Chapter 1

The future:

Cressa stared at the lemon. The imperfectly round, glossy, bright yellow lemon. It sat on a low table in the beachfront shack.

Senses and images faded until the fruit was all she could see. Anticipation crawled up her spine. Cressa reached out her hand, but hesitated.

“All I have left is a gamble,” said a voice. A voice she despised. Trent’s voice. Yet it compelled her. “The fate of the world is on your shoulders. Isn’t that the very prophecy you hate?”

“I am subject to no man,” she growled, withdrawing her hand. “To no prophecy.”

“Then take,” Trent offered, picking up the lemon and extending it in his ice cold fingers. “Take and eat.”

“No,” urged Pallen.

Cressa glanced between her friend and the vibrant fruit. The lemon held the power to make her strong. Stronger than Trent, stronger than Sasha, stronger than any curse. Strong enough to protect Pallen and the others. Electric hope and a strange but potent fear filled her chest. The stone on Trent’s ring finger held power over her. She detested that feeling of smallness and the damage it promised to do.

Cressa stretched out an unsteady hand.

 The present:

Hand to the fresh plaster, Cressa rubbed her fingers along the point of impact. A bullet had struck here.

Signs of struggle had been effectively covered up, but she knew what to look for. Filtering out hearing, Cressa put the scene together in her mind. She followed scuff marks from the deck door to the end of the hardwood. A chase. Kneeling on the living room carpet, she found glass fibers. Objects had clattered to the ground in a war of fists. She shoved an ottoman aside to reveal a stain in the carpet. A mix of blood and ash. She flipped through several possible causes, before landing on the most likely: the fire poker had been used as a weapon.

Rising to her feet and ignoring the watchful eyes of Pallen and the house’s owner, Cressa strode into the kitchen. At first, nothing seemed amiss. Then she bent by the fridge. Deep underneath there were still traces of blood. Bricks surrounding the woodstove were set loosely in their places. The worst of the fighting had taken place here.

“Signs of struggle everywhere,” she reported to Pallen. The oppressive heat of the woodstove made sweat bead on his forehead. “What happened here, Sue?”

Sue, a woman in her forties, could not pale anymore than she already had. Instead, she wrapped her arms around her shoulders as if the question made her cold.

“I can’t explain it,” she replied, still clutching Pallen’s badge in her hand. “And you two look awfully young to be working with the government…”

The badge had been a gift of the Orion Syndicate. Grudgingly, Pallen had agreed to rejoin as an auxiliary member. Cressa had one just like it in her back pocket. It and the crescent around her neck were the only real things about her. The rest she had shape shifted.

“As I already explained, we are part of a special task force,” Pallen declared. His deep voice garnered more respect from Sue. The half-dwarf had that effect on people. “Now tell us what happened to your daughter.”

Her daughter: Rachel, an imaginer of the world they had left behind. Maybe she had answers to the questions surrounding the Orion Group. Or perhaps her fellow imaginer, Seth, did.

Sue regarded them again, hesitant to speak. She began a rehearsed speech, “We thought she was in New Jersey on a last minute trip with some friends. I received a voicemail from her on Christmas day. She was startled and talking quickly. I couldn’t understand her. Her father and I rushed home. We found the house trashed. I cleaned it up; kept things quiet.”

Casting her eyes around the room, Cressa studied the design of this Maine home. She hoped that it would give her insight into Sue. In years past, similar observations had uncovered the secrets of the mercenaries Cressa burgled. Though her thieving days were behind her, the skills still served a purpose.

Alongside a porcelain sink, cheerful wallpaper, blazing fireplace, and pictures of family was an embroidered Bible verse, “But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”(1) This was not merely a building; this was a home. And Sue was not merely a woman; she was a mother. One who would do anything to protect her daughter.

Cressa pressed, “And you have not seen Rachel since? Three months have passed. Why did you never report this to the police?”

“Maybe you know why,” Sue guessed. She was not willing to open up. Not yet. She thirsted to explain, but determination kept her lips sealed. “Rachel was with some friends and with Seth, her boyfriend. He takes good care of her.”

“You received a cryptic message from your daughter, found your house overturned, and covered up a trail of blood,” Pallen scoffed. “And you’re just trusting her boyfriend?”

“Seth didn’t do this,” Sue snapped, like a lioness defending her cubs. “Maybe I should call my attorney now.”

Cressa and Pallen exchanged a glance and changed tactics.

“Sue,” Pallen started, his voice low and calming. “You don’t have to be afraid to talk to us. We know the secret Seth and Rachel are keeping.”

She backed away from him until she was pressed against the wall.

“We know about Xsardis,” he finished.

The frailty of Sue passed away in an instant. She straightened and turned the questions around. “Did you take my Rachel?”

“No. Crescent and I are part of a government division watching out for people like your daughter and her boyfriend,” Pallen assured. Crescent. Her trade name. They hardly used it now. “We’ve come to help.”

Sue slid into a seat on a tall kitchen chair. “At first, I did not believe my own daughter. Once I understood, I promised to keep it a secret. Now, I am not sure who to trust.”

Cressa imagined what Alyona would have done to make the woman more comfortable. The shape shifter walked to the kitchen sink, filled up a kettle with water, and set it on the stove. She put a bag of mint tea in a mug before returning to Sue.

Allowing the urgency to fade from her features, Cressa offered a personal testimony, “Pallen and I were chased for years by the same man who hunts Rachel and Seth. We know the danger so we act with caution. We can help them. But first you have to help us.”

The kettle whistled. Cressa poured a cup for Sue and placed it in her hands. The brief physical contact, the open story, and the kind gesture of the tea worked on the mother. She blinked, releasing the caution that had kept her secrets bound.

“Thank you,” Sue said, nodding. “What do you need to know?”

The mixed smell of mint and burning wood permeated Cressa’s senses as she inquired, “You said Rachel went to New Jersey… Why?”

“Something about Issym and a clue…” Sue faltered. “And botanical gardens. Star… something. Rachel was excited so she didn’t take the time to explain.”

“These friends of hers…” Pallen interjected. He sounded completely focused, but Cressa saw his eyes drifting toward the cabinet she had left open and the food within. “They were trustworthy?”

“Completely,” Sue assured. “Seth’s best friend and some teens from Xsardis.”

The words were said so nonchalantly that Cressa almost missed them. Teens from Xsardis. From Xsardis. From Home. Seth and Rachel had a way to transport between the worlds. If Cressa had found them a few months earlier—before they were attacked on Christmas day—she could have gone home. She forced herself not to lean forward with anticipation, to give no outward sign of the excitement she felt.

“I realized that what had happened had to do with that place,” Sue continued. Her tone and posture were taking on more confidence. “I had promised Rachel that I would keep the truth about Xsardis safe, so I cleaned up the mess and waited. I thought she and Seth would get back in contact. When they didn’t, I started pulling together what information I could.”

Sue drew a folder from the top of the white fridge. She selected an image from the manila file. “This is a photo of an accident. It took place the day they disappeared. That’s Seth’s jeep. Police say it was run off the road.” Drawing in a deep breath, Sue added, “It was too late when I finally realized that they weren’t safely hiding. The accident, the fight… I can’t help but believe they’ve been kidnapped.”

Cressa met Pallen’s eyes again. They were both thinking the same thing. If the Seer had kidnapped Seth and Rachel, then where were they? Not in his now-exploded mansion, not in his vacated laboratory in Canada…

“Did they tell you anything about Xsardis?” Cressa asked, her mouth suddenly dry. She thirsted for information about her homeland.

“It was ravaged by war,” Sue offered. “They told stories about fighting a dragon and a shape shifter.”

Cressa tensed her hands at the report. She started for the door, unwilling or unable to hear more. She did not want to discover how withered Xsardis had become in Sasha’s hands.

Pallen reclaimed his badge and left Sue with his number, instructing her to call if she thought of anything else. Then he followed Cressa outside. She was already in the driver’s seat.

At every restaurant they passed, he tried to get her to stop. He was hungry. She would waste no time on food. Soon, they were settled into a private jet. The Orion Syndicate had lent it to them for the trip.

Before takeoff, Cressa dialed Marcus’ number.

“Hey Cressa,” he greeted.

There was too much enthusiasm in his voice. She had probably just gotten him out of class. Marcus was always anxious for a reason to skip out of the haven’s makeshift school. He would be overjoyed when he heard what she had to ask. “Can you get River and go on a trip?”

“Sure,” the airsprite agreed. “Where we heading?”

“Well…” Cressa hesitated. Big fingers on a small phone, Pallen was searching for a list of botanical gardens in New Jersey. Successful, he showed her a webpage. Cressa relayed the information, “The Starglow Botanical Gardens in Jersey. Seth and Rachel were there less than a day before they disappeared.”

His search done, the conversation over, and the plane in the air, Pallen began a doomed search for food. The half-dwarf settled back into his seat unhappily. It squeaked as it bore his muscled frame.

