up now,” he announced, and she let out a breath, clinging to the rope in front of her face.
 
   “Okay,” she agreed shakily.
 
   Slowly she began to rise, and she could feel each grunt of effort as Apex reeled her in.
 
   Thousands of questions swam about her mind, but she waited, keeping her mouth shut until Apex reached out a hand and yanked her onto the platform.
 
   Instead of her barrage of questions, she flung her arms out and around Apex’s broad torso.
 
   Great sobs burst from out of nowhere, and Apex pulled back.
 
   “What are you crying for?” he wondered.  “Riftcity’s free.”
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Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Just as many had predicted, the Scouts tore through Meadowcity’s initial defenses with as much force as a summer storm.
 
   Most of the pits and traps were sniffed out by the wolves long before the Scouts even got to them.  Likewise, Meadowcity’s archers in the wilds were quickly sniffed out—and either forced to climb higher up trees to avoid the Scouts’ arrows, or were put a stop to entirely as Greyling and his men continued their murderous invasion.
 
   Sylvia was helpless to do anything but watch from the hydrojet while Greyling led them on toward the gate.  The Scouts began to branch off to surround the city, armed with explosives, and keeping out of sight of the archers on the wall.
 
   Though it had rained last night, the woods around Meadowcity were dry from weeks of summer sun.  The Defenders couldn’t risk using the explosives pilfered from the Scouts.  If the Scouts attacked with their own orbs, they could set the wilds on fire for miles.  Sylvia clenched her fists, staring unblinkingly at the looking-glass image.
 
   After barely getting any sleep last night, waking often to check the Scouts’ progress through the wilds, Sylvia had loaded up with as many weapons as she could carry, and headed to meet the others at the hydrojet.
 
   The Gate Keepers had warned her that they wouldn’t open the gate again.  She assured them she wouldn’t be going back inside until it was over.  If she ever did again.
 
   With that cheerful thought, she had headed into the cloaked hydrojet after sending a link to Emrick to open the hatch.
 
   They all had their new fire-proof armor on, courtesy of Neve.  Sylvia’s creaked with the settlings of new leather.
 
   Atlan looked gaunt and tired, and she guessed he had gotten about as much sleep as she did, even though he had left her villa early enough last night, heading home in the rain.
 
   Talia was actually sprawled on the floor of the bridge, doing some stretches, readying for battle.  Colin and Lena had elected to stay inside the city with Gero, so they could communicate from all points of the city.  
 
   Emrick and Alice were talking over the jet’s controls again.  When Sylvia entered, Alice offered to operate the drone for her, to which she gratefully agreed.  She knew where Greyling was; now her task was stopping him.
 
   Sylvia watched with sickening attention as Scouts came inside the range of Meadowcity’s archers, who began firing arrow after arrow.
 
   But they kept coming, many with shields, or enough sense to dive behind trees for cover.  Greyling had emptied most of his forces from Riftcity, that much was clear.  In the back of her mind, she wondered how in the world things were going in Riftcity with so few Scouts, but she would think about that later.
 
   Right now, a horde of Scouts and their beasts were circling the city.  To everyone’s intense relief, none of them had any orbs at the ready.  Though the fire-proof armor had been given to those who remained to fight, it would only work with so much flame.  A wild forest fire would be no match for them.  
 
   Atlan and the others must think our defenses are a joke, she thought bitterly as the Scouts easily got by another barricade.  But like each one before it, it slowed them down, just a little more.  Just a little more time.
 
   With the hydrojet parked up on a hill above Meadowcity, they watched the looking-glass as Greyling entered the shadow of the gate trees, and the contingent stopped.
 
   Greyling stood at the head of the pack, his hands held up, mouth moving.
 
   Sylvia didn’t remember getting up, but she was on her feet.
 
   “Turn the sound on,” Emrick urged.
 
   It took Alice a few seconds to manipulate the command, but suddenly they were hearing Greyling’s words, echoing across the bridge.
 
   “—surrounded, I think you know.  If you cooperate, I’ll make it much easier for Meadowcity.”
 
   No one on the wall replied.  Sylvia imagined someone had run to get Gero.
 
   “I just want you to return my prisoner, Sylvia Thorne—” her eyes fluttered closed fast, “—and Savannah Dovetail,” he spat his former love’s name.
 
   Atlan raised his eyebrows at Sylvia.
 
   “Me and Anna?” she echoed.  She had to admit, it wasn’t entirely what she had been expecting, but it could work.
 
   Just then, a link poked through her thoughts, and Lena was there.
 
   Gero wants to talk to you, she told Sylvia.  Are you listening to this?
 
   Yes, Sylvia replied, suddenly feeling like she was going to throw up.
 
   Her time under Greyling’s fist had taught her a lot about his motives.  They could use it.  They could buy more time.
 
   Tell Gero to let him in, she commanded.  And if she’ll agree to it, ask Anna to go outside the Citizen’s Hall and meet him.
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Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Governor Sorin Greyling waited patiently.
 
   He counted his breaths since the messenger on the wall had disappeared into the wooded city.  He was up to forty-seven.
 
   The Scouts beside him chafed at his change in tactic, but he didn’t care.  They were here because of him.  Forty-eight.
 
   Falx looked unhappy to be here at all, with Grebe left in charge of Riftcity, but Sorin had wanted his most trusted Scout to help him lead the attack; even if he was wounded, he was still his best fighter.  Sorin licked his lips in the warm summer sun.  Forty-nine.  The wall was silent but for a whisper of the leaves on the treewall—or was it the whispers of the men cowering behind its trunks?
 
   Meadowcity’s defenses had been altogether pathetic.  It was a wonder he hadn’t flattened them before.  The last time, he reflected, he had still been under the delusion that he needed its citizens for his cause.  But he knew better now.
 
   He almost laughed when the gate opened with a great creaking of hinges.  He would berate his Scouts for not trusting him later when this was over, and they had taken the city.
 
   He had to stop himself from smiling as he strode through the ancient gate trees, looming high above.  It would have been a shame to destroy them, anyway, he thought.
 
   With a signal, he bade the Scouts follow him inside.  Directly ahead, the door of the Citizen’s Hall swung open, and out she stepped.  Savannah.
 
   The last time he had seen her had been in this very courtyard, just before Summer’s End.  Joy and anger warred inside his heart at the sight of her.  Finally, he would show her why he had hidden things from her all those years ago.  Finally, he would make her listen.
 
   But the door to the Hall closed behind her, and the courtyard inside the gate was empty.  Where was Thorne?  He wasn’t going back to Skycity without both of them—or, in Thorne’s case, without seeing to her fate personally, after all that she had put him through.
 
   The Scouts filtered in behind him, filling up the courtyard, their beasts flanking them.  From the corner of his eye, he noted the archers lined up on the parapet inside the wall, but knew they wouldn’t dare shoot—not while he promised peace.  He approached Savannah, and bid the Scouts stay back a few paces.
 
   She glared at him in utter disapproval.  Her long black hair was bound tight in a braid at the back of her head, and she was dressed for battle in full leather, helmet and all.
 
   A chuckle escaped his lips, and her frown deepened.
 
   “What do you want?” she droned, her normally beautiful voice marred with anger.
 
   “Savannah, will you just—”
 
   “It’s Anna now.”
 
   He closed his eyes briefly.  “Where is Thorne?” he asked instead.
 
   She took another step away from the Hall, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   “She’s on her way,” she said simply.
 
   “I hope so,” he intoned.
 
   He looked her over, taking in her gear, from the glasses resting atop her head down to the leather gloves encasing her slim fingers.  “Are you going to fight me?” he asked softly, unable to even picture her in combat.
 
   An emotion he couldn’t identify passed across her face, but she shrugged and replied, “If I have to.”
 
   “It didn’t have to be this way, you know,” he said, taking a step toward her.
 
   “Really, Sorin?” and it was like a pipe burst, the words suddenly flowing out of her.  “Even after I left, why did you keep doing it?  What made you think plotting against the rest of the Four Cities was a good thing?”
 
   He bristled.  “After you left,” he accused.  “After you left, what was I supposed to do?  I was going to tell you.  But you just left.  Left me, your home, your city—all to run away and marry another Governor, wasn’t it?”
 
   He regretted the words as soon as he said them, not because he didn’t mean it—the thought had plagued him for years—but because of the painful reaction it drew from her face.
 
   “How dare you!” she seethed.
 
   She didn’t speak for a long time, her face turning a brilliant shade of crimson.  He saw her hand twitch to the blade at her side, but then she burst, “I don’t have to justify why I left to you!”
 
   “Did you think I was your property?  That I wouldn’t make my own decisions?  I didn’t choose who I fell in love with.”
 
   He sputtered, unable to retort.  Who did she mean?   Him, or Gero?  But she kept shouting.
 
   “You kept things from me for weeks!  Months!  And if you had told me what you were doing, I would have told you to stop,” she raged.  “And you know it.  Deep in there, you know it’s wrong.  You can’t pretend forever, Sorin.”
 
   When she said his name with such hate, such disgust, something inside him shut off for good, with no hope of revival.  He felt it crumble to dust as he drew a sharp breath.
 
   “Where.  Is.  Thorne,” he demanded, unable to reason with her any longer.  Once they returned to Skycity, he would have plenty of time to explain, to make her see truth.
 
   “She’s coming,” Savannah assured him darkly. “But did you really think we’d believe you?  That you’d spare Meadowcity?”
 
   “What—” was all he got out before an unnaturally strong wind was all around him, deafening him, whipping at him from all angles.
 
   He whirled around to see a black beast of a contraption landing outside the gate, blocking the entrance.  Shutting them inside.  It was the same monstrous black craft he had seen flying away from Skycity with Thorne.
 
   He howled in rage, pulling at his hair.  So it was true.  Seascape had aligned with them!
 
   Since the beginning of his campaign, Thorne had worked to undermine him in every way, and now she had gone and convinced Seascape to join her.  What treachery!  How could they accept Thorne, and not him?  He bristled at the gross injustice.
 
   He turned back to look at Savannah, but she was no longer alone.
 
   Outfitted in the same leather battle-gear as Savannah, a troupe of Meadowcity’s Defenders had burst from the Hall during the commotion, and more were spilling down from the parapet, and every available doorway.
 
