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Chapter One 

The B-52s - Rock Lobster 

When I was seventeen, I discovered an alternate universe. 

Well, discovered isn't the right word. It was more like "fell into." Columbus 

running into the Americas, not Einstein patiently working out the theory of relativity. 

I was sound asleep, curled around the full-sized body pillow I sleep with, when the 

sound of crashing waves woke me up. And I don't mean "woke me up in my dream," I 

mean I was wide awake, still wrapped around the pillow and wearing nothing but 

underwear (it was only early fall, after all), and there was the ocean, five feet away, 

spraying salt water in my face. 

In that half-conscious state most of us suffer through before we really wake up in 

the morning, this did not seem like such a big deal to me. Besides which, I didn't have to 

be awake for another half an hour. I pulled the sheets higher and tried to go back to sleep. 

The next wave splashed directly onto the edge of the bed and soaked my arm 

where it dangled over. Annoyed, I sat up and yanked the sheets around me. To one side of 

the bed, the plush carpet of my bedroom remained untouched. The computer on my desk 

hummed to itself in sleep mode, and my collection of bobble-head dolls wobbled 

uncertainly in the sea breeze beside it. The waves swirled around the base of my bed now. 

Tide was coming in. 

I jumped to the carpeted side of the room before recalling that both the door out of 

my room and my wardrobe were on the seaside. Morning sunlight glared in my face as I 
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squinted at that corner of the room. The ocean stretched out, vast and unbroken, the same 

clear slate face I had stared across a hundred times before, on every tedious yearly family 

vacation to the tiny beach in southern Maryland we frequented. Not a speck marred its 

surface. No land, no ships, no buoys ... No wardrobe, either, and no doorway out of my 

room. 

What the hell? I was finally starting to wake up. I dipped a toe in the water, but it 

didn't vanish as I'd hoped. It was freezing and wet and as real as the carpet on which I 

stood. It was also beginning to fill my room. Ifl didn't get out soon, I'd be in serious 

trouble. Adrenaline kicked in, and forced disbelief to the back of my mind momentarily. 

Worry about the present now; deal with its impossibility later. 

I pulled the top-sheet from the bed to wrap it around my torso toga-style, found a 

few safety pins drawer to attach it with, and discovered that I had, luckily, left my combat 

boots under the computer chair. 

I pulled those on and looked for anything else that might be of use. The computer, 

though I would mourn its loss greatly, would be no help here. 

Finally, I emptied the former contents of the plastic grocery bag that had been 

serving as my wastebasket liner and ftlled it with anything handy - more safety pins, a few 

pencils, a roll of duct tape, and the crappy toy compass pencil topper my father had 

bought me for one of the few birthdays he hadn't completely forgotten. Then I jammed the 

Incan-style woolen snow cap that my brother had left hanging on the doorknob onto my 

head, ignored the ridiculous ear-tassels, and shoved the mattress off of its frame. 
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This worked rather less well than I had planned, since the mattress, instead of 

floating, became immediately waterlogged and sank to the sandy bottom not three feet 

from where I stood. It did provide me with somewhat of a platform, though, so I stood on 

it as I edged out into the expanse of freezing water to peer around the wall of my bedroom. 

Luckily, it looked as though land was not far off. Just around the wall, beyond the 

bricks that must have been the outside of the hall bathroom, was my mother's flowerbed. 

The water hadn't reached it yet, but it was rising with every second. From the garden, I 

knew I'd just have to jump the gate that led to the street, and then I could plan from there. 

Tying my grocery bag, I looped it over one arm and waded out into the ocean. The 

bottom dropped away almost immediately. I spluttered in surprise before I caught my 

balance and began to swim in slow steady strokes toward the row of tulips ahead. 

I would not think about how deep the water beneath me might be. I would not 

think about the fear that had plagued me from childhood, when my brother had forced me 

to watch Shark Week on the Discovery Channel. I would not think about that long, 

unidentified object brushing past my leg, which was most likely just a piece of seaweed ... 