Even the few words Sue had spoken about Xsardis had transported Cressa’s mind to the world of her birth. Remembrances filled her long after they had put Maine behind them. Most were unpleasant, full of despair. But one in particular spoke of hope and purpose and friendship back on her home world. Eventually she looked out her window.

Below her, Boston gleamed in the sun like a model city. Cressa peered through the clouds, hoping for a glimpse of Marcus and River. If they had made good time, she might spot them heading north as she and Pallen returned south.

Turbulence rocked through the plane and jostled her leather chair. Beside her, Pallen clenched his arm rests. With his strength, it was a surprise the metal did not crumple. Once she had seen him snap a wrench. It was no fear of turbulence that caused Pallen’s grip. As far as Cressa had learned, he had no terror of flying or dark or snakes or drowning or anything else. The half-dwarf was calm in almost every situation. His only concern was for the people he loved and the haven he led.

Now when Pallen was hungry… that was a different story. His grumpiness skyrocketed higher than Marcus could fly. From the vein pulsing steadily in his forehead and the redness spreading throughout his tight arms, Cressa realized she should have let him eat before takeoff.

Food was not high on her priority list. She forgot her friends needed it. Shape shifters could go days without much more than a granola bar. Pallen’s appetite matched Tupence’s. And that kid can eat, she thought with a grin, glad to have the boy in safety once more.

Glimpsing through the window again, Cressa caught sight of the snow covered ground. It seemed that the freezing wind and mounds of snow had no plans to leave the northeast. It was shaping up to be the longest, coldest winter on record.

Cressa finally broke under Pallen’s testy glare. “How was I supposed to know that they would not have stocked the plane with peanuts?”

“Because it belongs to the OS,” Pallen stated flatly. “And they’re cheap.”

Cheap. That was not the word Cressa would have used. Maybe ‘choosy’ or ‘fickle’ or ‘double-minded.’ She caught her distrust for the Orion Syndicate escaping in her vocabulary and chastised herself. The OS had, after all, been kind enough to lend them this jet. And jets were pricey.

Valuable, she rephrased. Earth hailed airplanes for little more than their convenience and symbol of status, but Cressa saw in them something else. More than modernity even. They were the essence of the technology Sasha had sent her here to uncover. Airsprites will become obsolete, the vile shape shifter would have said with pleasure.

Airsprites like Marcus.

Cressa shivered. Pallen sensed it and let up. “It’s fine.”

Was he letting go of his hunger-driven grumpiness? Or was he referencing the memories he knew she was reliving? Pallen had a talent for having two conversations at once. She had a talent for dodging his attempts to connect. Cressa turned her face to the window and imagined Marcus zipping through the clouds beside her. A twinge of jealousy wrapped itself around her mind. To be free to fly… she thought.

Despite all her forms, despite all her talents, flying was something she would never achieve. It was one of the few limitations left to her. Years of training under Sasha’s cruelty and years more in her own solitary boot camp on Earth had taught Cressa to overcome many of her weaknesses. Pallen and Alyona had taught her even more. What she still lacked, she had a lifetime to achieve. She was only a teenager, after all. But flying… Instinctively she knew that it would ever be beyond her reach. It frustrated her more than it should have. But, with Darius Trent on-the-run and rebuilding, any weakness in her left a chance. A chance for him to enact Sasha’s plan.

As if domination of one world was not enough, Sasha had spread her aims to Earth. She had ordered Cressa to destroy the Orion Group: You will find them out in their secret places. Win them over with that sweet nature. And then we will kill them all. This is your destiny.
Destiny. The sound sprites agreed. They had prophesied about Cressa, She will ensure that Orions walk on Xsardis no more.
Darius Trent, self-professed shaper of the world’s course, might just be crazy enough to make that prophecy come true. Since his mansion had exploded several weeks before, Trent had been in hiding. Orions had started to see him for the mortal that he was. Not a Seer. Just an evil man with a brilliant mind, an ever-growing fortune, and a set of diverse connections. The man who had once held Tupence’s innocent life over Cressa and Marcus’ heads would never control them again.

I am no one’s minion anymore. Cressa defied anyone or any voice in her head to prove her wrong. This was the sentiment that pushed her to train.

“You don’t really think Trent has Seth and Rachel,” Pallen guessed.

“No. I do not,” Cressa confirmed, placing her eyes on the scruffy face of her friend. “If he did, he would have flaunted his catch long before.”

Yes, agreed Orion. He would have boasted. But only to you.
Cressa caught the constellation’s intent and, in vain, pretended not to. Meaning?
Meaning Trent has been obsessed with you. He let you walk into his mansion. He let you break your deal without reprisal. He is still trying to win you over. And he will do anything to make that happen.
Put that way, the continuity of Trent’s actions sent a surprising chill through Cressa’s faux-body.

Pallen broke her train of thought. “So where are they?”

“Hmm?”

“Seth and Rachel,” he clarified. “Where are they?”

“I do not know.” Coming back to herself, Cressa added forcefully, “But I am going to keep looking. They could change the entire face of the Orion struggle. The face of two worlds.”

Their brief but deeply rooted friendship allowed Pallen to see beyond the surface of her words. He prodded, “Or?”

“Or they could destroy us,” she answered. That should have been obvious. “If they prove to be enemies… No. We need to find them and ascertain which side they are fighting for.”

“Chilling thought,” he confessed. There it was. The one or two word sentences he was famous for when hungry. Eventually, he summed her up, “You’re scared.”

Yes. She was on edge. The Seer had leveraged a mentally challenged child to manipulate Cressa and Marcus. Trent, bent on curing cancer, had captured, tortured, and manipulated scores of Orions. He had blown his multimillion dollar mansion to smithereens. He had tried to sacrifice the lives of every person in that building—Orion or not. He had martyred his own mighty identity. Moments before, Cressa had watched Trent murder his right hand in cold blood. A man like that had a backup plan. A million backup plans. He might have been setback a little by their actions, but Trent was out there—growing in secrecy. For weeks he had been completely silent. Not even the mysterious multi-government agency, the OS, had found a trace of him.

Maybe the Orion Syndicate is keeping something from you, Orion suggested.

Cressa inwardly groaned. She still liked Orion’s voice. Ever since she had been alone and little it had been there. She could not get rid of it now. But she did not like his implication that she should be full of distrust. She turned her focus back to Pallen. “You are not scared?”

“I guess it’s all… concerning,” he responded, hesitancy claiming the usually steady voice. “But after everything God has brought us through, I figure there is not much point in fear.”

Cressa swallowed the retort she might have offered. This ‘trusting-in-God’ thing was as new as it was uncomfortable. Maybe Pallen could afford to trust only in God. They had watched the Bounty Hunter plummet from a five-story building. Pallen’s nemesis was dead. Cressa’s was still out there.

Oh come on, she challenged herself. He still has a safe haven and a family to protect from Trent. He can afford to trust as little as you can.
Truth was, Pallen did not appear to be relieved by the death of the Bounty Hunter—the man who had murdered his parents. Cressa studied his features, from his stocky frame to his set jaw to his cropped red hair, seeking the reason for his discontent. His whole life had been a struggle to seek justice instead of revenge. Now that he had it, his life had shifted irrevocably.

More turbulence shook the plane. The seatbelt sign above their heads lit up. Pallen was already strapped in. Cressa left hers off, figuring she was safer if she was free to change shape without restriction. Part of her wondered who was flying their jet. She had not even bothered to learn the pilot’s name. She had enough newcomers in her life. She had room for no more.

Once, Cressa had lived a solitary life. Now, it was a crowded existence. Like Pallen’s, her own life had shifted.

“Is all this searching really about Seth and Rachel?” Pallen inquired, breaking the silence of the last few minutes. “Or are you seeking a way to go home?”

Cressa thought over her answer. “I am not sure.”

“What’s even back there for you?”

There it was. Pallen’s not-so-secret desire for her to stay on Earth forever. She replied calmly, “Answers. Family maybe. At the very least I have things to make right. Xsardis is my home, Pallen. You cannot seriously be suggesting I give that up.”

“You have family here. Do you even have a single friend back there?”

“One…” Cressa murmured. If the girl still lived. She had been bleeding out the last time Cressa had seen her.

The half-dwarf just grunted. They had endured this battle one too many times. It always ended the same way.

Pallen’s phone rang. There was no stewardess to tell him not to answer it. The number was Alyona’s. He put the call on speaker.

“Something wrong?” he asked by way of greeting.

It was a useless question. Alyona would not have been calling if everything had been okay. Cressa leaned closer to weigh in on the response.

“Tupence has left the haven,” Alyona reported. Her voice was firm, like always, but there was also deep concern within it. “He’s been homesick lately. We should have done more to help him adjust…”

“Alyona,” Pallen interjected, calling her to focus. “Where is he now?”

Cressa did not quite feel her body tense into action. For one thing, they were still thousands of feet above the ground and above usefulness. For another, Tupence had been in far worse scrapes than simply leaving the haven. He had been nearly pushed off a cliff in a lightning storm. He had been a captive of Darius Trent for several long weeks. Compared with that, a bout of reckless homesickness did not cause Cressa to panic.