   He shook his head incredulously, and called to Falx and the Scouts, “Tear them apart!”
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Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   It was something like elation, the feeling coursing through her, as Sylvia climbed down the ladder from the hydrojet’s hatch, and into the battle.  The leather armor was a comforting weight on her skin, and it even helped keep her bandages in place.
 
   Atlan had tried to tell her to stay behind, but her wounds were on the mend—and she wouldn’t miss this for the world.  So what if she lost a little more blood?
 
   Talia and Atlan had already reached the ground, and she hopped down after them, tugging the leather helmet tight over her skull.  A thrill ran up from the soles of her boots to her scalp.  Staying inside the hydrojet while the Scouts advanced had felt like cowardice, but seeing the look on Sorin’s face when the jet landed was well worth missing out on being on the ground first.
 
   With an incoming link, she felt Colin’s presence before the words came.
 
   The evacuation’s nearly finished, he said.  We’re almost out from under the city.
 
   Thank you, Sylvia responded, grinning as she pulled her blade out of its sheath.  Anna stalled as long as she could.
 
   Getting all of Meadowcity’s residents and refugees through the Citizen’s Hall, and the maze of corridors that led to the underground tunnel had been an enormous undertaking.  The tunnel leading out wasn’t exactly fit for a mass evacuation, but Colin had volunteered to lead the escape, and help keep everyone safe.
 
   It had been a wild stroke of luck that Sorin made the demand for Sylvia and Anna.  If he had instead decided to throw orbs first and ask questions later, who knew how many would have been trapped underground attempting to evacuate?
 
   Just as Sylvia, Talia and Atlan were making for the closest group of fighters, blades raised and ready, all three were rocked to the ground by an explosion far to their left.  Sylvia’s fingers dug into the grass, then she shot back to her feet, her ears ringing.
 
   She had expected it to happen eventually, but seeing a gaping fiery hole in the treewall wasn’t something that hit the heart lightly.
 
   The Defenders inside the treewall, already engaged with the Scouts, resumed their work.  
 
   Scouts were now being downed by arrows so fast she never even saw the shafts.  The Defenders on the wall had been fortified by more volunteers, and Sylvia sincerely hoped the newcomers were at least familiar with a bow.  She didn’t want to be dropped by one of their own people.
 
   The beasts were falling at a similar rate.  Now trapped inside the wall, several of them had tried to bolt at the commotion of the explosion.  Their wild instincts taking over, they disobeyed their masters’ commands, only to fall victim to death from above as they tried to flee in random directions.
 
   The Scouts dashed for the parapet on the treewall, intent on taking down the archers.
 
   Sylvia and the others happened to be standing in front of the stair to the parapet when this happened.
 
   None other than Sorin’s Scout commander, Falx, came barreling down upon them.  Bracing herself, she angled her long knife in one hand, ready to plunge it into his torso should he not change his path before reaching her.  She twitched her wolf’s head dagger in her other hand, readying to sink it into his side at the impact.
 
   Atlan was suddenly by her side, shoulder pressed against hers as they faced him together.
 
   But then the burly Scout seemed to trip—no, he must have been hit by an arrow, Sylvia thought—and he was flying for the ground.  The Scout with the missing finger was finally down.
 
   Not for nothing, were four other Scouts still charging at them, still making for the stairs to get to the archers, their men in the yard falling fast from the attack above.
 
   A foreign thought poked its way into Sylvia’s brain, and she felt Alice’s presence.
 
   Sylvia, the girl called.  The ones outside the wall are starting to panic, they’re just—
 
   What they were just doing became very clear, when Alice’s thought broke off as the earth shook around them once again.
 
   Fire and smoke billowed from the treewall, far at the other end of the city.  The Scouts who had surrounded the city had understood the commotion, and were doing their best to make it worse.  They were leaderless without Sorin or Falx to tell them what to do, and their hearts were full of blood lust.
 
   Before she could draw breath, a third explosion rocked them to their knees, much closer this time.  A haze of smoke settled over the city, the normally soothing scent of wood smoke bitter with the tang of destruction.
 
   Outraged, Sylvia sped to meet the oncoming Scouts—their comrades merely destroying the treewall for sport—and a growl ripped from her chest as she flung herself at the nearest one.
 
   Impossibly, he had his back to her, still rising to his feet after the last explosion.  She was vaguely aware that Atlan had cursed and followed her into the assault, with Talia at his heels.
 
   The Scout was leanly built and incredibly tall, so she landed nowhere near his head or neck.  She sought blood with her dagger, bringing it up toward his left kidney.
 
   He whipped out a hand and gripped her wrist so tightly she almost dropped the dagger.
 
   Somehow he hadn’t noticed the long knife in her other hand, which she twisted against his chest, and bit through skin as she pulled herself away and out of his grip.
 
   She leapt back several feet.  He stood gaping at her, a hand rising to touch the blood now seeping out of the shallow wound.
 
   Sylvia froze when she saw his face.  He was so young.  As young as she.  
 
   Her captors in Skycity had all been older and uglier—and a great deal meaner, she knew.  She wondered how this boy had gotten sucked into the war.  What was his story?
 
   Still clutching a hand to his wounded chest, he groped in his boot for another blade.  A knife lay on the ground several feet away, knocked out of his hands by the explosion, no doubt.
 
   Before he could retrieve the knife, however, Sylvia heard the whoosh of an incoming projectile, and he went down, saving Sylvia the anguish of delivering the final blow.
 
   With no time to ponder how he had fallen with no sign of an arrow, she rejoined Atlan and Talia at the base of the stairs, where a mass of Scouts and Defenders were now battling for control of the upper level.
 
   She watched Atlan expertly parry a Scout’s lunge, and then shove the attacker to the ground.  As if sensing her gaze, he looked up in that split second and grinned at her.
 
   A burst of adrenaline sent her flying for a wolf and its master lurking on the outside of the fray.
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Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   Lady Naomi worked furiously over her looking-glass, commanding the drones like a conductor over a symphony.
 
   Alone in her garden room, the battle lit up an entire wall, a composite image made up by several of her drones as they flitted around Meadowcity.
 
   In the back of her mind, she wondered if anyone noticed the tiny black birds swooping down, issuing darts and downing Greyling’s men.
 
   Probably not, she thought, given that they’re busy trying not to get blown to bits at the moment.  All for the better.
 
   It was hard work orchestrating the assault all by herself, but the drones were her best chance, and she hadn’t had much time to prepare.  She wished she could have contracted people from the Ministry of Defense to help, but the secrecy of this act was paramount, and she couldn’t risk it.
 
   The petty long-lived citizens still refused to help the Four Cities, even though the war had escalated to such violence.  They claimed they didn’t see any value in offering aid to the Cities who had spurned them so long ago—only two generations to some.  A petty discrimination that Naomi herself couldn’t rid them of.
 
   She cursed them all as she sent dart after dart into the throats of man and beast.
 
   Naomi’s grandmother, Karalyn Arcere had been the one shut out by her own brothers and their Cities, yet Naomi rather thought the Four Cities could be of use to them.  Despite the increase in the brutality of the war, Seascape’s consensus was as prejudice as ever.
 
   She knew that, secretly, some even hoped the Four Cities would defeat themselves and be gone for good.  Naomi could see they were clearly headed down that path.
 
   She had agreed to help for Atlan’s sake.
 
   Yet the idea of being the only city left in the world depressed her far less than the thought of outliving her son.
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Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   Another random explosion went off somewhere deep in the city, and Neve scurried around the side of the Citizen’s Hall, Falcon hot on her trail.
 
   Smoke was billowing from all sides of the treewall, throwing a haze over those gathered in the courtyard.  She could only distinguish between Scouts and Defenders by the fireproof armor.  At least with the glasses, her eyes didn’t sting.  She grinned wickedly.
 
   Armed with a bow and various knives, Neve had rushed from the glass shop as soon as they had gotten word of Greyling and his men approaching.  Falcon hadn’t let her go alone, so they both suited up into their armor.
 
   Covered head to toe in fireproof leather, they peered around the corner of the Citizen’s Hall, searching for Anna.  Neve had heard from one of the Defenders that Anna had faced Greyling alone before the battle started.  Her friend was now nowhere to be seen.
 
   Neve skirted around the skirmish at the door to the Hall, still seeking Anna.  Had Greyling taken her?  She wouldn’t be surprised if he had tried.
 
   There were holes in the treewall.  Great, big, smoking holes opening up to the wilds beyond.  The parapet was unreachable on this side of the gate, and there were some Defenders stranded up there, only of use until they ran out of arrows.
 
   The hydrojet, as Sylvia had called it, sat like a great black frog nestled between two branches.  With a sudden idea, Neve darted over to it, angling toward one of the ladders she saw embedded on its side.  She wasn’t eager to engage in hand to hand combat unless she had to—Greyling seemed to have chosen his Scouts based on body size, if not overall menace.
 
   She climbed up a few rungs, then hooked her feet around the bars, steadying herself as she drew her bow.
 
   Most irritatingly, Falcon climbed up underneath her.  She climbed up a bit higher, and positioned herself again.
 
   Despite Anna’s words, she hadn’t had time to think about her feelings for Falcon, let alone talk to him about it.  She glanced down at his coppery hair, all she could see of him besides the long arms now pulling back a bow string, and she drew a steady breath through the cloth covering her mouth.
 
   She reached into her quiver, fat full of arrows, and selected one as she sought a good target.
 
   A blast shook the ground some ways off, its reverberations shaking through the hydrojet nonetheless.  She leaned against its cool black surface and waited until it was over.  Then, taking advantage of the shock of the explosion, she took aim at the Scouts below, who were still righting themselves.
 
   Some, too far away to strike, had begun to haphazardly throw orbs at random, demolishing homes, shops, and causing unnecessary destruction.  She aimed for those within range, the ones beating down the door to the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   Her first shot went wild, striking a man in the leg, instead of the chest as she intended.  It was awkward aiming the bow so close to the side of the hydrojet, but the vantage point was worth it.  She had at least disabled someone.
 
   Many of the beasts had already been downed, but Neve spotted a gruesome-looking mountain lion, growling feraly at one of the Defenders who lingered at the edge of the fight.
 
   Neve braced her body against the hydrojet and fired, sinking the arrow right through the beast’s eye.  The drooling head toppled to the ground, followed by the rest of its body.
 