The piece of seaweed suddenly came to life, cinched tight around my calf and 

dragged me down. I didn't even have time to gasp in a last breath; instead I swallowed a 

mouthful of water and choked as salt stung my vision. I paddled upwards, but I'd never 

been a strong swimmer, and panic made me less coordinated than usual. The thing still 

had not let go of my ankle. Like the weight tied around the condemned man, it dragged 

me further into the abyss. My throat burned. I could feel my chest constricting already. I 

had to get this thing off me. 
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I yanked at my leg, but the rope just dug in harder. Stars swam in front of my eyes 

as I kicked wildly. I only shot down faster. 

The sunlight above me dimmed. My movements became slower. It was hard to 

move my limbs. My brother's hat floated off of my head, disrupted by the momentum of 

my downward sink. I didn't have the energy to grab it as my long curls burst free of its 

hold. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I remembered reading that in the depths of the 

ocean, the first color of the rainbow that vanishes is red. I peered out of the corner of my 

eye at my auburn hair where it floated above me, and watched with increasingly detached 

interest as it faded from its usual carrot-top orangey-red into a dirty blonde, and from there 

to a dull brown. 

My eyelids felt heavy, but my lungs still heaved. My throat burned with a thirst 

worse than any I had ever known - the thirst for oxygen. And, without meaning to, even 

though I fought against the impulse with every remaining brain cell in my head, I drew in a 

deep breath ... 

And found I could breathe. My eyes popped back open yet there I was, still sinking 

rapidly, the surface a distant mirage now, and oxygen was flowing into my lungs. I grabbed 

the side of my neck, but thankfully no gills had sprouted. I gasped for air even as my brain 

screamed at me to stop sucking in water. Nonetheless, the oxygen kept flowing, much to 

the relief of my aching lungs. Was I really drowning, and I just couldn't feel it anymore? 

But I could move again. I felt my energy returning. 

I waved my arms experimentally, and the sensation of the water rippling over my 

skin sent a thrill through me. Still confused, but much less afraid of the tentacle-seaweed-
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thing now that I knew I could survive down here, I rolled over to study it. It was, in fact, 

neither a tentacle nor a piece of particularly weighty seaweed, but rather, a rope. The end 

wrapped around my leg had a deft slipknot in it, almost like a lasso in an old western 

movie. 

Before I had any time to ponder this mystery, however, a voice interrupted my 

thoughts. 

"Welcome to Switzerland." 

If you have ever heard a loud noise under water, you will know that sound waves 

work differently down there. They vibrate faster, making it more difficult, if not 

impossible, for your brain to determine the source of the sound. A great way to drive 

someone crazy when scuba diving is to hover just above the back of their head (their blind

spot, if you will) and tap on your aluminum tank with the tip of your dive knife. 

It was only due to this half-remembered anecdote from the scuba class I'd taken 

two summers ago in order to ogle the hunky lifeguard who taught it that I thought to roll 

over when my frantic glances in every other direction revealed no obvious source for the 

speech. 

As soon as I flipped over though, I wished I hadn't, because panic once more 

flooded my nervous system. 

Hovering not ten feet from me was the largest shark I had ever seen, primary 

characters from Discovery Channel's Perfect Predators included. My eyes darted to the 

stripes alone its sides, and back to the enormous snout in front of me. Definitely a tiger 
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shark. One of the most aggressive, my memory helpfully supplied from among its store of 

Shark Week trivia. 

I swallowed hard, and tried desperately to remember how to incapacitate a shark. 

If I'd only had something sharp, I could stab for the gills ... But all I had with me were 

pencils and safety pins. As I frantically searched for something, anything to help me, a 

man leaned over the shark's forehead and stroked the its nose. The monster's gills flashed 

in a way that inexplicably reminded me of the time I'd heard a lion purr at the zoo. 

Then it swam forward and my wonder abruptly turned back into terror. 

"Don't worry, she just needs to keep moving is all," came the voice again, and this 

time I could see the man's mouth moving as he gently guided the shark in a circle around 

me. 

"Who are you?" I said. Or, at least, that's what I meant to say. What came out was 

more along the lines of "Blublorg?" 

He laughed, a sound as bright and clear as though we were standing on solid 

ground, though a bit magnified by the water. "Don't speak from your lungs," he chided, as 

though this should have been obvious. "Speak with your mind; all your mouth can do is 

shape the words down here." 

Feeling slightly ridiculous, I mouthed the words I wanted to say, concentrating on 

how they would have sounded had I been able to actually pronounce them. 