“That’s why I am calling you,” Alyona answered. “He’s fast. He knew his family was on a trip in Connecticut. He’s nearly there. You are the closest to him.”

Cressa was already on her feet. She used the plane phone to talk to the pilot, telling him the change of plans. Alyona was still on the line as Cressa returned to the cabin.

“We will get Tupence back,” Cressa assured. “Just have Tasya link his coordinates to our phones.”

The shape shifter did not fully understand how technology worked. The first twelve years of her life had been spent in a medieval world; the next six months in a third-world country. To her, technology was more magical than, well, magic. Despite her limited comprehension of its powers, Cressa trusted in Tasya’s abilities. The reformed thief had a surprising talent and a generous budget, not to mention a team of highly skilled mushnick assistants.

When Pallen hung up, he rose to his feet. He ignored the seatbelt sign and weathered the turbulence with solid footing. The half-dwarf had a hard time sitting motionless when a task loomed over his head.

“Try to relax,” Cressa reminded him. “This is not exactly our most dangerous mission.”

“No,” he retorted. “But it’s one of the toughest.”

Cressa cocked her head. Pallen was usually more comprehensible. He explained, “I don’t want to tell Tupence that he can’t be with a mother and father who love him. I don’t want to tell any Orion that they have to stay in the haven.” His voice rose. “They all deserve more than a well-dressed prison.”

“The haven is not a prison,” Cressa challenged, rising to her feet. This dissatisfied side of Pallen had been growing ever since his nemesis had died. “It is life.”

“Is it?” he questioned. The familiar vein in his forehead started to peak out. “That big stone wall serves to separate us from the real world as much as it serves to protect us.”

It was hard to fight with him when Cressa felt the same way. She loved the haven, but even she grew tired of the cacophony of sound it held. Tension never really left. Even at the highly secured facility, they feared Trent’s reprisals more with every day.

The plane dropped altitude. They were getting closer to landing. Cressa knew Pallen better than to keep arguing. She retook her original seat. He did the same, buckling himself in. Maybe after he had eaten and Tupence had been found, he would feel better. For now, they let the sounds of decreasing elevation claim the plane.

Exiting on a set of rolling stairs, Pallen and Cressa took a shuttle to the main terminal and rented a car. Pallen drove. Cressa navigated, utilizing her cellphone.

“Has he found his parents yet?” Pallen asked, pulling onto the interstate.

“I do not think so,” she replied. Although it was not a question she could accurately answer, Cressa relayed her educated guess. Tupence’s symbol on the map stopped and started frequently. Public transportation, her instincts said. They might still be able to catch up with him.

Tupence was twelve-years-old physically. Mentally, it was hard to tell. At times, he had intelligence that amazed his elders. He picked up language, computer, and mechanical skills with ease. He saw life with open, honest, compassionate eyes. But his simple ways meant that he needed someone to look out for him. There was no one better than his elder brother, Marcus. They might not have been blood, but they were family. 

“If Tupence gets to his parents we will never be able to drag him away,” Cressa pressed.

Pallen made the car go faster, risking a ticket. He might not relish his task, but he understood its importance.

Tupence was not Orion, so, by right, he should not have had to flee their enemies. Yet his connection to both Cressa and Marcus put him in danger. Trent would always try to use the boy.

Don’t be a fool, Orion warned.

Cressa waited for the voice in her head to elaborate.

Tupence is valuable as far more than a tool to control you and Marcus.
The imaginary constellation would say no more. If her subconscious was trying to tell her something, Cressa could not make out what.

“Turn here,” she told Pallen. “We have almost found him.”

They started to follow a bus making its afternoon rounds. The smell of diesel exhaust came through the heat vents. The wind blew her black hair. Cressa strategized, “Let me get out here. I will catch up with the bus at its next stop. You keep following.”

Before Pallen could fully apply the brakes, Cressa had stepped out. She hastened over icy patches of ground, heading down the nearest side street. When she was out of sight, she urged super-human energy through her legs. She slowed again as she arrived at the next stop.

Pretending to be breathless from a run, Cressa waited for the bus to catch up. It rolled to a stop and she got on, tossing a few coins in the machine as she worked her way to the back. She checked her phone. It said that Tupence was still on the bus. Cressa searched faces one by one. The front of the vehicle had a smattering of people, all holding groceries in their laps. The back was more crowded. Tupence sat in the very last row.

Cressa smiled to see him. She always did. It could not be helped. Round cheeks, big eyes, pale skin, and fiery red hair that stuck straight up. When he saw her, Tupence smiled. Then he frowned, apparently understanding why she had come. Cressa took a seat beside him. The bench was cold.

“Hi, kid,” she said.

“Hi, Cressa,” he greeted. Rare as it was, there was melancholy in his voice.

They sat in silence to the next bus stop. A few people got off. One got on. Then the boy guessed, “You’ve come to take me back. Haven’t you?”

Cressa gently rephrased, “I have come to keep you safe.”

“Just like always,” he agreed. Nevertheless, Tupence wondered, “But do you have to keep me safe away from my mom and dad?”

Cressa glanced around them, wondering if anyone had overheard. The only person who seemed to be paying them any attention was the homeless man to their right. He stared with sharp, hungry eyes. Cressa tensed just looking at him.

“It will not be this way forever,” she promised Tupence, keeping her voice even. “Marcus and I and the others are working every day to stop Darius Trent.”

With a big heart and a guileless mind, the boy was rarely selfish. Cressa knew how to convince him. She started, “But Tupence, we need your help to do that. Remember how Marcus worked for Trent because you were in danger? We all get distracted when we worry about you. You have to stay safe if we are to win this battle. And we may need your skills before it is over.”

Heroism brightening his eyes, Tupence nodded. He stood up.

“I will help,” he pledged. “I’m sorry I ran away. Let’s go back.”

Cressa smiled. That was Tupence. He would always give up what he wanted most for others. They were nearing the next stop. She walked toward the front of the bus, never doubting that he would follow.

The vehicle rolled to a halt. Cressa made for the exit. She turned to offer Tupence a hand down the big stairs. He was not behind her.

Sighing, Cressa climbed back up the steps and searched for him. Tupence stood frozen at the back of the bus. There were tears in his eyes.

The homeless man had a hand on the boy’s shoulder. Cressa gave the stranger a better look. His clothes were made to appear weathered. His beard was fake. His eyes were not just sharp; they were malevolent. Plant, she realized. Too late. Here for Tupence.
The boy’s shaken form and the homeless man’s hidden hand told Cressa there was a weapon at play. She wished she could ascertain which kind.

Adrenaline stretched through her body, awaking her mind and her senses. Cressa started a slow walk toward the stranger and his captive. She kept her hands up passively. She would not frighten the man who held a weapon so close to Tupence.

“Stay where you are,” the homeless man barked.

Cressa did not listen. Instinct and experience told her how far she could push someone. She got several more steps before the man added, “Come any closer and he’s dead.”

Cressa stopped. Every head in the bus turned toward them. Murmurs of sympathy and concern for the boy fell from every occupied seat.

This was the worst possible scenario for a fight. The quarters were close. There were too many eyes that would see Cressa shape shift if she tried. And any one of these people trying to be a hero might get Tupence killed.

Now Cressa felt tension course through her mind. Now she was afraid.
*******

Darkness reigned. The stars were hidden in a mass of clouds above and below them. The temperature continued to drop, causing her to shiver in his arms.

“We’re almost there, Riv,” Marcus reassured her.

She probably already knew that. His words were relayed by the watch on her wrist, which also displayed their location relative to their destination. It was Version 2.0 of what Tasya had once designed only to vibrate Morse code. It still had that function.

“It’s no problem,” River attested, taking shelter deeper within her coat.

It was hard for her to move. They were attached by a specially designed harness which they were only just testing out. It had also been imagined by Tasya, but built by Yan the minotaur. His workshop rested in the basement of their safe haven. Marcus had only been permitted down there a few times to be measured for the harness. The large space had overflowed with devices as numerous as the stars. And just as wondrous.

Marcus had a hard time trusting this harness, even if it had been designed by a master minotaur craftsman. What if it let go? He suggested, “We could stop… Alyona would never forgive me if I let you catch a cold.”

“Really, Marcus. I’m fine.”

It did not take an instinctive personality to feel the irritation coming from her words. River was the daughter of the safe haven’s founder. As such, she received a heavy dose of overprotection from nearly everyone. Especially her near-big brother, Pallen. Marcus’ caution was just one more sign of the general habit to walk around her on tiptoes. Anyone else could have enjoyed the princess treatment. Not River. She might have only been fourteen, but she was ready to live and fight in the trenches—and die there too.

Despite her feelings, there was no denying that Marcus had a reason to be vigilant. The air was cold, but it was the wind zipping past them that really chilled River’s flesh and threatened to make her sick. Marcus stayed only a little warmer, aided by the exertion to keep his winged arms extended. He loved this feeling. Above the clouds, with an ally, safe, content, as if he was living his purpose. It was hard to believe that only a few months ago he had no idea of his abilities.