   One after another, she and Falcon loosed arrows upon the Scouts, high above the fray.
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Fifty
 
    
 
   Sylvia and the Defenders secured the stairs against the Scouts with a deafening roar of victory.  Talia and Atlan rejoined her as they began to disperse, leaving a contingent of Defenders behind in case the Scouts made another attempt at the parapet.
 
   Meanwhile, those stationed above continued their aerial assault on the enemies below.  They couldn’t get far along the parapet, now blocked off by several smoking holes in the wall, but fired on any Scout within range.
 
   Most of the Scouts had already gotten in, or were still entering through the still-smoking gaps in the wall throughout the city.
 
   And their desperation for destruction did not end with the treewall.
 
   Sylvia’s mouth dropped as she watched a cluster of nearby villas become a smoking pile of earth after the debris settled.  So this is what Greyling made them, she seethed inside.  Animals that destroy things just to destroy.
 
   Desperate to put an end to it, she was torn between hunting after the marauding Scouts, and charging upon the ones now focusing their efforts on the door to the Citizen’s Hall—and the route to the refugees, though, surely they didn’t know that.  The door was barred from the inside, but would never withstand a blast from even one of the orbs.
 
   “Where’s Greyling?” Atlan asked suddenly.
 
   Sylvia whipped her head around to where she had last seen him.  In the excitement of the battle she had almost forgotten about the hateful man.
 
   “Let’s go look,” suggested Talia, hefting her blade.
 
   Sylvia faltered, visibly struggling between targets.  A fire had started somewhere in the farming quarter, and grown so large as to be seen from across the city.
 
   Talia saved her from deciding, and said, “You go.  I’ll beg a bow and quiver from someone on the wall—they’ve got enough—and go for the ones bombing the city.”
 
   Sylvia closed her eyes in relief.  They parted, Sylvia calling grateful thanks toward the girl as she hustled back to the stairs to acquire another weapon.
 
   As she and Atlan made for the Citizen’s Hall, she tapped into her earlink, and sent a thought to Alice.
 
   Any sign of Greyling? she asked.  She and Atlan skirted around a Scout and Defender broken down into a fist fight, weapons cast aside in the grass.
 
   Alice’s voice floated over her thoughts.  No, but the Scouts outside have all moved in, and the evacuation is well out of range, moving south now.
 
   A spare smile curved Sylvia’s lips and she thanked Alice for the update.  At least they knew where all of the enemies were now, and her sister and parents had gotten safely out of the city.
 
   They reached the courtyard between the Hall and the gate, where the hydrojet stood menacingly between the gate trees, its nose pointing into the city.
 
   Sylvia yanked on Atlan’s sleeve as she picked Greyling out of the tangle of Scouts and Defenders.
 
   But Greyling wasn’t fighting.  He was rummaging in a pack at his feet, and pulling out two explosive orbs—one for each hand.
 
   The breath caught in her throat as Greyling straightened and shoved one of his own Scouts out of the way, heading straight for the gate—and the hydrojet.
 
   “No!” shrieked Sylvia.  Alice and Emrick were still inside.
 
   Atlan pulled her to the ground before the dual blast knocked everyone off their feet.  Earth and stone flew in all directions, showering them with debris as smoke rolled in thick clouds around them.
 
   “No, no, no,” she chanted, as she dug herself out of Atlan’s arms and the rubble.  It had been her idea to set the jet there—why hadn’t she thought Greyling or the Scouts would attack it?
 
   She swiped a tiny trickle of blood out of her eye with a dirt-smeared hand, not remembering getting hit by anything.
 
   The smoke cleared a little, and she spotted Greyling, standing stock-still in the middle of the courtyard.  He was staring at the hydrojet, and Sylvia could see why.  It was entirely intact.
 
   The jet itself was untouched by the two orbs Greyling had thrown, but the ground underneath and around it had blown out in all directions.  The flames the orb spawned were licking at the toes of the gate trees, sending a thrill of fear up Sylvia’s spine.  If they fell…
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Fifty-One
 
    
 
   Finally, Neve spotted Anna, face to face with Greyling in front of the Citizen’s Hall.
 
   An angry red cut across one cheek, Anna was inches away from Greyling’s face, spouting who-knew-what kind of insults.  It looked like Anna was finally getting to say her piece.
 
   Suddenly, Greyling whirred in a flash of motion, but he had merely spun around, striding away from Anna.  The woman rejoined the fray at the Citizen’s Hall, at once seizing a Scout by the throat with quite some force.
 
   Neve again sought Greyling, hoping to get a good shot now that he was some distance away from the close-packed bodies by the Hall.  At first she thought she’d lost him, but then she spotted him, straightening after bending over something, two shining orbs in his hands.
 
   She had no time to register what it meant, when suddenly the earth beneath her exploded upward in a fiery blaze of heat and debris.
 
   Eyes shut against the blast, she tensed against the ladder, desperately clinging to the hydrojet.  She had no idea where her bow had gotten to.
 
   A thrill of joy surged through her, overcoming her terror.  The armor worked!  Of course, they had tested it enough, and she herself had done trials in it.  The enemy throwing orbs at her feet was horribly different than in the backyard of the glass shop.
 
   Cautiously, she peered an eye open and found that her glasses had not been compromised.  She breathed in through the fabric covering the rest of her face—the air still heavy, but breathable—and she looked down.
 
   The earth was burning, but the hydrojet was completely untouched.  And the ladder below her was empty.
 
   Her heart slammed against her ribs, as if trying to leap down after him.  Falcon.
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Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   Sylvia fumbled on the ground where she and Atlan had fallen, searching for her weapons, breath caught in her throat despite her helmet protecting her from the smoke.  
 
   Finally, she located her wolf’s head dagger, seized it, and stood.  She couldn’t use her long knife anyway, the cut in her hand now bleeding freely again from her previous exertions.  The dagger would be enough.
 
   “Sylvia, wait!” Atlan called, grabbing her by the arm.
 
   She whirled on him, ready to deliver a shout or a blow that would make him let her go.  This was no time to back down.
 
   Atlan was digging in the dirt with his other hand.  With a cry, he located his sword, then said, “Let’s go!”
 
   Relieved that he was helping her, not stopping her, they sprinted for Greyling, still standing alone in the open, the shock slowly draining from his face, along with the color.
 
   A guttural scream ripped from her throat as she tackled him from the side, slamming the still-dazed governor to the stones.
 
   She landed across his torso, and Atlan came pounding up the stones behind her.
 
   Sylvia scrambled on top of him, and pinned him with a knee on his shoulder and chest—though he outweighed her, he stayed down, Atlan’s sword pointing in his face a clear deterrent.
 
   Panting, she looked down at the man who had ruined so much, in so little time.  Now that she had him, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with him.  She spared a glance at the fight at the Hall, but she couldn’t tell who was winning.
 
   She looked up at Atlan, who sent a link to her so quickly it was like they had been connected the whole time, and said, It’s your choice.
 
   To herself, she thought, Oh, how I would like to kill him.  Her dagger hovered over his throat.
 
   For the terror and destruction he had raged on the Four Cities, for ruining the ancient peace.  For the families he had torn apart like Ember and Flint’s.  For setting up Lightcity for a devastation they had never seen coming.  And here he was, the vein in his throat throbbing like a little bird’s.  One quick move, and she could end him.
 
   But killing was for animals.
 
   She wrenched herself to a stand as she made up her mind.  She pinned Greyling with a boot on his throat, then she and Atlan hauled him to his feet.
 
   “No pretty speeches, Governor?” she said, sliding the dagger under his ear and raising an eyebrow at him.
 
   Rope, maybe? Sylvia linked to Atlan.  If they weren’t going to kill him, they needed to disable him until the fight was over, at least.
 
   The governor spat in her face.
 
   In the time it took her to blink, Greyling had wrenched himself out of Atlan’s grip, nicked his throat on her dagger, and pulled an orb from an inside pocket.
 
   Her heart stammered to a halt.
 
   “Maybe one last speech for you, Thorne,” Greyling intoned, as if indulging a child, now that he had the upper hand.
 
   “You’re lucky you didn’t smash this when you grabbed me.  We’d all be dead,” he mused.
 
   Greyling pretended to study the orb, while Atlan held him at sword’s length.
 
   “It’s a pity, really.  The fifth city aligning themselves with rebels is as much an act of war on the rest of us.  A pity I’ll have to bring them down.”
 
   “They’d kill you in an instant,” Sylvia spat earnestly.
 
   “We’ll see,” he said cheerfully, and tossed the orb up in the air.
 
   Time stopped with amazing clarity.
 
   The glass orb went up, its contents sloshing in their respective chambers, ready to unleash fire and destruction once freed.
 
   The orb seemed to pause at the height of its arc, as if considering its return descent.
 
   Before it went back down, Sylvia spied a swift black bird swoop past her shoulder, then saw a tiny dart zip straight into Greyling’s throat.
 
   Atlan lunged for the orb, and time sped back up.
 
   As one, Atlan and Greyling fell to the ground, the latter completely unconscious, smacking his head on the stones with a satisfying thump, and the former cradling the orb in his fists, falling right onto his shoulder without his hands to steady him.
 
   Breath exploded out from her as she raced to Atlan.  He winced as she helped him up, but he held firmly onto the orb.  They both looked to Greyling, who was still breathing, but entirely unconscious.  Sylvia felt a desperate urge to kick him, and worse.
 
   And then a cry went up.
 
   All around them, the Defenders were raising their voices and weapons in joy—the battle at the Hall had ended.  Scouts were lying in heaps all over the courtyard, with—Sylvia imagined—similar darts in their throats, or otherwise brought down by the arrows of the Defenders.
 
   What was that?  Sylvia linked to Atlan, slumping into his side.
 
   My mother’s help, I expect.  He sheathed his sword and met her eyes.  There’s something I need to tell you.
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Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   Neve cursed herself as she pried her stiff fingers from the rungs and lowered herself down, further into the flames.
 
   Why hadn’t she talked to Falcon?  Why hadn’t she known her luck would run its usual terrible course?
 
   Sure, yes, she admitted to herself, she still loved him.
 