"Who are you?" 

My eyes darted around in shock for a few seconds before I realized that it was my 

own voice I was hearing, distorted and tinny, like when I listen to a recording of myself. 
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"Better." He laughed again. I smiled. The sound was contagious. "My name is 

Chauncey. This here is Beatrice." He patted the tiger's flank. "And you are?" 

This time as they passed me in another winding loop I wasn't so distracted by 

horror at the shark, and I concentrated on the man more closely. It was difficult to make 

out exact colors this far down, but his hair was lighter than mine, probably a pale blond. 

His eyes, fixed on me, were a strange slate-gray hue. I wondered if the color was a trick of 

the water or not. 

I realized he was waiting for a response from me. ''I'm Chrissy," I said. I would 

have offered a handshake, but I was too nervous with the shark still circling. 

He shook his head. "That name won't do; altogether too human." 

I felt it unnecessary to point out that I did, in fact, consider myself human. 

He hummed to himself, the sound haunting in the strange echoes of the ocean. "I'll 

call you Esmeralda," he finally announced. 

"What, like in Hunchback of Notre Dame?" 

"No, for your eye color." 

I frowned, confused. My eyes were brown. But then, maybe their color was 

distorted down here, too. Everything seemed a little hazy. Even Chauncey's face was 

strangely blurred, as though he were out of focus from spending so much time submerged. 

Or maybe the salt was beginning to get to my eyes. Strangely, it had stopped burning now 

that I was submerged. I blinked a few times experimentally, then went back to studying 

Chauncey. His age was just as indeterminate as his face, though I'd guess he was a couple 

of years older than me. 
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I remembered something. "Did you say Switzerland?" 

"Our little joke. Neutral territory, you see, the land of the Aqueous." He spread his 

arms to indicate the ocean around us. "This must be your fIrst fall-through." 

"You could say that ... " I said, hesitant, not sure I wanted a stranger to know just 

how lost I was. 

"This is real; you aren't crazy," he said. From the comer of my eye, I watched him 

study my face. "It might feel like you're nuts, the fIrst few times, until you learn to control 

it, but-" 

"The fIrstJew?" I interrupted. "You mean this will keep happening?" 

He shrugged. "Usually. You're here for a reason. Not everyone fInds this place." 

"And where is 'this place,' exactly?" 

"Your guess is as good as mine." Beatrice swung around me in another wide loop. 

"Some of us just wake up here one morning ... Those of us who fall in love with it wind up 

coming back. Others get dragged back. .. " 

My expression must have betrayed my concern. 

"Don't worry, that won't happen often after you learn how to phase. It's like 

dreaming, only better, once you learn to control it." 

That caught my attention. It implied that he was dreaming, too. He wasn't just in 

my head. Then again, isn't that exactly the kind of thing an imaginary person would want 

me to think? "How do I know I'm not just imagining you?" I said. 

He laughed. "Look, I'll prove I'm rea1." But whatever proof he was about to offer 

was lost to me when the lasso around my ankle tightened again. A spray of bubbles was all 
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that remained at Chauncey's side as I was dragged down. He dove after me with Beatrice 

and shouted something I couldn't understand. It sounded, strangely, like a command to 

relax. 

And then I closed my eyes. 

Not in the conventional sense of the expression. But that's the only way I can think 

to describe the sensation of pulling myself from the fantasy. I lifted the veil between that 

universe and my own. My bed, mattress in-tact and everything, replaced the ocean scene. 

At the door, a sharp rap sounded. "I'm up, Mom!" I shouted in that general 

direction. 

"You're late again," she muttered, and wandered off down the hall. 

But I didn't move for another full minute; I just stared at my room. No water 

stains, no nothing. I'm losing my mind. 
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Chapter Two 

Good Charlotte - The Young and the Hopeless 

School was the usual dismal wreck. 

Senior year had so far been marginally better than the previous three, mainly 

because of the growth spurt over the summer that left me tall enough to intimidate the 

freshmen. 

I spent English class doodling hearts in my notebook around the name of my 

current crush, the class clown. Everyone else found him hilarious in that vaguely repulsive 

sort of way. I found him spellbinding. 