He could have tried to raise the temperature. He was slowly learning how to use the… other… abilities he had been born with. But Marcus would not risk it. Those talents were too unpredictable. He could just imagine himself trying to bring in a tropical breeze and accidentally pulling hail toward them instead. No. It was better to focus on flying.

The watch beeped and vibrated, announcing their presence above their destination. Marcus changed the angle of his wings, causing a slow descent. Unfortunately, it was not slow enough. He was unused to the way the harness distributed weight. They crashed into thick piles of icy snow. This winter had been brutal.

Faces half-illuminated by an obscured floodlight, the two teens struggled to disentangle themselves from the harness. River’s puffy jacket crinkled as she maneuvered to her own footing. She steadied herself against the building’s outer wall. 

Marcus stood, pulling a package from his backpack. He was glad to see it was intact. Liberty cared a great deal for its contents. She would have been saddened at the loss. And Syth was to be feared whenever her sister faced disappointment.

“Would you take this parcel for me?” Liberty had asked, catching up with Marcus and River before they left the haven. It was rare to see the blue fairy outside the infirmary where she worked. Over long hours of the day and night, Liberty healed wounds with her dust and researched… something. Whatever it was, it kept her from sleep and tapped the considerable resources of her mind.

“My friend, Lillian, will run more extensive tests than I am capable of here,” the fairy had explained.

Marcus had agreed. He owed her.

The side door started to move. It was stopped by the snow. Marcus used arms strengthened by flying to pry it fully open. Lillian stepped outside.

She was only in her twenties, with bleached blonde hair that was pulled back into a tight bun. Her white lab jacket offered little protection from the elements. In seconds, her cheeks were red with cold.

“You’re Liberty’s friends?” Lillian ascertained.

“We are,” River replied.

Marcus extended the parcel. Though she was not short, Lillian had to arch her neck to meet his eyes. She seemed daunted by his tall form. She looked, instead, to River. “Is Liberty alright?”

“She is doing well,” River assured.

Lillian nodded. “Tell her this could take some time.”

Once the lab tech was gone, Marcus and River reattached themselves to the harness. This time, their flight was a short one. They landed with more grace.

River pulled out a flashlight, illuminating the impressions of their feet in the snow. Beside them was a sign. It read, Starglow Botanical Gardens. In the lower corner was an image of Orion, the same marking that rested on both Marcus’ and River’s shoulders.

“I guess we’re in the right place,” River said and signed.

The touch of mystery rested on her freckled face.

With a hopefulness that rarely faded, she relished the search for the Orions’ past and for their imaginers. Marcus was more dubious. If the Orion Group had been on Earth for thousands of years without finding their origin, how could they expect to discover it within his lifetime? But, hopeful or not, Marcus would search for answers. His heart pulsed with questions about who he was, where he had come from, what he could do, and why he had been cast out from the land of his birth.

The area was deathly quiet. They approached the impressive, nearby building: a Tudor-style mansion flanking what, in the warmer seasons, were legendary gardens. These grounds housed dozens of weddings each year. Now all that was visible were trees bereft of leaves and statues dusted with snow. As they made for the front door, the absence of footprints added to the general impression that no one had been here in weeks, maybe months.

It was starting to feel eerie. Statues dotted the snow-covered grounds to the left and the right of the mansion.  The glow of stars illuminated granite faces. A shiver raced up his spine. Seth and Rachel, the imaginers of Xsardis, had come here and had never been seen again. Whatever had happened to them might soon happen to Marcus and River.

Before he could stop himself, he knocked as loudly as he could with his cold fingers. There was no answer. He tried again. No answer. Marcus determined, “Guess we’re breaking in.”

“What?” River asked, cocking her head. There was an odd mix of surprise, pleasure, and discomfort in her features. “You want to break and enter?”

Her surprise was misplaced. Marcus might follow the rules now, but it had not always been so. Back when he had been part of the Strays, he had stolen in order to keep himself and Carla and John alive.

“We didn’t leave the safe haven and fly all this way just to test the harness,” he returned, confidence growing. “Something could have happened to Seth and Rachel. They could be in danger. They might need our help. And the clues to their whereabouts might be in this building.”

Once it had been Marcus who had needed rescuing. He had been asleep in his bedroom when Cressa had broken in with a warning to run or die. If she had not helped him… Marcus shivered. It would have cost Tupence too.

Marcus steeled himself to ram his shoulder into the door. River intervened.

“Here,” she began in Sign. “Let me.”

Marcus could not remember ever seeing her pick a lock before. Yet, with relative ease, she slid two slim pieces of metal into the lock and turned them until it clicked open. Back at the haven, the adventure center was home to more than weapons training and physical exercise. There, Orions also learned wilderness survival skills, covert surveillance, and how to hide. Maybe the center also taught Thieving 101.

River started to enter, but he caught her arm.


“Just…” he said. “Be careful. We don’t know what’s inside.”

If there was one thing Marcus had learned since discovering that he bore the Mark of Orion, it was to expect the unexpected. Little really was what it appeared. The unknown was in this building. That, by its very nature, was dangerous.

For once River did not protest that she was completely capable of handling any danger—which she was. Instead, she nodded her head and started inside.

It took them nearly a half hour to scan the two main floors and the attic by flashlight. By the time they were finished they had ascertained two things. The first: they were alone in the building. The second: the cold had seeped into River.

Marcus determined to build a fire. He would not push her for the return flight until she had time to warm up and, selfishly, he needed the break. His arms ached. He found supplies and lit a fire in the front parlor. River put a kettle full of snow over the slow flames. Still in her puffy coat, she huddled by the smoldering wood and anticipated the whistling of the tea pot.

He dropped onto the antique couch, disappointed by the surprising lack of padding. Wind slipped in around the old window. It blew against his neck as he dialed the haven.

“Hi, Marcus. You find the place?” Tasya asked.

“Yeah. But it looks like it’s been vacant for a while,” he reported.

“No signs of struggle, I take it,” she guessed.

The line was unusually quiet. Tasya was a gifted hacker, but even she needed help to maintain haven security and to monitor Internet rumors about the Orion Group. A set of mushnicks with unique computer skills worked with her in the keep, the technological center of the safe haven. At that late hour, most of them must have been asleep.

“Not that I can tell,” he answered.

Alyona’s voice entered as background noise. Marcus could not discern what she said. Tasya countered in Russian, spouting her words with evident disagreement. The duel went on for a few minutes before Marcus finally interrupted, “So, what should we be doing?”

“Marcus, it’s Alyona.” There was a strain in her voice. Something she was not saying. “Why don’t you and River get some sleep? In the morning, search the place thoroughly.”

“What are we looking for?”

“Anything reminiscent of the Orion Group. Trinkets, books, drawings, whatever you can find.”

“Will do,” Marcus agreed, feeling more and more like a spy.

His brother would have loved this. A real-life treasure hunt in an abandoned building. Tupence would have felt like he was living the books he cherished reading.

Soon Alyona was gone and it was just Tasya on the line. She had been a part of the Strays too. He felt like he could ask. “What was that all about?”

“I think sleeping there is an unnecessary risk,” she told him, irritation marking her words. The exasperation was so common to the edgy technician it almost convinced Marcus that nothing was being hidden from him. “Someone else might come looking for the imaginers.”

“We’ll leave as soon as we can,” he promised. “Tell Tupence for me.”

“Mark, Tupence is…”

 The phone beeped, then shut down. The cold must have gotten to the battery. He was cut off from Tasya. Oh well. Whatever she and Alyona were holding back would have to wait.

The tea pot was finally whistling. River did not move. She seemed half asleep as she stared into the heart of the now-hot fire. The chill had gotten to her as much as to the phone’s battery. Marcus poured the scalding water into mugs that already bore tea bags. He grimaced at the powerful taste of the ginger. It was all they could find.

River fell asleep quickly, her form motionless in front of the fire. Marcus tried to get comfortable on the narrow couch, but his tall frame refused to fit. He ended up on the floor. Though he did not sleep deeply, he did sleep.

He awoke to find the fire still blazing. Though she must have put wood on it recently, River was stretched out beside the flames, asleep. She used her jacket as a pillow. Deciding to let her rest, Marcus worked his way through the lower floor.

Nothing seemed out of place. If any Orions had been here, they had taken their belongings with them. This whole mission felt futile. But after my part in Trent’s mansion, I have no right to criticize any plan, Marcus thought.

It was brutal to remember. After his brother’s kidnapping, Marcus had agreed to work for the Seer. Trent’s well-crafted words had won him to stay on even after Tupence was out of danger. Or maybe it had been the lure of wealth and his airsprite girlfriend—Evie. When the fairy Syth had been in danger, Marcus had sought out the truth and made his choice.

I’m glad it wasn’t too late, he thought, but regret still had a hold. He never should have worked for Trent in the first place. And he never should have left Evie the way he did.

The sting of pain raced across his chest. Trent’s mansion had exploded. As far as Marcus knew, Evie had been inside at the time. Maybe dead. Probably dead.