   She had never let him fully explain why he had joined the Scouts, and had made herself believe it was for power and greed, like the others.  But she knew better.
 
   She reached the bottom rung.  The distance to the ground was much further than before.  The flames were dissipating to smoking embers, and there were rocks and upturned earth strewn everywhere.  She let go.
 
   Where was Falcon?  He wore the same flame-proof armor she did, so there was no chance he had been burned.  He must have gotten hit with something and fallen, she tried to reason as she frantically searched.
 
   She crouched low to the scorched earth, ignoring the flaming patches and marching right through them, impervious to their touch.  Finally, she spotted the glint of steel among the rubble several paces away.
 
   It was him.
 
   Eyes glued to Falcon, she strode over, not noticing the wolf prowling its way toward her, until it let loose a savage growl and bounded straight for Falcon, the easier target.
 
   She hurtled toward it, knife at the ready, but before she could take two steps, the dark wolf’s snarling jaw was red with blood.  The dark liquid spurted from its throat, and the arrow now sticking out of it.
 
   Neve looked up in awe to see Anna, grinning, a few paces away, lowering her bow.
 
   She rushed to Falcon, completely unaware of the cries of victory erupting all around her.  She crashed into the earth beside him and cradled his head.
 
   The helmet had come off, and the glasses were broken on the ground beside him.  His copper hair had burned down to his skull, and his eyebrows were completely gone.  She yanked the fabric away from her mouth and pushed her glasses away from her eyes as she leaned over him.
 
   She put one hand on his forehead, and two fingers to his throat, but she could feel nothing.
 
   Nothing.  She felt nothing, as the ground slid away from her.
 
   The tears flowing from her eyes did not register, as she lowered her head to rest on his chest.
 
   This.  This was her final penance for what she did, for creating the bombs and giving them to Greyling.  This is what she got.
 
   She had never deserved Falcon.  Never deserved his apologies.
 
   Never deserved his love.
 
   There was an unearthly gasp for air underneath her head.  Her eyes flashed back open as she wrenched herself up to look.
 
   Her eyes were blurry.  His eyes were popping open, just as his mouth gasped for air.  He choked it out, coughing now.
 
   Neve reached out to put a hand on his cheek, disbelieving.
 
   His eyes sought hers, and they blazed with such a deep longing that Neve couldn’t turn away.
 
   Thinking it unwise to deprive him of his breathing, she bent down and kissed him solidly on the forehead.  Without looking at his face, she whispered in his ear, “I love you, Falcon.”
 
   And though they were lying in a pile of smoking rocks and scattered earth, underneath an unworldly jet, surrounded by the remains of the battle, Neve began to talk.
 
   She spoke until the venom inside her was gone.  She forgave Falcon, and begged for his forgiveness of her.  She pulled out the undeserving feelings and the hate for herself, and left them in the rubble.
 
   When they finally left the smoky crater, Meadowcity was ablaze with happiness, and Neve vowed she would carry that happiness with her forever—for the hate was far too heavy.
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Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   Sylvia only felt a slight bob in the jet’s flight path as someone inside Seascape took over the controls.
 
   Atlan had flown the entire way since leaving Meadowcity, insisting that she rest on the bench and not aggravate her wounds any further.  Alice had patched her back up before they had set off.
 
   Though the battle was over, Sylvia’s nerves were high with anticipation.  Alice and the others had stayed behind in Meadowcity, waiting until Atlan and Sylvia could talk to Lady Naomi.  Sylvia had several things she wanted to speak with Lady Naomi about—Atlan’s bargain, for one.  
 
   They hadn’t spoken about it since he first told her, but she knew that the Lady had helped them.  It was no ordinary bird that downed Greyling, nor the Scouts whom they had found unconscious among those on the battlefield.
 
   At the time, they had merely thought the archers on the wall had done the work—but not every fallen Scout or beast had an arrow in him.
 
   Not only was there the bargain to speak of, but the requests that Sylvia needed to make.  There were hundreds of Meadowcitizens without homes, in addition to the many refugees from the other cities who had been sheltering there.  Everyone was relieved that the evacuation had gone so well, but now the city was in a complete state of disorder, with nowhere for hundreds to shelter.
 
   The sun was setting as the hydrojet smoothly darted toward the city on the water.  They had surrendered the controls to someone in Seascape after receiving a link from an official-sounding woman who claimed to be the aero-captain.  They could only watch as they were maneuvered toward one of several tall standing stones out in the water.  
 
   Sylvia crept up to sit by Atlan at the inactive controls, carefully wrapping her blanket around herself before sitting down.
 
   Her thoughts strayed to her drone, now circling Meadowcity on an automatic flight path Emrick had taught her to program.  
 
   After the battle, Sylvia had sent it soaring to Riftcity.  Sometime in their flight, it had reached the rift, and tears had poured down Sylvia’s cheeks at what she saw.  Atlan tried to give her more pain medication, but she assured him it wasn’t needed.  
 
   It was incredible.  There wasn’t a single Scout in sight.  She couldn’t wait to talk to Ember, Ven, and Flint, whom she all sought with the drone upon realizing what had happened.  Once she had located each one—all safe and accounted for—she had let the drone return to Meadowcity, where both she and Alice kept an eye out, just in case.
 
   They landed on the metal platform with as much force as a moth, and immediately the lift began to move, sinking down into the rock, and enclosing them in near-darkness.  Sylvia reached out and clutched Atlan’s hand.
 
   Since he had told her all about his escape with the hydrojet, she was not optimistic for the reception from the Black Knights, who were no doubt waiting for them below.  It all depended on Lady Naomi’s orders.
 
   Lights from the outside of the hydrojet illuminated random flashes of the darkened lift as they sunk far into the earth, below the ocean now.
 
   They had no idea what Lady Naomi was going to say, or do.
 
    She tried not to think about Atlan’s bargain, but the thought of him taking the serum and living for half a millennium made her sick to her stomach.  She couldn’t even imagine how Atlan felt about it.  
 
   She gave his hand a squeeze, trying to convey as much sympathy and concern for him as she could.  He squeezed back, and smiled sadly at her.
 
   The lift reached the bottom with a final jolt, and whoever was controlling their jet rolled it out into a wide open space Sylvia thought Atlan had called a hangar.
 
   They could see nothing out of their window except the tops of other jets and the far wall near the sub-train.
 
   The jet stopped moving with a subtle finality.  They peeled themselves out of the control chairs, then headed for the hatch, which they could hear opening remotely at the back of the jet.
 
   Sylvia heaved a sigh, took Atlan’s hand once again, and gingerly strode off the bridge, dragging the blanket still wrapped around her.
 
   From a distance, she saw not a force of Black Knights, but a single person waiting for them.  This pulled some of the reluctance from her legs, as she hadn’t been at all eager to face a contingent of Lady Naomi’s guards after what Atlan had put them through.
 
   As they grew closer, Sylvia squinted, trying to figure out who was waiting for them at the opening.
 
   “Oliver,” Atlan whispered in astonishment, then cried louder, “Oliver!”  He pulled Sylvia with him and they were soon out of the jet.
 
   Oliver took in Sylvia’s bandages, scrapes, and expression, and without a word, took her into a tight hug.
 
   “I’m glad you’re all right,” he told her, pulling away.  “And you, too,” he clapped Atlan on the back.  “We’ve been watching the vids...” he trailed off, eyebrows raised.  “Did everyone really get out?”
 
   Sylvia nodded.  “Thanks to Lena and Colin,” she said.  “They helped organize the evacuation.  We did lose a good number of Defenders.”  She sighed, the gruesome images from after the battle dredging themselves up.  “But it could have been a lot worse.”
 
   They stood in silence, each recognizing the loss in their own way, until Oliver finally spoke again.
 
   “Well, come along.  I think you know where we’re off to.”  He gestured for them to follow, and after sharing a look, Sylvia and Atlan resignedly headed for the sub-train.
 
   Two Black Knights stood alert on the platform, and Atlan tensed upon seeing them, but they did nothing other than glare at him as they boarded the already waiting train.
 
   Oliver entered a command on the datastrand panel, and they were off.
 
   After that, it was a blur of hallways and stairwells and silence.  Sylvia focused only on the warm fingers entwined in her own, and followed the regular rhythm of Oliver’s feet.
 
   When those feet came to a halt, Sylvia was surprised to see that they were in the Lady’s enormous receiving hall.  For some reason, she had imagined they would meet in the Lady’s cozy garden room, its looking-glass walls showing the view of the sea.  Instead, she was met with towering columns, and the formidable sight of Lady Naomi perched upon the chair on the dais.
 
   Sylvia forced herself back to alertness.  She let go of Atlan’s hand, and stuck them both in her pockets.  Oliver tactfully bowed himself away, and retreated to a silent corner of the immense hall.  She was glad for his distant presence.
 
   “Welcome back, Sylvia Thorne,” Lady Naomi purred.  “Atlan,” she inclined her head to her son.
 
   “Thank you,” Sylvia replied, readying herself for her requests.
 
   “I see that you fared well in the final assault against Greyling,” Naomi said.
 
   Sylvia swallowed, her throat suddenly dry.  “Yes, thank you Lady Naomi, for—”
 
   A link slammed into her mind with the force of a hammer.  
 
   Do not speak of it here, the Lady’s voice echoed through her brain.
 
   “—for allowing Atlan to leave Seascape,” she finished jerkily, her temples now throbbing from the force of the Lady’s link.  What was that about? she wondered.
 
   Atlan glanced at her, clearly noticing the change in her tone.  Sylvia went on, rather curious about the Lady’s internal outburst.
 
    “If you saw how we fared,” she said, “Then you saw how much was destroyed, how many people have been displaced.”
 
   The Lady cocked an eyebrow at her.
 
   “Lady Naomi, Meadowcity is asking for refuge,” Sylvia pleaded, her fingers trembling in her pockets.  “We’ve been sheltering refugees from the other cities for months, and after the battle, well, I think they should come to Seascape,” she ended boldly.
 
   A wry smile twisted the Lady’s lips, and for a moment, she said nothing.
 
   Naomi casually traced the datastrands on her crimson thigh, then finally said, “Very well, it has been decided.”
 
   Behind her, several looking-glasses embedded in the wall blinked into life, showing different scenes of the battle in Meadowcity.  One of them showed a clear close up of Greyling sneering and shouting at Sylvia in his final struggle.
 