However, since he rejected the grade-school-esque note I'd mailed him over the 

summer confessing my love (politely, mind), I was too mortified at myself to speak to him 

anymore, so I settled for drawing our initials surrounded by hearts on every spare bit of 

paper I could get my hands on. The worst was when I drew it in the header space of an 

exam we were taking, and had to steal it back violently when my teacher asked about it. 

But at least English passed rapidly between this pastime and the semi-mortifying 

memories it p'rovoked, and then came lunch. 

11 



"What are we reading today?" the lunch lady asked me as she ladled pasta onto my 

plate. 

"N othing today." 

She looked shocked. Ever since I'd stumbled upon the fantasy genre in second 

grade, I'd become "that" kid - the one who read so constantly that she could navigate 

crowded halls, classrooms, and even cafeterias without taking her eyes off of the page. 

This made me the butt of more than a few jokes among the jock-and-cheerleader crowd, 

but I didn't mind. At least I knew how to read, which was more than I expected from 

them. 

More importantly, fiction was the one thing that came close to filling the gap in my 

life; a gap I never quite closed entirely. 

"Guess I had other things on my mind today." Unbidden, the memory of the 

weightless water, of my complete escape from the dreariness of this world, washed over 

me. I smiled at her and made my way to the lunch table. 

I settled into my usual table in the back comer, the one unofficially reserved for 

the druggies, the anime kids, and the social outcasts. Being averse to pretty much all drugs, 

anime included, I belonged in the latter category, along with Billy the weird-smelling 

junior, who was constantly producing packets of half-eaten string cheese from his pockets 

to munch on, Caroline the school lesbian (or at least, the only openly admitted one), and 

Bethany the eternally nervous sophomore, who spent four hours every morning on her 

hair and makeup, yet still managed to look a complete wreck each day. She had been 
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tragically expelled from the socially-acceptable club after a disastrous incident with a pair 

of orange Spandex and a neon green parka. 

Caroline, also a senior, was what I might call my best friend, except that "best" 

implies that I had more than one to choose from. She was generally well-liked, even 

outside of our asocial clique, but she chose to hang out with us because the boys in our 

group didn't keep asking her to have threesomes with their girlfriends (though the only 

reason for this was that none of the boys in our group had girlfriends to begin with). 

Bethany was tolerable, and even reasonably nice to talk to, especially when I wanted to 

rant about boys, but we didn't see eye-to-eye on most subjects due to her fervent 

Republican and Catholic beliefs. Billy I just tried to avoid, ever since sophomore year 

when he had proposed to me at the lunch table after I let him have half of my grilled 

cheese sandwich. 

The table was already deep in a philosophical conversation about the long-term 

side effects of pipe weed. Johnny and Toblerone (whose first name will forever be a 

mystery to us) of the druggie side were arguing that it had already been proven to cure 

pancreatic cancer, while Bethany claimed that it was more likely to cause the cancer than 

fix it. Anthony was too busy rolling a joint under the table to pay attention to the 

discussion, and Maiko, Yuko and Neko (the last of whom was not Japanese in the 

slightest, but who had been referring to herself as N eko for so long that we had all 

forgotten her real name) were off in their own world swapping manga books and quizzing 

N eko on her Japanese vocab. 
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I announced my arrival by letting my tray drop dramatically onto the table, which 

turned out to be not such a good idea, as I'd left the milk carton open, and it promptly 

splattered all over Beth's lap. "Sorry, sorry," I apologized and threw napkins at her while 

she squealed about her brand new skirt, which looked just like every other one she owned, 

but only because she tended to buy five or six of the same item whenever she went 

shopping. She was even more accident-prone than I was. 

Milk crisis solved, I slid into my seat a little less showily this time, and turned to 

Caroline with a look that she knew well by now. It was my "I have something to tell you, 

but you're going to have to drag it out of me, because I don't want to admit it" look, often 

worn just after I'd done something like slink around the bushes outside of my crush's 

house. "Do you believe in other worlds?" I took the roundabout approach. 

"Depends ... What do you mean, like aliens?" 

"N 0, I mean ... Other worlds touching ours, y'know?" 

"Like in Golden Compass?" chimed in Anthony, finished with his joints. 

"Sort of, yeah. Like other dimensions, or parallel universes, whatnot." 

Caroline shrugged. ''You never know, I guess. Why?" Her voice sharpened. 