Grief was delayed in not knowing.

“Find anything?” River asked, her voice penetrating the silence.

He turned so she could read his lips. She was blinking away fatigue. He told her, “Not yet.”

“You were right,” she admitted. “That fire felt good. Thanks, Marcus.”

The second floor took nearly sixty minutes to scour. The mansion had plenty of rooms, small crevices, and drawers. Her usual, early-morning self, River moved groggily. When the second floor yielded nothing, all that remained was the attic.

River was already up the squeaky stairs. Marcus joined her on the final floor. In the center of the small room was a bed. River sat on it, eyes darting across the page of a book she had found. Excitement leapt from her youthful face.

“What is it?” Marcus questioned. She did not notice. He sat down beside her, put a hand on hers, and tried again. “What did you find?”

“There’s something about this book, Marcus,” she began. She held the manuscript carefully. The hand-written pages were well-worn in their leather cover. “I can’t say why, but it’s special. The stories it tells…”

“You think it belonged to an Orion?” he ascertained, fumbling his way through the appropriate signs.

She smiled. There was certainty in her features, but doubt in her words. “I’m not sure. Let’s take it back to the others and find out.”

A car door slammed.

Marcus hurried down the steps and to the nearest window. A burly man was charging from a haphazardly parked truck. He did not look pleased.

River peered over the airsprite’s shoulder. She judged, “Must have tripped an alarm. Looks like we are about to be busted for breaking and entering.”

Tasya’s warning had been right. Marcus planned, “Did you notice any stairs to the roof? We can be out of here before he ever sees us.”

“I left the harness by the fire,” she answered, not quite on point.

The front door was yanked open. The man’s steps were already getting closer. Marcus was not about to wait around for a conflict. “Forget the harness. Let’s go.”

With River on his heels, he ran back up the attic stairs. She anticipated his movements and shoved open the nearest window. Aided by her natural grace and lean figure, she was soon outside. Marcus handed the book out after her. She did not hesitate to climb beyond his sight.

As fast as they had moved, they had been too slow. The burly man from outside had reached the top of the attic stairs. Marcus met his eyes, noting the well-worn crow’s marks caused by concern. The man’s face did not contain the brutality he had seen in the Bounty Hunter’s features, but they were dominated by the same self-awareness and determination.

“Listen boy,” the man started. He stayed back a careful distance. His voice was deep, reminiscent of Pallen’s heavy tones. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Instinctively, Marcus flinched. He had heard similar lines before, from Pat the dwarf and Darius Trent and scores of other people looking to gain his skills.

“Right,” Marcus scoffed.

The man grunted as if he understood the distrust, but was irritated with the trouble it would cause. “Okay, kid. Just remember. You’re the one who broke into my house. I should be suspicious of you.”

At Marcus’ pause, the man continued, “My name is Alan.”

That was the name of Marcus’ once-guardian, Tupence’s father. It was not uncommon. Still, it garnered a little more of the young airsprite’s trust. His guardian was everything honest and upright.

“I maintain these grounds,” Alan continued. He moved further into the room. “I don’t want to call the police. Just tell me. Why did you come?”

“You must see your fair share of homeless vagrants here,” Marcus countered.

“Unless I’m mistaken, you are no vagrant.”

Alan opened the drawer where River had found the book. When he realized it was gone, redness spread across his forehead until it had claimed his whole face. Unable to stop himself, Alan growled, “Where is it, boy?”

Marcus could not help his eyes from flicking to the window. River was wise enough to be staying away, but how long would she wait? She could not hear their conversation. At some point she would have to crawl down and look. Then she would be seen.

Thankfully, Alan mistook Marcus’ gaze. “There’s nowhere to go out that window but down.”

How wrong he was! Marcus was not about to tell him that. He treasured the wind as his secret ally.

“Where is it?” Alan pressed.

“What do you think is missing?” Marcus queried.

Cressa never gave a straight answer. He tried to employ the same tactic, hoping to gain more information. The book was not distinctly Orion. It held just enough traces to make them wonder. Maybe this man would tell them more.

“You know well enough,” Alan answered. Despite the brawn that made him look like little more than a body-builder, the man held enough perception and brain to make Marcus nervous. “Who are you? Are you an Orion?”

The truth was written on Marcus’ face. He could not hide it.

“You don’t have to be afraid of that,” Alan told him. “This place has sheltered a number of our kind.”

Our kind, Marcus replayed the words. Our. This was no man. Alan was a dwarf.

“But that book… It belongs here,” Alan finished. Grief flared in his hard features as he pointed to the ground and repeated, “Here.”

Marcus might have asked this stranger more questions, but River’s face suddenly filled the open window. In his surprise, Alan lunged for her. She scampered back up to the top of the roof. Alan clamored out after her. Marcus followed.

The rooftop was slick with snow and ice. Marcus worried that one of them would fall. Alan might be a stranger bent on defending his property, but that did not make him an enemy.

Wind blew heavily on their faces. I’m causing it, Marcus realized. He took a long breath and held it, trying to banish the emotion that was drawing the wind.

The dwarf reached out for the book, urging River, “You don’t know what you are carrying, girl. Please. Give it to me.”

River managed to read his lips even in the blaring sunlight of a winter morning. She clutched the volume to her stomach. “No.”

Marcus let out his breath.

“It doesn’t belong to you,” Alan countered.

Thick legs had kept him firmly planted on the roof, but, battered by the wind, Alan was starting to wobble.

Control it, Marcus ordered himself. He drew in another deep breath, then exhaled. The wind dissipated.

Holding her ground, River challenged the dwarf, “It doesn’t belong to you either.”

Alan grunted again. “My friend wrote that. He’s dead now. His daughter left it in my care as a gift. You have no right to it.”

“Then why leave it here unguarded?” she asked.

“My absence from this place was not voluntary. It is not safe to be here.”

Those words were not a threat. Alan was deeply afraid of something.

“What happened?” Marcus wondered.

“It’s not what happened,” Alan explained, whipping his head around toward Marcus to make his appeal. “It’s what will happen.”

River glanced to Marcus, seeking direction. He continued in his questions. For once, they seemed appropriate. “What will happen?”

“This place is being watched.”

“By the Bounty Hunter’s mercenaries.” Instinctively, Marcus knew he was right. The Bounty Hunter was dead, but his mercenaries were very much alive and employable by the highest bidder.

“Yes. And by her.”

Her. One common word said with such meaning it sent a chill through Marcus’ heart. He stumbled for which query to ask next.

“Give me the book,” Alan pleaded. “There’s no time. It must not fall into the wrong hands.”

That only made River grapple onto it more. She promised, “It won’t.”

Alan groaned, tugging at his beard. In an instant he gave up on diplomacy and lunged for River and the book. Yanking away from him, she lost her balance.

River fell from the roof.

Marcus ran for her. Once before River had plummeted, but this fall was too short. He did not have time to extend his wings and catch her. Marcus fought to control the panic that he felt.

Quickly, River pulled one of her ninja stars from the holster on her belt. Marcus felt hope fill him. Yan had been designing more practical stars for River. This one had a strong cord attached to it.

She threw it into the air. Her aim was true. It wrapped around the chimney and slid into the brick. She gripped onto the attached rope and was thrown into the building. At the impact, she lost her hold and fell.

It was half the distance. She landed with a small cry.

Marcus gave one last look to the startled Alan. Then the airsprite jumped. The distance was short, even for his wings. He landed painfully on his wrists and feet, staring straight into the face of a gnome statue. Startled, Marcus jumped back as he collapsed his wings.

He picked River up from the snow. She was conscious and very unhappy, clutching at her ankle. It was already swelling. Red colored the snow. What else was bruised and injured? She also cradled her arm.

Through gritted teeth, River pleaded, “Get me home, Marcus.”

I can’t fly with her, he believed. Not with one of her arms injured. She might let go.
Marcus carried her toward the tree line a half mile away. They passed statues of all shapes and sizes: fairy-like girls carrying granite water pitchers, more gnomes, a knight… Then there was the shape near the western tree line.

He squinted, then blinked rapidly. His vision was deceiving him. The sunlight reflecting off the snowy ground and the limited sleep must have been affecting his sight. In the distance Marcus thought he saw a four-legged animal loping toward them. It was covered in snow.

Not covered in snow, his mind said before he could stop it. Made of snow.

Just a statue, Marcus reminded himself. The movement is an illusion.

“Oh…” River mumbled, shaking now with pain. She grappled around his neck with her one good arm. “Marcus, just fly!”

The airsprite stretched out his wings.

Chapter 2

Cressa forced herself to continue to breathe. Every muscle in her body tensed. She was highly competent. Trained in espionage; skilled in combat; talented in shape shifting; used to the emotion of battle; toughened by experience with death. Yet all of it would fail to save Tupence if she made a single wrong decision.

She kept her hands up. She would show deference to the man holding a weapon to Tupence’s back.

“We can work this out,” Cressa promised. Her voice was smooth and steady. “What do you want?”