   “The people have already seen the vids of what happened,” she gestured behind her.  “And of Greyling threatening Seascape outright.”
 
   “Seascape will accept the refugees while the Four Cities rebuild,” Naomi concluded as she sent more commands through her datastrands.  “And if the people of Seascape will allow it, someday a partnership might very well be forged between us,” she added.
 
   A grin blossomed from Sylvia’s face; she couldn’t help it.
 
   “Now,” Naomi said.  “About the cargo you brought in the jet.”  Sylvia’s eyes flickered mischievously to Atlan.
 
   “What do you plan to do with him?”
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Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   Ember couldn’t get over it—walking, just walking down the paths of Riftcity, with no fear of being discovered, threatened, or attacked.  She didn’t have to peer around every corner, fearing for her life, or the lives of others.
 
   She strode down the path like she owned it.
 
   Here and there she had to take an unusual detour because of the damage from the explosions, but she didn’t let it bother her.  It simply allowed her to see different parts of the city in a new light, she told herself.
 
   Teams of stoneworkers were being organized at the very moment, with the help of the woodworkers for temporary repairs.  Ember wasn’t sure what they planned to do about the bridges, though.  Perhaps they would remain wood.  She hoped they would make them a little sturdier than the current ones that had been slapped together when the Scouts took over.  She had spent enough time dangling dangerously over the rift for a lifetime.
 
   She wrapped herself tighter in the sweater she had grabbed just before leaving her villa.  She had almost forgotten what mornings in the rift were like before the sun hit the city.
 
   There were plenty of people about this morning, most merely enjoying the freedom of walking through the city, like her.  Almost everyone had moved back into their homes by now, and some were starting to try and put them back in order.  If they were anything like Ember’s, they had their work cut out for them.
 
   Those whose villas had been completely destroyed weren’t put out at all—after months and months of sleeping on the crowded Citizen’s Hall floor, they were only too happy to sleep on cots in a neighbor’s villa while they all helped to restore their own lodgings.  Though it would take a while to erase the physical scars of the war, Riftcity’s citizens had already begun to heal.
 
   She was glad Ven had agreed to stay with her and Flint, even though he had fought the idea at first, once he realized he would be staying in their father’s room.  She had angrily told him that she would rather he sleep there than to know that the room was empty, so he agreed.
 
   She would never, ever, tell either of them, but she had woken a few times in her bed and thought she felt the comforting presence of her dad in the next room.  That was, until she opened her eyes a bit more, and the reality sunk back in.  Coldness would seep under her blanket then, but she still fought back the urge to go to her father’s room.  On those nights, she would wrap herself in her blanket and stare at the ceiling until dawn.
 
   Rekha and Apex had stopped by a few times to see how they were all doing, or sometimes bring them their meager rations.  Her aunt and the former Scout were staying in Rekha’s villa only a few doors down.
 
   Several days ago, when Luna had come rollicking through the gate, and bounded down the Grand Staircase—according to Apex, who was standing guard at the time—they finally learned of Meadowcity’s fate.  A trail of people followed Luna until she had sniffed out Ember, who had been heading home from the Citizen’s Hall, where cleanup was still going on.
 
   Greeted by the slobbering wolf and a pack of worried rebels, Ember knelt down and untied the message with shaking fingers.
 
   “They’re all right!” she choked, after quickly skimming the words.  After the burst of cheer, she then read it aloud from start to finish.
 
   They were all right. The days since the rebellion had gone by in a maddeningly happy yet suspenseful manner.  They had kept a large force of guards at the gate at the top of the Grand Staircase, desperately hoping they wouldn’t soon be confronting the return of Greyling’s army.
 
   Once reassured they weren’t the only free city in Arcera, they got down to business to get the city up and running again.  Most were more than happy to work in the fields, after months spent being herded from the Hall to the mine, and back again.  It was a balm to just stand in the soil and feel the sun.
 
   The crops were in a sorry state, since the Scouts hadn’t bothered to let anyone tend them, and the food stores the Scouts had amassed were nowhere near enough to feed the recovering city.  Most of the food had gone bad in the Scouts’ poor care.  When they had taken stock of it, they realized just how close to starvation the city was.
 
   Ember was on her way to the farming levels right now to help with the late planting, and she was late herself.
 
   The night before, she had woken in her bed, and forgotten for several long moments where she was.  Waking in the dark, her heart raced underneath her night shirt, and she sat bolt upright.
 
   She lit a lamp, illuminating her bedroom—not the cramped floor of the Citizen’s Hall, not her cot in Meadowcity, nor even the rebel camp: her own bedroom.
 
   Restless, she had flung herself back down onto the mattress, and her hand had swung over the side, brushing against the small table by her pillow.
 
   Her fingers fumbled over a smooth leather surface, and she traced its corners and spine.
 
   She plucked the book up and held it reverently in her hands for a moment before gently prying it open.  It had been almost a year since she’d read anything but hastily scribbled notes on scraps of paper, or diagrams drawn with fingers in dirt.
 
   She had awoken this morning with the book in her hands beside her face on the pillow.  When she wandered out of her bedroom, the villa was empty.  She tore aside the curtain at the front to see the western face of the rift awash with morning light.  That was when she noticed Ven and Flint’s dirty breakfast dishes in the sink, and realized she had overslept.
 
   She wasn’t rushing to the fields, though, however late she might be.  She felt she had earned the right to stroll, at least for a little while, anyway.  When she finally reached the Grand Staircase and descended to the farming levels, she earned quite a bit of ribbing from her fellow workers.
 
   “Have a nice lay in?” Flint called as he spotted her.  Ven looked up at the words and smiled.
 
   Ember narrowed her eyes at her brother, but went to grab a bucket of seed over by Ven.
 
   Heat flooded her cheeks as she couldn’t help but remember what had happened directly after the rebellion.
 
   She had meekly followed Apex down the paths and up the stairs to the Citizen’s Hall, hardly believing she was walking—it felt more like floating after her time spent dangling from the rope.
 
   Twice, she had almost reached out to grab Apex’s hand, she had been so disoriented.
 
   Thundering footsteps yanked her out of her stupor, and she jerked her head up.  They were on the verandah outside the Hall.  She looked up in time to see her brother collide with her, slamming her into a hug.
 
   “You’re all right!” he kept exclaiming in her ear.  “You’re okay.”
 
   They were both crying, but Flint eventually released her.
 
   Then, over his shoulder, she spotted Ven, and something clicked into place.
 
   He rushed toward her, gathering her into a hug just as encapsulating as her brothers’.  He didn’t let go for a long time, cradling her head in his hands and stroking her damp hair.
 
   It was then she realized it was finally over.  She was finally safe.  Ven’s arms around her were comforting and somehow familiar.  She ran a hand down his back.
 
   It was Flint’s groan that ruined the moment.  “This is what I was afraid was going to happen.”
 
   The rest of her morning in the field flew by with the mechanical motions of planting and fertilizing.  They were a bit late in the year with the crop.  Jack assured her that the farmers would be able to coax enough food out of the soil, but it would take some time.  A council had been assembled to help Governor Selena solve the food shortage in the meantime.
 
   Greyling’s boats had been cleared off the fields the first day after the Scouts had been overthrown.  Most had been quickly disassembled, the wood stacked neatly on the veranda at the bottom of the Grand Staircase, but a few had mysteriously disappeared, and—according to rumor—had reappeared inside a few of the more spacious villas or workshops, as unlikely souvenirs.
 
   When it came time to clear off for the evening, Ember noticed Ven hanging back by the tool rack, taking an inordinate amount of time to scrape excess dirt off a trowel.
 
   Flint had already begun the long trek up the stairs, not an easy task for his damaged lungs, but Ember gravitated toward the tools, sensing that Ven wanted to talk.
 
   “What’s up?” she asked strolling over to the rack.  She kicked a dirty shovel for good measure.
 
   He looked up, startled, then sighed, finally dropping the trowel into its slot.
 
   “Well, I’ve been thinking,” he said.
 
   Ember resisted the urge to make a well set-up joke.  Instead, she took a guess, “You want to go back to Meadowcity?”
 
   The idea had occurred to her several times since Luna had returned with the news.  She didn’t want Ven to leave, but she didn’t think she had any sort of claim to him—especially not over his own home.
 
   “I—No, actually.  I want to help rebuild Lightcity.”
 
   “Lightcity?” she echoed, breathless now.  So he was leaving.
 
   He nodded.
 
   Ember didn’t need to ask why.  She thought it might be good for him, now that he was in a better place about it.  But— “Will you come back?”  It wasn’t just a question, but a plea.
 
   Like the sun coming out from behind a storm cloud, he smiled at her.
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Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   Two weeks passed in a blur of motion.  Sylvia and Atlan were inseparable as they moved back and forth between Meadowcity and Seascape, sometimes by hydrojet, sometimes on foot, and always with company while they orchestrated the movements of the refugees.
 
   They were followed, too, by the still unfulfilled bargain between Atlan and Lady Naomi.  During that first meeting, Sylvia had gathered that the Lady didn’t want her help to be made known to the public, and so they kept their mouths shut while in the receiving hall, which was apparently monitored by vid, she found out later.  
 
   Once Lady Naomi had agreed to take in the refugees, Sylvia asked the Lady for a hydrojet to take up to Skycity.  She knew there must still be Scouts acting on Greyling’s orders there, and she wanted everyone to know the war was over, especially before they put Greyling to trial for his crimes.
 
   Lady Naomi not only let them borrow a hydrojet, but she sent Oliver and some of her Black Knights in two other hydrojets, wishing to get the message across as thoroughly as possible.
 
   Unfortunately, Greyling’s propaganda still stood, and the citizens believed it to be an invasion from the enemy.
 
   Once the Defenders announced what had happened, the Scouts laid down their arms, knowing the truth in it.  The citizens immediately understood there was something off about the version of the facts Greyling had been feeding them.
 
   The entire city crammed itself into the Citizen’s Hall to listen.  It took several hours, but finally the truth was laid bare.  Oliver’s calm demeanor and pleasant voice kept the crowd quiet as they listened to the list of terrible things which had fallen upon Arcera over the last year.
 