"Well... I was just ... thinking about it ... " 

"And what brought that on?" she said. 

"This morning, I uhh ... I think I fell into one." 

The conversation at the other end of the table came to a halt. Johnny and 

Toblerone tore their offended gazes from Bethany's judgmental one to listen. 

"What, like into a vortex or something?" Anthony said. 
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"Not really. I just woke up in one, is all." 

"Are you sure you weren't dreaming?" Bethany raised an eyebrow, ever the skeptic. 

"Yes. Well, no. I mean ... It didn't feel like a dream, at the time." 

"Dreams don't always feel like dreams ... " Caroline agreed hesitantly. 

"I know, I know. But, 1 don't know how to explain it, 1 just ... knew 1 was awake. 

And there was this ocean sweeping all the way up to my bedside, so 1 got up and -" 

"Wait, wait, wait," Toblerone interrupted. "Were you naked?" 

"Shut up, Toblerone," Beth, Caroline and Neko all chimed in at once. The anime 

kids had tuned in now too. 

My answering blush, however, gave him enough of an answer to start a 

whooping/high-fiving bout with Johnny. 1 waited until they had recovered. 

"Anyway, it's flooding my bedroom, so 1 decide to swim out into it, and that's 

when this thing grabs my ankle -" 

"Like a Cthulhu?" Anthony piped up. 

"I couldn't be sure, at first." 1 leaned in. The rest of the table did as well. 

Storytelling was my element, and they knew that once 1 got rolling 1 wouldn't let them 

down. "It was dark, and 1 couldn't get a good glimpse of the thing, just felt it tightening 

around my leg and dragging me under..." 

"Naked and wet, alriiiight." Another chorus of shut-ups, and an answering round of 

high-fives from Dumb and Dumber. 

"I didn't have any weapons on me, but 1 went to attack it anyway, figuring that was 

the only way 1 could get back to the surface for air," 1 went on, deciding that a little 
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embellishment would hurt no one. "I managed to loosen it a little, enough that I was about 

to slide my foot out, when I felt something hit me in the back. Something hard and really 

large ... " Snickering from Toblerone and Johnny and glares from the girls. "I spun around, 

ready to face whatever it was, although I hadn't been prepared to come face-to-face with 

my worst fear. .. " 

"Wolfman?" inquired Anthony. 

"Ok, second worst fear." 

"Hitler-Stalin love babies with mutant powers and giant robots that fIre nuclear 

missiles from their abdomens?" Billy spoke up for the fIrst time that day. We all stared. 

"Urn ... Not quite ... " I paused long enough for Caroline to eye me impatiently, then 

continued. "This massive tiger shark hovered not fIve feet from me, its jaws wide open, 

poised to strike -" 

"Tigers, shit man, those are the worst." Johnny whistled. 

"Nah, bull sharks are; those things can live in fresh water," Anthony said. 

"Personally I think oceanic white tips are the worst, did you see that special about 

how they specifIcally hunt ships and planes that are crashi -" 

"Poised to strike," I repeated loudly, cutting across Neko's rant. Once that girl 

started talking, it was impossible to make her quit. "Before I can react, though, this hand 

reaches up over her nose and grabs it, kind of hypnotizing her in mid -" 

"How do you know it was a she?" Johnny again. 

"I'm getting there, hold your pants on. So, he's got her hypnotized now, and sort of 

steers her around me, and then I realize he's riding her, like you'd ride a horse, and -" 
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"How are you not drowning yet?" Toblerone jutted in. 

''I'm getting there. And 1 take this panicked breath, and that's when 1 realize ... 1 can 

breathe. So here 1 am, clutching at my throat in surprise, and this guy, he leans forward, 

and he talks." 

"So?" inquired Billy. 

"We're underwater, remember?" 

"Oh." He went back to peeling the ham off of his ham and cheese sandwich. 

"He tells me he's a guardian or something, and this is his steed, and he's the guard 

of the neutral territory beyond. Everything was so cool down there, the water didn't bother 

me; 1 guess even the shark wasn't too bad after a while. But then just as he starts to explain 

what the whole place is, that thing around my ankle I'd forgotten about goes crazy again, 

and drags me down further. 1 couldn't slip it this time, cause it had tightened again, so 1 

did the only thing I could do ... " 

"Tentacle sex?" offered Toblerone. I ignored him. 