“I was sent for the boy,” the man answered. “Nobody has to get hurt.”

“He is just a means to an end. Your employer wants me, not him.”

“You?” He laughed. He might have been dressed as a homeless man, but he had the wit of a mercenary. Maybe one of Olsen’s old comrades. It made sense that he worked for Trent. “Darlin’, I don’t even know who you are.”

“I can call his brother—Marcus,” Cressa reasoned. “If it’s him you are after, he would gladly surrender himself to secure the boy.”

“No!” cried Tupence. “Not my brother.”

The bus driver did more than his duty. Slowly, he maneuvered his stout body past commuters. Concern marked an otherwise generic face as he said, “Sir, I would like to help you. Why don’t we start by letting all these people get off?”

“Nobody gets off!” the mercenary directed. “I am in control of this bus now.”

Fear caused tremors to run through every person in the bus. The elderly woman with her groceries; the young man with headphones down around his neck; the bus driver hopelessly outmatched. All save one patron. She rose, dressed in a pristine skirt, blue pumps, and a floral blouse. One look told Cressa that she was the worst kind of person they could have on this bus: a reporter.

“That’s Tupence Diesen,” she remarked. “The kidnapped boy.”

Great. Just great. Even if they got Tupence back to the haven, his picture would cover the Internet and television all over again.

Some of the men stood up now. They were not going to sit by with a child in danger. Especially a child who had been chased across the East Coast for several months.

Get control of this situation, Cressa, snapped Orion.

“Just stay back,” the mercenary commanded. His shoulders moved as he talked, revealing the knife he held against Tupence. It posed very little threat to the bus patrons several seats from him. But to Tupence… it was just as dangerous a weapon as a gun.

“Everyone stop,” repeated Cressa. They listened to her, regaining their seats. Even the curious reporter obeyed. “You tell us what you want, Sir, and it is yours.”

“I want to get off this bus with the boy. No one follows us. Understand?”

“We understand,” said Cressa, hiding the lie from her eyes.

She sat. The aisle was now clear. The mercenary pushed a trembling Tupence forward. Cressa knew his fear was not for himself. Tupence believed that he had just failed Marcus, forcing him to make another deal with the enemy.

I am not going to let that happen, Cressa vowed. I will not allow Tupence to slip through my fingers.
She glanced toward the heavens, sending a plea for aid to God.

Every eye stayed on Tupence. Cressa made sure. Then she timed her plan.

As soon as Tupence had walked by her, Cressa thrust herself forward. She put her arm between the boy and the blade. It sliced through her wrist, causing her hand to disintegrate. She ignored the pain. With her other hand, she took the knife.

It was all about illusion. People had to think she was just that fast. That she had disarmed the man without injury. Cressa caused her hand to regrow in a single second.

The man cried out in shock and fell backwards. He knew what had really happened. The guy with the headphones and a man in a business suit pinned him to the ground. Everyone else applauded. The elderly woman dropped her groceries and hugged Tupence closely. Cressa pulled him from her embrace, dragged him from the bus, and put him in Pallen’s car.

Pallen did not need details to know he should drive quickly. They were away before the reporter could catch up. But she would tell the story. That, nothing could stop.

In the backseat Tupence breathed heavily and tried to dry his tears.

“It is okay, Tupence,” Cressa told the boy. “Everything is okay now. You are safe.”

“I put all those people in danger!” Tupence exclaimed. That, more than jeopardy to his own life, was what had him shaken.

Pallen and Cressa exchanged a glance. He spoke firmly to the boy, “No. Whoever attacked you put them in danger. But now you see why you need to stay at the haven.”

“I’ll never, ever, leave again.”

“Someday this will be over,” Cressa pledged.

It was more than a promise to Tupence. It was a renewed vow to herself. She would put a stop to the Seer and his merciless ways.

They were soon in the Orion Syndicate’s jet. Exhausted from his ordeal, Tupence slept most of the way back. Cressa and Pallen talked in low tones about what had happened.

When she had finished the report, Pallen wondered, “Who do you think was responsible?”

“Trent, probably,” Cressa replied. “Only…”

“Only what?” Pallen pushed.

Cressa sent him a warning glance. She did not need to be interrogated.

“Only the guy had no idea who I was,” she explained. “It does not add up. Trent was… a little obsessed with my abilities.”

Pallen shrugged. With Tupence out of danger, the hungry side of him was surfacing again. Cressa added, “I am more concerned about the reporter. She was on the bus and she recognized Tupence.”

“She’ll drag his name through the papers again, but he’s safe in the haven. The story will die down.”

The plane came to a stop. Tupence sat up. His red hair was matted against his face. His eyes were only half as wide as usual. This was sleepy Tupence. Cressa and Pallen guided him back to the safe haven.

Pallen’s first order of business was to head upstairs to the cafeteria. Tupence kept close behind him. Cressa lingered a little longer by the entrance, scanning to make sure that all was well. It was an old habit.

Survey first, Sasha had taught. You never know where a potential enemy might be lurking.

Cressa had employed the same strategy to hide from the Bounty Hunter’s men as they chased her across several continents. Now, she noted each minotaur spaced out in guard position, each group of teens chatting easily, and each worn out set of trainees coming from the adventure center. Syth and Jake pushed everyone hard.

They are doing a fine job, Cressa admitted, still surprised by the leaders they had become.

In the past, Jake’s cocky nature had led him into more than a few fights. His survival had developed the combat instincts and talent that he now taught in the adventure center. As for Syth, her nature as a green fairy made her perceptive in battle. She supplied the form and logic Jake overlooked, but chose not to question his orders. She owed him for saving her sister’s life. He had rescued Liberty and many others from the Seer’s laboratory on Prince Edward Island.

Cressa started for the stairs. Kids ages six to eight flooded past her, just released from class. She searched past them, still gaining her bearings at the haven. Cressa did not marvel at its massive renovation, but she did nod approvingly. What had once been cluttered storefronts and charred walls was now a spacious, two-story building. Bedrooms and dormitories filled both floors, mingled with a clothing stockroom, an expansive cafeteria, bathrooms, a school room, and more. Alyona and River deserved all the credit for the design plan so masterfully executed by mushnick and minotaur builders.

Passing through the cafeteria, Cressa caught sight of Pallen and Tupence. Pallen’s plate consisted of mostly meat and carbs. Tupence had opted for straight sugar, albeit in the guise of breakfast. Both their choices looked strangely appealing. The chefs were extremely talented. Mushnicks always were. The wild colors and patterns of their skin and hair made them look like friendly clowns, but they were far more talented than the eye would suggest. Each mushnick was gifted for one realm of life: be it in cooking for the cafeteria, in building with the minotaurs, or in computing for Tasya.

Cressa had not been watching where she was going. The dark shadow of a minotaur caused her to swing to the side. As the thickest and toughest Orions around, they always had right of way. She ducked under a sign that now read, ‘zard’s Keep.’

Once, the Wizard’s Keep had been an arcade for kids. Now, mushnick technicians slept in bunk beds installed along the walls in the outer room. Curtains obscured a few of the mattresses. Their occupants would have been resting, preparing for the night shift.

Cressa passed a dragon roller coaster and locked eyes on the door to the technological center of keep. The wooden entrance looked too generic for the wonders contained within. A single sticky note rested on the door. It read, “Speak, Friend, and Enter.”

The room was long and narrow, with a wall of computer stations on one side, a panel of monitors displaying news feeds on the far wall, and a long conference table running down the middle. The tapping of fingers and the crunching of mushnick teeth on candy collided with the volume of one broadcast.

“People are alarmed by current events,” explained an expert. “Especially by what happened at the mansion of Darius Trent. A key leader of our time is gone. Geopolitics may never recover from his loss. The skirmishes overseas are evidence of that.”

A news headline moved slowly across the bottom of the screen. It was about Tupence’s kidnapping. Word had spread quickly.

 “Many had been concerned,” returned the anchor, “that Trent’s death would have a similar effect on the world as the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand. Do you believe that this is still a threat? Or are we past the worst of it?”

“Over the last several weeks, we have been seeing effects,” replied the expert, arrogance more than fact marking his words. “But we may well be past the…”

When she saw Cressa, Tasya turned the volume down. She straightened from her work over the touch-screen top of the conference table and greeted her. “You certainly had an adventure.”

“You could call it that,” Cressa returned. The image of the knife poised to hurt Tupence flashed through her mind. Cressa forced her focus to move on. “Have we heard anything from Marcus?”

“He and River made it to the mansion,” Tasya returned. As usual, her red hair was pulled into a ponytail, she wore skinny jeans and a t-shirt, and her Russian features were accented by rock-star-like makeup. “Alyona made sure I told them nothing about Tupence. Mark would only have worried.”

“Call him now,” Cressa suggested. “Tupence is safe again.”

“I tried. Mark’s phone is dead.”

“Should we be concerned?”

“No. I don’t think so. At least, not yet. As for the news story about Tupence… I’m already on damage control,” Tasya asserted. “It won’t lead back to us.”