   Sylvia hung back during all of this, watching the mixture of horror, sadness, and embarrassment at being fooled on the faces of those assembled.  The Scouts were packed up and put on the hydrojets, ready to fly back to Seascape for trial.
 
   After the city meeting, an older woman with steely grey curls and sturdy heels click-clacked her way across the glass floor to Sylvia and the others.  Sylvia fought the urge to draw her knife—the woman looked as if she were out for blood.
 
   “I’d like to come with you,” the woman announced, catching up with them in the circular foyer of the Hall.
 
   Sylvia turned to Oliver, but before they could even confer over a link, the woman went on.
 
   “I’m the Secretary of the City,” she said.  “Glaslyn Cole.  I’m so sorry for what happened to you, Sylvia.  I’d like to help, with the trials at the very least.  I’m revolted that I didn’t see—that I couldn’t—”
 
   Sylvia laid a hand on Glaslyn’s arm.  “It’s all right,” she said quietly.  “He fooled a lot of people, and those he couldn’t fool, he hurt.”
 
   Images of her own blood on the glass floor of this very building brushed across her thoughts then, and she gasped loudly.
 
   “Onen.  Where’s Onen?” she demanded.  “He was imprisoned alongside me, what happened to him?”
 
   Startled, Glaslyn’s eyes went briefly blank, then she answered, “He’s still there—he should be all right.  When Sorin left so unexpectedly, all thought of any trial,” she muttered the word, “was put off.”
 
   Sylvia followed Glaslyn to a far corner of the Citizen’s Hall, but once she began to recognize the terrain of the mountainside below, she hung back, letting Oliver go on in her stead.  She didn’t feel the need to see that cell ever again.
 
   For several long minutes, she stared down at the mountainside below her feet, as if taunting it with her lack of fear.  The very first time she had set foot on the stomach-jolting floor had been the day Governor Greyling declared war upon Meadowcity.
 
   But Sylvia had flown above the clouds, supported by nothing but the black jet around her; she had scaled the cliffs of Seascape; and soared across the wilds looking through the eyes of her drone.  The glass floor had no power over her any more.
 
   A shuffling of feet accompanied the click-clack of Glaslyn’s heels now coming down the corridor, and Sylvia finally got to meet Onen in person.
 
   The old Book Keeper also volunteered to come to Seascape and offer evidence at the trial, and Sylvia couldn’t think of anyone better.  From what she had learned in her short time with the man, he had more information to offer than most.
 
   After elegantly expressing his thanks, then his wonder at the hydrojet and its occupants, Onen told Sylvia why he had been taken that night, and what Sorin had threatened.  She had been hours away from a trial that would have put her or Onen to death.  Atlan had arrived just in time.
 
   Finally, Governor Greyling was tried in Seascape, the only city fit to incarcerate him for the severity of his crimes.  Representatives of each of the Four Cities were invited to take part in the trial, which was expertly conducted by Seascape’s doleful law keepers.
 
   Most Arcerans thought a life imprisonment wasn’t a harsh enough punishment for the man who had taken so many lives with his fruitless war, but the law keepers were objective, and reminded the court-goers of the value of life—any life, even someone so despicable as Sorin Greyling.
 
   Sylvia was perfectly content to picture Greyling rotting in a cell for the rest of his life, and she knew Seascape had the capacity to enforce such a sentence—far better than any of the Four Cities ever could.  The long-lived residents of the island could be sure it was carried out until the very end.
 
   The excitement of the trial was short-lived as Arcera turned inward and began to rebuild.  Sylvia barely had time to think between the trips back and forth between Meadowcity and Seascape.  
 
   She and Atlan would leave Meadowcity on foot, accompanied by large groups of refugees who could manage the wilds, while Emrick flew the hydrojet with those who couldn’t.  She and Atlan would spend a day or so in Seascape, then pack back up into the jet, and do it all over again.
 
   All the while, the question of Atlan’s serum hung over them like a black cloud.  Lady Naomi made no mention of the bargain, and had yet to return Atlan his serum.
 
   Sylvia hadn’t even had time to visit Riftcity, and talk to Ember, Flint, or Ven.  They exchanged letters through Luna, who seemed to enjoy the long stretches of running between the cities, but it wasn’t the same.
 
   When Sylvia had learned of Riftcity’s food situation, she brought it up in one of her many conversations with Lady Naomi, who arranged for provisions to be sent to the city on the rift.  It had been surprisingly easy to ask the favor, and it made Sylvia even more suspicious about the Lady’s avoidance of Atlan’s bargain.
 
   Sylvia also heard about the goings on in Riftcity through Colin, Lena, and Talia, who had offered their aid shortly after the battle of Meadowcity.  Alice had elected to stay in Meadowcity to monitor its security.  It seemed the quiet girl had just as much skill with drones as Emrick did, and she was even offered a place on Gero’s staff.
 
   Though they had been given permission to return to Seascape—despite what they had thought of at the time as treachery—the other initiates continued to help the Four Cities rebuild.
 
   On one of their many trips back to Meadowcity, Atlan and Emrick let Sylvia fly.  She let out a shout of surprise when they floated down to land without a single bump.
 
   There was no longer any need to cloak it for stealth, so they left the sleek black jet in the place between two hills where they had taken to landing it, and headed for the open gate.  It was approaching dinner time, and Sylvia was looking forward to having a meal with her family.  She hadn’t quite grown used to dinner at Castle Tenny, with Lady Naomi’s proper manners and pristine dinnerware, not to mention the stiff conversation.
 
   In Seascape, Sylvia had been assigned to her old rooms in the castle.  She had been delighted to see her old friend Medina again, who came by often to dress her for the many teas she attended while in the city.  Lady Naomi insisted upon proper attire, as usual.
 
   She and Atlan spent most nights in Seascape sitting by the fire and talking long into the night.  They talked about the war, about Seascape and Meadowcity, but more often about simpler things like the color of the sunset that day, or things they had seen on the vids.
 
   Sylvia’s earlink now had access to the wide network of Seascape’s public vids, which were now showing images from the war, and the revival efforts taking place.  Now that the population had been swayed, the vids showed happenings in the Four Cities daily.
 
   Her stomach grumbling, Sylvia’s eyes were trained on the path ahead of her as they wove through the darkening woods outside of Meadowcity, eager to get inside the gate.
 
   The sound of slithering leaves to her right made her jerk up her head, and she cursed herself for letting her guard down.  Fingers on her dagger, she squinted past the shadows and saw the figure of a man in the woods, walking slowly toward them.
 
   She stiffened.  The last people she had seen lurking about these woods had been the Scouts, but they had all been rounded up and tried just like Greyling.  Hadn’t they?
 
   The man was carrying a bow.  She eyed the nearest trees, evaluating how quickly they could get behind them.
 
   Drawing her blade, she called, “Who’s there?  What are you doing out here?”
 
   A moment’s pause, and then a familiar voice replied, “I could ask you the same thing, stranger.”
 
   Her dagger hand went limp.  “Ven?”
 
   Of course, she had forgotten that Hunters were now allowed back outside the city—all the more food that could be shared amongst the cities the better—but the last she had heard, Ven was in Riftcity.
 
   Before it got too dark, and after a few quick introductions, the four of them headed inside the gate, Sylvia feeling suddenly nervous.  She hadn’t seen Ven in months, not since that awkward goodbye before she left for Lightcity ages ago.
 
   Somehow reading her mind, though he hadn’t even linked with her, Atlan took leave of Sylvia and Ven, and headed for the Thorne villa.  Emrick followed him with the eagerness of the hungry.
 
   She and Ven continued walking.  Sylvia avoided the perimeter path, instead heading to the lake at the center of the city.  
 
   The treewall had been roughly patched, but the sight of it still made her want to be sick, or to punch something, or to cry.  The fact that those responsible for it had finally been dealt with did nothing to make it better.  Seedlings had already been planted, but it would be decades before the trees could grow large enough again.
 
   They were silent at first.  Sylvia wondered if, like her, Ven was desperately trying to think of something to say.  Everything she thought of sounded completely idiotic.
 
   Finally, she grasped at one of the straws.  “I wish you could have gone to Greyling’s trial,” she said, trying to recall what their conversations had been like before everything had become so awkward.
 
   “Ah, well, we were in the middle of clearing out the fields on the lower levels.  At least Governor Selena was well enough to go,” he said.
 
   “I didn’t get a chance to talk to her,” Sylvia admitted, seizing the topic.  “Is she all right now?”
 
   “Just a little more starved than most,” Ven said, shrugging.  “They kept her separate from the rest, in case they ever needed her for something.  The Scouts didn’t treat her very well, locked up like that.”
 
   “I know what that’s like,” Sylvia muttered.
 
   “Oh, I—” Ven froze.
 
   “—It’s fine,” Sylvia blurted, not having meant to bring it up at all.
 
   “Are you all right?” Ven asked, gazing so deep into her eyes that she realized he had been avoiding them up until now.
 
   They had stopped somewhere in the woodworker’s section, where all the shops had closed up for the night, but glass orbs glowed dully from their windows.  She couldn’t remember how many times she and Ven had come here before the war to admire the bows and staves displayed in the windows.
 
   “Yes—yes,” she repeated, after he raised a dubious eyebrow at her.
 
   “It was only two weeks.  I was lucky Atlan and the others came when they did.  I guess Greyling was about to try me for treason the next day.”
 
   “Only two weeks,” she heard Ven repeat incredulously under his breath.   “I wish I could have helped,” he offered in a normal volume.  “I didn’t even know you’d been taken.  Neve didn’t want to tell me.”  Crimson blossomed on his cheeks as they set off once more down the path, the sky growing ever darker.  
 
   They reached the lake, and out of habit sat down upon one of the many vacant benches.  The round silver moon glowed up at them from the surface of the water.
 
   The sounds of the night grew louder around them as their silence stretched onward.  The tension stretched between them like an invisible wire, vibrating tightly.  
 
   When she couldn’t bear it any longer, Sylvia opened her mouth and said, “I’m sorry, Ven.  For what happened between us, or,” she felt the color rising to her cheeks, “what didn’t happen.”  Her voice trailed at the end, but she was proud she’d had the courage to say it.  She was glad for the darkness to hide her no doubt scarlet face.
 