"1 returned to this dimension." 

"How?" said Bethany. 

"Well, 1 mean, 1 just..." 

"What?" prompted two or three voices at once. 

"Closed my eyes, really. When 1 opened them again, I was here." 

"So you were dreaming," Beth pushed. 

"N 0, not really. It was like using another eye, a ... A third eye." 

"You grew a third eye? Wicked, let me see!" Johnny exclaimed. 
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"N 0, it just felt like one, in the middle of my forehead. When I blinked, it sort of ... 

pulled back the veil between one reality and another." 

Beth was rolling her eyes. Caroline was eying me thoughtfully, clearly planning out 

some careful questions that would lead her to decide her opinion on this. Johnny and 

Anthony were both nodding empathetically. Toblerone looked unimpressed. 

"Happened to me a few times." 

"Really?" I turned on him. 

He shrugged. ''Yeah, sure. This one time, a guy gave me these pills, right? And he 

doesn't tell me what they do, but I figure, what the hell, you only live once, right? And they 

were free anyway, so -" 

I groaned. "This wasn't a drug-induced thing." 

"Oh." 

There was a pause before Anthony spoke up. "This one time ... And I wasn't on 

anything, neither, and I woke up one morning in a desert, no idea how I got there, still in 

my boxers ... And I started walking ... Walked for almost five miles, before the sun got too 

hot, and so I just forced myself back to reality. But it was like that, you know, it wasn't 

waking up, it was shifting planes of existence, kind of..." 

"I'd believe that, Anthony, except that you said you weren't on anything at the 

time," Caroline interjected sarcastically. "And since that's pretty much never. .. " 

"Hey, I'll have you know I've gone a week without!" He huffed as the table broke 

into snickers. 
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"Sure, the week you had to go and baby-sit your grandma in the nursing home." 

Johnny smirked and threw a wadded-up napkin at Anthony's head. 

And then we moved on to the next topic, my confession quickly forgotten amongst 

bad sexual puns and "who can come up with the most un-PC joke" competitions. 

Chapter Three 

Devo - Gut Feeling 

My brother was waiting for me on the stairs when I got home. We were twins, but 

we couldn't have been more different if he was part wombat and I was an extraterrestrial 

substituted for his real sister in the womb. 

"Where's my hat?" 

"Hello to you too," I muttered. 
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"I left it on your doorknob, where is it?" 

"I don't know, did you check around the floor?" 

''Yes, it's nowhere." 

"If you've tom apart my room looking for it, you'd better believe you're putting it 

back together again." 

"I need it for tonight, where'd you put it?" 

"I didn't do anything with your stupid hat, why would I? It's the ugliest thing ever 

created by man." 

He carried on ranting, but just after delivering my punch-line, I came to a mental 

halt. I had touched his hat. That very morning, actually. But the ocean had swept it away ... 

"You're sure it wasn't there?" I interrupted him mid-witty-retort. 

He raised an eyebrow at me; sure this was some new form of argument in disguise. 

"Urn ... Yeah, pretty sure, I went through the whole room twice." 

"And you're sure you left it on the doorknob?" 

"Well ... I guess I might've moved it since then, but I don't remember doing it ... " 

"Guess you'd best check the rest of the house then, knowing you. Or the cat 

could've moved it." 

"I guess ... " he mumbled. 

I was far from caring. Back in my room, with the door firmly shut in case he 

passed by and mistakenly assumed I was trying to help him, I performed another thorough 

search. The hat was nowhere to be found. And I specifically remembered it hanging on the 

doorknob the night before, now that I thought about it. 
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Well, if it was anywhere else in the house, he'd tum up with it. He loved that ball 

of yam almost as much as our cat, who had adopted it as her surrogate baby. But he 

wouldn't find it. 

I settled down to get a head-start on homework, and didn't give the morning's 

events another consideration until after dinner. 

But as I lay in bed, trying to get some rest before my Calculus exam the next day, I 

couldn't help thinking about how lovely the water had been, about Beatrice and how brave 

I had been not to die of a heart attack at the very sight of her, and generally reconstructing 

the whole story to reflect a lot better on myself. At that point, a thought occured to me. I 

still recalled, quite vividly, what it felt like to wake from that world. I was also quite certain 

I could do it again on command, if prompted. So why couldn't I make myself fall back into 

it? 