“I wish that was all we had to worry about,” Cressa countered. She peered over the blue hair of the mushnick Jean to inspect her work. Whatever Jean was doing was above Cressa’s comprehension. “Tupence’s story is only part of the problem. All the mercenaries who used to work for Trent and Olsen… They will not stay quiet forever.”

Now Tasya offered a smile reminiscent of the Cheshire Cat. Cressa only knew that because she had caught part of the mushnicks’ latest movie night. Bodies had been sprawled out on every inch of the first floor hallway to watch the film. They had so much fun that they had begged for funds to restore the old movie theater. Cheap entertainment. That was just what Cressa wanted for the scores of Orions who needed to focus on their training. Thankfully, Alyona had said no. Her artwork was the only true resource the haven had. There was not enough money to spread around.

Without the cinema, the Orions here—young and old—could focus on their training. When the Seer came looking for a grudge match, Cressa refused to have the haven unready.

With self-confidence oozing from her features, Tasya asserted, “Oh, I doubt the mercenaries will make any headlines. Not after what happened to the first few. They tried to give exclusives on what really went on at Trent’s mansion.”

“You did something…” Cressa realized.

“I got them temporarily institutionalized,” Tasya boasted. “Now nobody is talking.”

“You are good at what you do,” Cressa praised. “One former thief to another, I am glad you are on our side.”

“You’re never a former thief,” Tasya contradicted, pulling her red hair tight in its ponytail once more. “But you don’t have to worry. I am on your side.”

Tasya had seemed too eager to help from the beginning. Her shady history did nothing to help her gain respect. But Cressa fully believed that, whatever her motivations, Tasya was their ally.

“I guess Trent was wrong…” mused Cressa, studying the screens for more word about the effects of Trent’s presumed death or Tupence’s reappearance.

“Hmm?” asked Tasya.

“Trent. He said that without his efforts the Orion Group would not remain a secret,” Cressa clarified.

“He underestimated the Orions’ allies.”

Like Cressa, Tasya was not a part of the Orion Group. The technician was of Earth. Cressa had been banished here by Sasha’s orb. Those who bore the freckled markings of the Orion Group knew little about their history. Only a few facts were clear.

Each Orion had been under seven when they arrived on Earth.

Each had arrived at a different time and location—most somewhere in the northeast.

Each had come from Xsardis.

“Perhaps we are the ones underestimating him,” Cressa suggested.

“You mean because we can’t find the imaginers?” Tasya guessed. “I know that I can find just about anything, but I’m not surprised they are keeping several steps ahead of me.”

Cressa leaned back, waiting for Tasya to elaborate. She did. “They are imaginers of a world. Who knows what kind of resources they have access to?”

“Keep trying,” Cressa challenged her, already moving for the exit. “Maybe you will have some luck.”

“Sure thing,” Tasya mumbled.

The tone was too distant. Cressa stopped.

Tasya bent over the conference table, striking her fingers at virtual images and documents until they were in their proper places. Cressa watched her for several long seconds. Even for the fiery technician, the force of the movements was unusual. Tasya’s body was screaming that it held a secret.

Cressa ordered, “Say whatever you are holding back.”

“Don’t ask me,” Tasya deflected, straightening. Her eyes flared with discomfort that she channeled into anger. “Ask Alyona. She’s in her studio.”

The art studio was located not far from the center booth that served as Alyona’s main office. Upon entering, Cressa was greeted by an array of canvases. The dampness of paint tinged the air. Alyona sat perched on a stool, paintbrush in hand. It did not look like she had put the brush to the canvas in a long time.

Cressa did not have the patience for creating pieces of art. She was spoiled by the ability to shape herself into a desired form. After that, the labor of crafting art would have seemed tedious.

“Cressa.” Alyona greedily took the distraction from her work, asking, “When did you and Pallen get back? Is Tupence alright?”

“A few minutes ago,” Cressa reported. “Tupence is shaken, but unharmed.”

“The faster Marcus and River return to us the better.”

Cressa studied Alyona. The once-inn keeper had always proved to be more than she appeared. Raised in Russia as an ambassador’s daughter and thrust into the very center of the Orion conflict by her friendship with Darius Trent, Alyona knew how to hold onto secrets.

“Tasya said…”

“Tasya,” Alyona sighed. She wiped her hands on a cloth already covered in dry paint and let down her blonde hair from its bun. Even in the middle of her art, Alyona managed to look like the sophisticated aristocrat she was. Her tunic style shirt hung loosely over her torso. Rings and a bracelet were soon on her hands once more. “She says more than she should.”

“You do not have to keep me on the outside,” Cressa reminded her. “We are allies.”

“That we are,” Alyona agreed. “Which is why I do not wish to put you in danger. The Orion Syndicate is taking care of it.”

Cressa leveled her eyes on Alyona. This could only be about one thing. She said, “You are trusting the OS with Trent’s capture?”

It was less of a question and more of a challenge.

“For the plan to work I need their help,” Alyona explained quickly. She had been readying herself to reemerge from her studio. Now, she stopped to address Cressa. “I had no desire to put you and Pallen under their control as they executed it.”

Cressa elongated her leg and pushed the door shut with her foot. “Tell me.”

“You’re making too much of this, Cressa. It probably won’t even work.”

When the shifter’s features did not relent, Alyona sighed. She settled herself back on her stool and began, “Weeks have passed. June agrees that the timing is right.”

Of all the OS agents, Cressa trusted June the most. The woman had infiltrated Trent’s mansion to serve as a spy. She knew him better than anyone. Yet even she had allowed Trent to escape his mansion, readying his helicopter for him. The Orion Syndicate played by its own rules.

Alyona continued, “Darius will be anxious for a quick move to regain his former strength. That will make him take risks in the hope that we have let our guard down. It is the perfect, the only, time to lay a trap.”

Darius. After everything that man, that Seer, had done, Alyona still called him Darius. It made Cressa bristle, but she listened without comment.

“Do you remember? When Jake went to the laboratory in P.E.I. to free the Orions,” Alyona reminded, referring to Prince Edward Island, “he captured a scientist.”

Cressa recalled, “Jenkins.”

Alyona nodded. “Jenkins was the chief researcher for Trent’s cancer-curing project. Marcus told us that they were devastatingly close to a cure before the mansion exploded. If that’s true, Trent will want his research back.”

“You plan to use Jenkins as bait.”

Now Cressa understood why Alyona had called in the help of the OS. They held Jenkins in their custody.

“The Orion Syndicate has leaked her future location. They will wait for Trent to rescue her.”

“It is a good plan.”

“Yes,” Alyona granted. “In theory. I am certain Darius will try to reclaim Jenkins. But it is highly unlikely that he would come himself. He is no fool.”

“No, but he is desperate. And he will not make the mistake of trusting someone like Olsen again. Where will Jenkins be?”

“Cressa…”

“I will not leave this to the OS.” She raised her voice. “Pallen and I are going.”

Alyona studied her, evidently trying to determine if she should fight with or concede to the shape shifter. She conveyed, “Florida. But Dawson won’t like it.”

Dawson. The very reason Cressa held onto her distrust of the Orion Syndicate. He was an irritating, prideful, stubborn man who probably kept a slew of secrets from himself.

“I do not care,” Cressa stated, pausing in the doorway. Again she saw the knife poised at Tupence’s back. She felt the heat of the explosion in Indonesia. Reaching for her crescent necklace, she finished, “It is high time we finish this war with Trent.”

*******

 “Keep hanging on,” Marcus told River, rallying her from the sleepy web pain was weaving. “We’re close now.”

“You’ve been saying that for the last hour,” River groaned weakly. She clutched at his neck with her good arm.

River was barely a teen, fighting a war where their enemies looked more like allies and their allies looked more like enemies. It had once seemed clear for her, Marcus knew. Back before Darius Trent and his minion Olsen had turned Orions against Orions. Now, nothing was certain.

“Just don’t give up on me.”

“I don’t give up,” she snapped. “But it really hurts.”

Marcus had never seen an ankle swell so much. Purple spread down her foot and up her leg. At least her arm had stopped bleeding. He promised, “Liberty will patch you up.”

The haven came into view. Marcus landed inside its gates. He picked River up. She was nearly weightless.

The familiar sights of the safe haven were lost on Marcus. He ignored them all, even the dozens of concerned mushnicks that trailed them on their way to the makeshift infirmary. As if she had expected them, Liberty was holding open the door. Marcus followed her directions and set River down on the old optometrist’s chair.

Liberty’s eyes, made all the more drawing by the spirals of blue dust surrounding them, were wide with concern. Her wings extended, fluttering behind her and carrying her off the ground.

“Here,” River mumbled, nearly dropping the book into Marcus’ hands. It was the volume she had fallen from a roof to protect.

He pressed back out of Liberty’s way, bumping a table that held books, a laptop, a microscope, and several glowing vials. Without hesitation the fairy swiped her fingers over her dusty eyes and then gripped the girl’s ankle. She cautioned, “This will hurt.”