   Ven drew a deep breath.  “I... wish things could have been different,” he choked out.  “Well,” he chuckled darkly.  “I wish a lot of things could have been different.  But things are getting better.  Will be better.”
 
   She nodded automatically, thinking of her strange new partnership with Lady Naomi, and her friendship with Atlan.
 
   The silence now wasn’t so painful.  It was as if they’d said the words that unlocked the tension—the words that had needed to be said for a while.
 
   The general hum of a content city around them was soothing, as though the feel of the night air was different now that the war was over.  Eventually, though, curiosity got the better of her.
 
   “What are you doing in Meadowcity, anyway?  I thought you were helping rebuild Riftcity.”
 
   He ducked his head, but his words came out strong.  “I’m on my way to Lightcity.  Ember is staying in Riftcity to rebuild, but I need to do this for Lightcity first.”
 
   Sylvia couldn’t help but notice the way he said Ember’s name, and a sliver of happiness trickled into her heart, erasing some of the guilt.
 
   “I want to rebuild Lightcity,” he said finally.  “I came back home to meet with Harry—you know Neve’s uncle, right?”  Sylvia nodded.  “He’s going to help me with some plans.”
 
   The grin that came to her face was accompanied by pricks of tears at her eyes.
 
   “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” she said. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   After a month, Sylvia and Atlan’s trips back and forth began to slow, and Sylvia found herself lingering in Seascape when she couldn’t think of any pressing need to return to Meadowcity.
 
   With her family and home safe, places for the refugees secured, and supplies sent to Riftcity, a strange feeling crept up on her.  It was a while before she realized what it was.  Relief.
 
   There was just one thing that kept her from being perfectly happy—Atlan, and his bargain with Lady Naomi.
 
   Never once did the Lady bring it up in the many teas she invited Sylvia too.  Properly dressed in one datawoven gown or another, they spoke of the future of Arcera, and Sylvia’s place in it.
 
   Once reluctant to speak about herself to the Lady, she had grown used to it, especially after learning about Naomi’s longing to have a daughter.
 
   On one of these occasions, Lady Naomi excitedly announced that she had a treat for Sylvia.
 
   Intrigued, Sylvia watched the Lady pull up a vid on her looking-glass.
 
   It showed a grassy field, through which an enormous four-legged beast sprinted—and perched atop, a woman, riding the animal.  It was far larger than any wolf or deer.  
 
   She had never seen anything like it.  A long tail of course hair flowed in its wake as it leapt over a stone wall, and Sylvia held her breath, but the rider stayed on.
 
   “I thought you might like to see your namesake,” Naomi murmured with a small smile.
 
   Sylvia nodded, touched.  A Rider.
 
   Atlan wasn’t invited to these teas, but Sylvia noticed the Lady’s demeanor towards him was more pleasant these days—or at least, less hostile.  Sylvia was more than a little worried that it was because Lady Naomi had finally won in the battle against her son.  Yet she hadn’t returned Atlan’s serum.
 
   The three of them would eat dinner together most nights, and even once, Sylvia had gotten to meet Atlan’s father, Lord Ingram.
 
   He couldn’t have been more different from Lady Naomi than a wolf from a hare.  She was surprised to learn that he’d stayed with Naomi for almost two hundred years before separating—though they were still married, and still pleasant to each other.  Ingram smiled easily, made jokes, and was downright jolly compared to his wife.
 
   It had been a whole week since Sylvia had been to Meadowcity when she and Atlan took the train to the southern cliffs of the island to take a break from the capital city.
 
   Sylvia was intrigued to look out over the cliffs that she had once climbed in the light of the moon, with only an intangible map in her datastrands to guide her way.
 
   The view was astounding.  Far below them, the waves crashed methodically against the cliffs, pulling away, then rising to beat it again with their watery fists.
 
   Atlan took her hand, and they sat down in the grass a good distance from the cliff edge.  They leaned against each other’s backs and listened to the waves.
 
   Sylvia closed her eyes, but steady waves of anxiety were building inside her.
 
   That whisper of doubt this past month had slowly built to a scream, pounding in her ears.  What would happen when Atlan took the serum?  Instantly, the day turned bitter around her.
 
   She knew, of course, that it would extend his life—something she had never dreamed possible until she had arrived on this impossible island.
 
   Would they stop seeing each other?  Would he avoid her?  She bunched her fingers into fists in the grass.
 
   With that uncanny knack of his, Atlan turned to face her.  “What’s wrong?” he asked, his hand snaking over to hers.
 
   She fought the urge to bat his hand away.  How much longer did she have with him?
 
   “It’s just,” she closed her eyes tightly, then found his again.  “Your bargain with Lady Naomi.”
 
   She didn’t have to say any more.  He scooted closer in the grass and took both her hands in his.  She looked out over the ocean as he spoke.
 
   “We’ll figure something out,” he was saying.
 
   But the words floated off into the wind, and crashed down onto the cliffs below.  Sylvia bit her lip to keep from crying—something she only just now realized she was close to doing.
 
   She had never cried in front of anyone before, and I won’t do it now, she vowed.  She took a steadying breath, and set her eyes back on him.
 
   “All right,” she said, nodding.  “But let’s not put it off any longer.  I’m going to ask Lady Naomi at tea.”  She shoved the threatening tears far down, where they would have trouble finding their way out again.
 
   Atlan opened his mouth to protest, but she was ready with a retort.
 
   “I think it’s best if I ask.  She...” Sylvia paused.  The next words weren’t exactly kind.
 
   “Likes you better?” Atlan said, but there was no bitterness in his voice.  Instead, he smiled.  
 
   “That wasn’t what I was going to say,” she said.
 
   “I put my life in your hands.”
 
   “Don’t say it like that!” Sylvia protested, detecting the sarcasm, and swatting him with her hand.  “You rescued me,” she said with an attempt at a smile.  “Now let me try and rescue you.”
 
   Later, when Medina came by her rooms to help her dress—she now had several datawoven gowns in her closet, thanks to Naomi—Sylvia’s stomach was fluttering uncontrollably.  She took deep, steadying breaths as Medina laced her gown.
 
   Atlan had gone to his own rooms when they had returned to the castle, so after Medina deemed her hair suitable, Sylvia sent him a link.
 
   I’m off to tea, she said, trying to project a hopeful note into her tone.
 
   Good luck, he said, and she focused on the echo of his words as she strode down the corridors of the castle to the Lady’s private tea room.
 
   When she arrived, the tea things were neatly arranged on the spindly wire table in the center of the room as usual.  The looking-glasses that lined the walls surrounded them with a cheery afternoon at the top of the cliffs.
 
   Sylvia had activated the colors in her own datawoven dress in shades of blue, lined in black.  The Lady wore a black gown with slashes of crimson down each side.  It was more than a little intimidating.
 
   The tea poured, the cakes selected, Sylvia gathered her courage for the question she had neatly formed in her brain.
 
   “Lady Naomi,” she began, and the Lady looked up from her teacup, eyes boring into Sylvia’s with their usual intensity.  The words slipped through her brain like a wave through the sand.
 
   “I, well, Atlan told me about the bargain he made with you, and I’m really glad you helped Meadowcity in the battle, but I was wondering...” she stopped.  This wasn’t at all how she had rehearsed.  She started over.
 
   “I don’t think Atlan should take the serum,” she said boldly.  “I think he would be much happier with a normal life—and I think others should consider it before taking it just like everyone else.”
 
   Both of Lady Naomi’s eyebrows were halfway into her hair by the end of this speech.  She looped her forefinger in the handle of her teacup and took a delicate sip.
 
   “I see,” was all she said.
 
   Sylvia was glued to the spot.  It was an enormous effort to reach out her hand and hook her own finger in her teacup handle and bring the warm porcelain to her lips.
 
   “But you’re wrong, my dear,” Naomi finally said.  As if breaking a spell, the Lady reached out for a scone, and began noisily buttering it.
 
   Mouth open, Sylvia’s heart sank.  She was going to lose Atlan.  Would he even speak to her again after he took the serum?  Would she want him to?
 
   “I didn’t help Meadowcity,” Naomi said, taking an uncharacteristically large bite out of her buttered scone.
 
   Sylvia cocked her head to the side like a bird.  “What? What do you mean?  I saw one of the drones—”
 
   “It must have been your own, didn’t you say Alice was piloting it?” Naomi said politely after thoroughly chewing her food.
 
   “But, the others—”
 
   Naomi waved an imperial hand over the plate of scones.  “Sylvia, you must have one of these.”
 
   What in Arcera was going on?
 
   Half angry, half elated, Sylvia took a scone in a daze.  Was she really saying what Sylvia thought she was saying?
 
   After two bites of the lavender scone, Sylvia couldn’t take it any longer, and blurted, “So Atlan doesn’t have to take the serum?”
 
   Naomi brushed stray crumbs off of her lap with her frilly napkin.  “Not if he doesn’t want to,” she said, finally.
 
   It was as if Sylvia heard the words from very far away.  Not if he doesn’t want to.  Then they got louder, coming closer, until they were beating inside her, next to her heart.
 
   With her eyes out of focus as she linked with Atlan, Sylvia didn’t see the tear leak out of one of Lady Naomi’s eyes and fall neatly into the frilly napkin in her lap.
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Fifty-Seven
 
    
 
   It was torture, his cell in the fifth city.
 
   He was finally here, finally where he wanted to be.  But he could never escape.  Never experience their wonders, their technology, their world.
 
   He had wanted it to be everyone’s world.  He had only wanted to spread these wondrous things to all of Arcera, for the good of everyone.
 
   But no one had listened.  No one had ever listened.  Not Savannah, not the Four Cities, not Seascape.
 
   Why didn’t they listen?
 
   They hadn’t listened to him at the trial, taking the words of his enemies over his own.  None of them saw what he had been trying to accomplish, none of them!
 
   And when that witch, that Lady had brought a panel of black glass to life showing images of him threatening Seascape, that was when he knew it was over.  That was when they condemned him to live out the rest of his life in this torturous cell.
 
   Savannah’s last words to him kept repeating in his head, over and over, and over, until he had begun to hear them in his sleep.  Sometimes he heard them in the night when he wasn’t sleeping, whispering through the darkness.  You’re a monster, and I’m sorry I ever loved you.
 
   You’re a monster.
 
   Monster.
 
   He slammed his head down on his cot, trying to rid the words from his brain.
 
   He stared up at the ceiling, one large panel of dim white light, and imagined he could see through it.  Could see through to the castle he knew to be above him, where people could talk to each other through their thoughts.  Where images of real life could be viewed through panes of glass.  Where magic sparkled in silver thread.
 
   He stared up at the ceiling, and imagined it was his.
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Fifty-Eight
 
   Four Years Later
 
    
 
   Sylvia waited patiently while Atlan jogged down the path toward the train station.  She drew a quick circle on the datastrands at her wrist.  They were going to be late.
 
   “Hurry up!” she called.  She adjusted the scarf at her neck, pulling it down to cover what the glinting silver jacket did not.
 
   Finally, he reached the platform, and bounded up the steps two at a time.
 
   “Sorry,” he panted.  “Your dad was showing me some maps he created.”
 
   She grinned, and they turned toward the waiting train.  The trees outside of Meadowcity were on fire with the colors of autumn.  Nestled between two small hills, the smooth black train hummed with electricity in the soft morning light.
 
   “Let’s go, then.  I don’t want to miss the ceremony.”
 
   With a quick code on the door panel, they were soon inside.  Sylvia strode to the front of the train and flipped open an access panel, revealing a swath of datastrands.  Her fingers went to them like a magnet.
 
   “We’re not going to miss the ceremony,” Atlan assured her.  “You know we’ll be hours early.  Your family’s coming on a train later.”
 
   “I know, but she wants me there early.”
 
   “I don’t know why they had to get married all the way up in New Lightcity, anyway,” Atlan griped for what felt like the tenth time.
 
   “Because Harry’s there.  And it’s not like it’s that far,” Sylvia remarked, smirking to herself as she traced the silver strands in concentration, entering in their destination.
 
   No longer a four-day trek through dangerous wilds, it now took mere hours to reach any of the Four Cities by the trains that connected them all.  Some days, Sylvia still didn’t believe it.
 
   “You know,” Atlan said, his lips curving up in a wicked grin as the train began to move.  “I don’t recall you telling me why we have our own personal train for today.”
 
   “Hmm?” Sylvia murmured, coming over to sit next to him as they began to gather speed.
 
   “Ambassador Thorne, did you steal this train?” he asked in mock disapproval.
 
   She smacked him on the shoulder.  “Of course not,” she retorted, then cleared her throat.  “I am merely fulfilling my duties as Ambassador to the Four Cities...” she groped for words as Atlan began to chuckle.  “...By visiting certain cities, possibly coinciding with personal events,” she concluded.
 
   Finally, she gave in, and the two of them burst into fits of laughter, filling the empty train.
 
   “Besides,” Sylvia gasped between laughs.  “Weren’t you the one who stole a train, and a hydrojet?”
 
   He waved it away with the flap of his hand, choking back a laugh.
 
   They sped over the tracks, Sylvia too excited to check her messages or vids on her earlink.  Instead, she watched the countryside go by in flashes of gold and red and orange.
 
   The countryside.  
 
   Not the wilds, she reflected.
 
   It had taken some getting used to, when the wilds had slowly transformed after the war to make way for the train system.  With the help of Seascape’s drones, and the enthusiasm of countless Hunters, the countryside was no longer a breeding ground for the wolves and mountain lions that had reigned there for centuries.  Any citizen could pass between cities as they liked now.  Her calling as a Rider was over.
 
   And the trains didn’t just stop at the Four Cities.
 
   While New Lightcity was being built, many of the refugees in Seascape had begun to look for new homes, gracious though they were for the support of the fifth city, they were unused to its ways and customs.  Many of them told Sylvia it was too fast, or too crowded.  The thought of new cities had infused them with the urge to create and discover new places in Arcera.
 
   It had been one of Sylvia’s first projects as Ambassador to the Four Cities—though, they were going to have to change her title soon, she thought.
 
   Already familiar with the politics of the Four Cities, and well used to traveling between them, Lady Naomi had thought Sylvia would be the perfect candidate for an ambassador from Seascape.
 
   Sylvia had worked with the refugees to locate suitable spots for new settlements, and set up trade agreements between them and the Four Cities, until the settlements became self-sufficient.  With the completion of the train system, trade between the cities roared, and also spread some of Seascape’s other gifts.
 
   Arranging use of the train for the day hadn’t been that hard, especially with Oliver’s help.  She had already planned to visit Hopecity on her way back from New Lightcity for some actual work.
 
   She dozed after a while, leaning on Atlan’s shoulder as the train gently rocked while it sped down the tracks.  At one point, she must have fallen asleep, for Atlan was now shaking her awake.  She rubbed her eyes and sat up.
 
   The train had stopped.  They were here.
 
   Suddenly nervous, she smoothed her tight dress down over her datawoven leggings.  Not yet sure which color would look best for the ceremony, she had turned the dress dark blue, and left her leggings and jacket silvery-black, for now.
 
   Ember was there to greet them as they got off the train.  She leapt with a squeal to hug Sylvia as they stepped onto the platform.
 
   “Where’s Ven?” Sylvia asked as she pulled away.
 
   Ember grinned mischievously.  “He and Flint snuck off early this morning, saying something about last minute preparations—something for the ceremony, I expect.”
 
   Sylvia beamed, and Ember pulled Atlan into a similarly enthusiastic hug before they all headed into New Lightcity.
 
   Though smaller than its original, it retained much of the city’s charm, thanks in no small part to Neve’s uncle Harry.  Ven had invited all surviving Lightcitizens to take part in the planning of the new city, and as Sylvia passed through the modest gate, she grinned.
 
   The wall was her favorite part.  Ven had commissioned every glassworker, stoneworker and woodcarver in all the Four Cities to contribute a brick for the wall.  Ven had given them the dimensions they were to work in, but each brick was unique, forged by hands all across Arcera.  Seascape had donated a thousand bricks of black solar glass, which soaked up the sun to give power to the lights which glowed atop the wall at night.
 
   There had been no question as to whether they would build a wall.  Sylvia sometimes wondered if there would ever come a day when people would feel safe enough without one.
 
   Even she had to keep reminding herself that it was over, that they were safe.  To think one person could ever incite such violence and destruction was beyond her imagining, but not beyond her reasoning.
 
   She had taken it upon herself to be ambassador, to ensure that Arcera was peaceful and happy.  To be sure there would never be a rift between cities again.
 
   And they were happy.  The cities prospered again with faster travel and the introduction of some of Seascape’s technology.  Though reluctant at first, the cities had begun to accept the looking-glasses and datastrands, and earlinks.  Some never even tried them, and as she traveled as ambassador, Sylvia had assured the cities that that was quite all right—it was a personal choice.
 
   Just like taking the serum was now a choice in Seascape.  Sparked by Atlan’s refusal, the initiates in the next year’s Trials had begun to opt out of taking the serum, passing up long life for a fuller one, or so some said.  Though all of their fellow initiates had already taken theirs, Atlan and Sylvia’s friends had been allies in fighting to give the future initiates the right to choose.
 
   Some of the refugees from Meadowcity and Riftcity had remained on the island, even after things had been rebuilt.  It had taken some getting used to, but they began to integrate themselves with the people who would eventually outlive them.
 
   The new citizens and the natives began to learn from one another.  The long-lived imparted crucial wisdom they had gained over the centuries, and the new citizens showed the natives ways of thinking that could only be experienced by those with a comparably shorter life span.
 
   It was a far different place than when Sylvia had first set foot there, when the city’s idea of help had been hard earned, and frugally given.  Ironically, it seemed Greyling had united Arcera after all. 
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   Sylvia and Ember took their leave of Atlan when they reached the Stoughton’s house, where Neve was getting ready.  Atlan wandered off to go find Ven and Flint, presumably tracking them down via link.
 
   Neve was radiant.  Though Sylvia had just seen her just a few weeks ago in Seascape, she looked an entirely different person today.  Her eyes were bright, and the smile never left her face for a second.
 
   Having moved to Seascape once the construction of New Lightcity was underway, Neve often visited her uncle, who decided to stay in the rebuilt city, and start his glasswork business again.  Falcon had inevitably followed her wherever she went, and the two lived just minutes from Castle Tenny, where Neve now worked as a chemist.
 
   The rest of the morning went by in a blur of flowers and ribbons, of new gossip and the regaling of old stories.
 
   Anna and Cari returned to the Stoughton villa around midday, having finished up with their decorations they would tell no one about.
 
   More than once, Sylvia’s friends intoned that it would be no time at all before her day came, which made her blush, but brought a wide grin to her face nonetheless.
 
   Finally, it was time.  Neve was ready, and Sylvia, Ember, Anna and Cari escorted her to the ceremony, walking joyously through the streets of New Lightcity amid the well-wishes of any onlookers they encountered.  The sky was a brilliant orange with the early sunset, and Sylvia wondered just how another summer had slipped away from her.
 
   Cari threw flower petals in Neve’s path, grinning.   People hung out of shop windows when they heard the calls of people on the street, and showered them with congratulations and wishes for luck.  Then they spotted the pergola in the center of the city, and Neve’s steps faltered a bit.
 
   Anna poked her in the back, and Neve turned, blushing.  She resumed her stately walk, now beelining for Falcon, who stood underneath the twined leaves of the pergola.
 
   Atlan was drawn to Sylvia the moment she arrived, and he took her hand, squeezing it once.  She spotted her parents and Sonia, who came over to join them with unbridled grins upon their faces.
 
   As the ceremony started, Sylvia watched Neve’s uncle Harry try to covertly wipe a tear from his eye, and she felt her own surge of emotion.
 
   Though it had suffered, Arcera was thriving, and Sylvia felt personally responsible for its fate—she had vowed to keep it peaceful for as long as she lived.
 
   Neve was finally marrying Falcon, finally listening to her heart, and to herself.  Ven was here with Ember, who had tears of joy streaming down her face.  Her family was safe.  And Sylvia felt as if the person holding her hand was connected to her by so much more.
 
   She couldn’t help but feel her heart reaching out to all the people around her, as if linked to them by strands of light.
 
   As the fireworks went off all around them, Sylvia gazed into Atlan’s eyes, grinning.
 
   She knew it wasn’t forever, but that was what made it worth it.
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