Though the words were daunting, the supreme confidence in her voice and posture reassured Marcus. Hopefully it did the same for River.

River cried out. When the fairy pulled away her hand, the swelling was gone. Only a nasty mark of discoloration still rested on her skin. River offered what thanks she could with her eyes and then fell asleep.

Liberty mended the rest of River, washed her hands, and stepped into an adjoining room. Marcus was waiting there, fingering the pages of Alan’s book. What was so valuable in its contents? Alan had seemed truly afraid of the mansion, yet he had come back to keep this leather-bound manuscript from falling into the wrong hands. He had risked River’s life for it.

“She will mend,” Liberty assured, leaning back against a wall poster. It diagrammed the human eye.

The gloriously refined and magical fairy was as out of place as her infirmary. It had once been an optometrist’s office. Most of the décor, chairs, and utilities still bore remembrance of their old purposes.

“I know,” he returned. “You do good work.”

Marcus had once benefited from Liberty’s skills. Lost on a chase through faire grounds, he had broken three fingers, dislocated his shoulder, and banged his skull. Liberty’s touch had healed his wounds. But her abilities went beyond that. She had seen the weariness of his soul and encouraged him.

When he had asked how he could repay her, she had responded, I have sisters. If ever you find them, do what you can to help. So when he had been tackled to the ground by an angry Forsythia at Trent’s mansion, Marcus had taken Syth’s command to heart: My sister helped you. Pay the debt. Free me.

As for the remaining sister, Meg, no one had yet heard word. Both Liberty and Syth carried the ache of that knowledge in their eyes. Together with Jake, Syth went on frequent quests to find the missing little fairy. The two always seemed to come back badly injured as they bumped into mercenaries once in the Bounty Hunter’s control.

Do they even look for Syth’s sister? Marcus wondered. Or are they just seeking to wreak havoc and revenge on the mercenaries?
“Thank you for the compliment, Marcus,” Liberty replied. Her posture was still perfectly straight, but her wings folded slightly, as they did whenever she was tired. The healing had taken something from her.

“I don’t know what we would do without you,” he told her.

“Perhaps you all would take fewer risks,” Liberty said smartly. “I fear for Syth. She feels responsible for our sister’s absence.”

“She couldn’t control being abducted by the Bounty Hunter.”

Liberty was too gentle to retort, You try telling her that, but the words were in her weary eyes. He hoped he could give her some good news. “We got the package to Lillian.”

“Good.” She brightened a little. “I could use her help.”

Marcus thought about the glowing vials on her desk. Stretching out shoulders sore from flight and trying to sound nonchalant, he queried, “What exactly are you researching?”

“Everything.”

He felt his brows furrow. “Why? You can already heal all our wounds.”

She smiled. “I wish that were true. I am not a full-blooded fairy, Marcus. My mother was a human, a doctor. She taught me much. I follow in her steps, striving to supplement my natural gifts with learning.”

After a pause to ensure her words had been understood, Liberty continued, “There are substances on this earth that make Orions stronger and weaker. Things about which Trent, for all his madness, was not wrong. If I can understand them, I can compensate for that which dust cannot mend. And the many Orions in this haven will need that added protection.”

Like Liberty, Marcus knew that one day Trent would come for the haven. To exact revenge or steal its resources. Everyone did their part to prepare against this. Varle kept his minotaurs on constant guard. Jake, Syth, and some others trained the Orions. Yan created new weapons. Tasya added new technological defenses. Alyona and the mushnicks stockpiled food. River did the same with clothes. And Liberty readied herself to heal the wounds that would come from battle.

She should not have to bear this burden on her own, Marcus thought. Maybe she did not have to. Evie had once mentioned a blue fairy who had raised her in France. Perhaps that fairy still lived. He inquired, “Are there other fairies out there?”

“I have family somewhere. My father had siblings.”

“Had?” Marcus stopped. The question was insensitive.

Liberty’s eyes filled with moisture. “I know not if he lives or what has become of our relatives. This war has gone on for so long.”

Marcus had only been a part of it for a few months, but that felt like an eternity.

“How is she?” questioned Alyona, pushing open the door to the infirmary’s waiting room.

“River is resting.” Liberty assured her, “She will be completely fine.”

Relieved, Alyona peered through the doorway into her daughter’s room. Then she forced her focus onto Marcus. “What happened?”

“Someone showed up. He chased us to the roof,” Marcus explained. “River slipped.”

“You caught her?” Alyona guessed.

“The grappler ninja star… the one Yan designed… She used it.”

“Tasya was right,” Alyona decided. “You shouldn’t have stayed. And Marcus…”

“One more thing,” he interjected. He thirsted for the words she would have said, but he had to finish first. When Marcus had left Trent’s employ, it had not been a simple matter for the haven to reaccept him. Varle had cautioned him, If you want to be a new man, if you want to be a part of this safe haven, then you must do one very important thing. Tell the truth quickly.
That was what Marcus was going to do. He extended the book to Alyona. “This was what Alan was after. River thought it could have been about Xsardis.”

Alyona took the book, then set it down on the table. “Marcus, I need to talk with you.”

That lead-in was never good.

“Your brother…” she continued. “He left the haven. He tried to find your parents.”

Marcus’ heart raced. “Is he okay?”

“He is fine. Perhaps a little shaken. Cressa disarmed the man who tried to take him.”

“What?”

Marcus was already halfway out the door. He ran for the room he shared with his brother. Drawn images filled up the walls. Tupence was sitting at the desk, sketching another. As he drew close, Marcus recognized the outline of a bus.

Tupence jumped up at the sight of his brother. “Marcus!”

In fumbling, energetic words, Tupence told him everything. Twice. Marcus’ heart just kept pounding, sending blood coursing around his ears and electricity to every muscle. The only reason his brother was safe at this haven was because of Cressa.

Tupence. Better than blood, the kid was everything. But Evie had called him a creature. Others labeled him developmentally delayed. Those who loved him best dubbed him gifted. But what did gifted mean? That was what they called the Orions at the haven whose appearance stood out in normal society.

Was gifted the right term? Marcus was aware of the dangerous differences inherent in Tupence. It was more than his extraordinary gift for learning. No matter how Marcus denied it, Tupence could anticipate outcomes. Teresa, his adoptive mother, had said, I don’t understand how he foresaw that, but we recognized early on that Tupence was burdened with a great gift for perceiving reality.
Maybe that should have made Marcus proud, but, as accustomed to conspiracy as he was, it just made him nervous. Marcus carried his concern for his brother with him at every moment.

I need to know what he is, decided Marcus. Maybe he’s sick. Or maybe Trent did something to him at the mansion. I have to find out.
When Tupence had finished his third go-round of the story of Cressa saving his life, Marcus slipped out. He headed for the infirmary again. For the person who could understand his concerns, even if they did not make absolute sense.

Stepping inside, he greeted, “Liberty.”

River was still asleep on the chair. She breathed peacefully, enjoying the deep, after-healing sleep.

Liberty was peering into a microscope. She took a drop of lemon juice, dropped it onto the slide, and waited for the reaction. Then she looked up, saying, “Marcus, join me outside.”

They sat again in the reception area. He rubbed his hands together, not sure how to get stared. Liberty comprehended his thoughts.

“I checked Tupence over myself. The ordeal elevated his blood pressure. Nothing more. You should not be concerned. Unless…” Falling silent, Liberty scanned his features. “That is not what you fear.”

“No.” Better to trust his concerns with someone else than let them explode within him. “It’s not.”

Questions could debilitate him if he let them rule. Instead, Marcus sought out the truth, deciding, “I want you to run tests on him. Thorough tests. Check for everything. Tell him whatever you want, but, please Liberty, don’t let him know that I think…”

That I think he is some kind of creature, Marcus finished.

“I will do as you ask,” Liberty vowed. “Nonetheless, perhaps answers would be better found with the boy’s parents?”

“Tasya says it isn’t safe to get in contact with them for now. You are all I’ve got.”

“Then it shall be done.” Liberty leaned forward and took his hand. Her wings unfurled behind her. “Marcus, do not be afraid. Rejoice. Tupence’s life was in danger and he has been given back to us.”

The words resonated through Marcus, taking a deeper root than he would have thought they could. Liberty was right. Tupence would not be alive if it was not for Cressa. Gratitude swelled inside Marcus, growing deeper and stronger with every passing second.

Leaving Liberty to her work, he sought Cressa out. She was in the adventure center. Dressed in black sweats and a grey t-shirt, she was teaching a combat class to some of the more advanced Orions. Marcus pushed past trainees and enveloped Cressa in a hug.

Surprised, she did not return it. He kept holding on. She was small in his arms.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “I’ll never forget what you have done.”

“It was nothing, Marcus,” Cressa answered, pulling back and glancing at her students. For the moment, she decided not to care that class had been interrupted. She looked up at Marcus and added, “Tupence is important to me too.”

“First you saved us at the house. Then you gave us a way out by what you did at Trent’s mansion. Now this… I owe you more than my life.”

He would never forget that.

One day, Marcus vowed, I will save Cressa.