I took a few deep breaths to clear my mind. I'd never been very good at any of the 

meditational exercises I'd tried, mostly because I had too many thoughts bouncing around 

in my head to ever clear it out. 

About a half an hour into this exercise, I fell asleep. 

The next day, life resumed its usual dreary, everyday course. I tried the meditation 

every night, but all it did was put me to sleep faster. I started to wonder if maybe it all 

really had been a dream, and I'd just wanted it to be real. 

Naturally, the next morning I woke up in a lifeboat. I glanced around, but the bed 

didn't appear to have come with me this time. I reached out to touch the waves, in shock. 

So this was real... Or certainly felt so, anyway. The water was colder than I remembered, 
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but perhaps when I got beneath it again, I'd forget about the chill. I was eager to see more 

of the world down there. Watching its murky surface though, a pinprick of doubt went 

through me. Would I still be able to breathe under it? What if that was just a freakish one-

time accident? 

But my thoughts were immediately distracted by the crash of a cannon ball hitting 

the water not ten feet from me. 

The resulting wave sent my boat rocking nearly verticaL I clung to the opposite 

side in the hope of rebalancing it, too surprised to even scream. The prow crashed back to 

level seas, but since I was sti111eaning starboard, the whole thing tipped anyway, and sent 

me face-fIrst into the frigid water. At this point, I noticed with dreamy precision that I was 

wearing an elaborate emerald-green ball gown, skin-tight to my knees, where it flared out in 

a train that would have extended at least four or fIve feet behind me had I been on solid 

ground. On my shoes were pearly white stilettos, high and thin enough to stab someone 

with. 

Kicking these shoes ineffectively, I struggled back toward the surface and managed 

to hook a diamond-encrusted wrist over the underside of the tiny rowboat I'd capsized. I 

gasped for air, too nervous to try and breathe underwater again yet. 

"Freeze!" shouted a voice from somewhere above me. 

I rolled my head back, vaguely surprised to find what looked like a sixteenth 

century Spanish galleon gliding through the air about twenty feet overhead. My thoughts 

went immediately to Peter Pan, as I did my best to freeze and still cling to my dinghy. 

22 



"Tell us where your Court resides, and we will allow you to go free," the voice went 

on. 1 could see their deck clearly enough now to spot the enormous cannon, aimed directly 

at my boat. Or, more likely, at my skull. 

''I'm sorry?" 1 shouted as loud as 1 could. 

"Your Court, girl, the Aqueous. Where is it?" 

"1..." 1 wracked my brain quickly, recalling everything 1 could about my last visit 

here. Chauncey had said something about warring and non-warring tribes, and about.. . 

Switzerland? "I thought this was neutral territory," 1 answered a bit rudely. But 1 figured it 

was better than complete ignorance. 

"Which makes it all the easier for the plundering," responded the voice with a dark 

quality to it I disliked. A head leaned over the side, and 1 knew immediately it belonged to 

this voice. He was a heavy-set man - not fat, just bulky - with a thick beard and a thicker 

head of hair to match. He wore a leer the way most people wore polite smiles: it seemed to 

be the natural contour of his lips. "Ach, we'll get nothing outta ye like this, will we?" he 

muttered. Then he turned and roared to someone out of my sight. "Bring her aboard!" 

Before 1 could react, a net crashed into the water around me. 1 pushed off of the 

boat and dove into the water once more. Below me, 1 could see the weights of the net, 

obviously meant to tighten and prevent escape once pulled taught. 

1 swam hard, my body aching, and managed to get an arm through the ever

thinning gap between the weights before someone above pulled. I cried out in shock as the 

heavy rocks slammed around my elbow, the crack echoing in the water. Pain flooded my 

nerves. 1 was positive it was broken, but this was no time to think about it. 
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Pushing my other arm through the space, I pulled the injured one free and sank to 

the bottom of the now-cinched net. It began to rise slowly. 

I grasped the netting with my good hand and shoved the heel of my shoe against it. 

At this point I realized that the inside seam of my heels were not made of plastic or pearl 

or whatever the rest of the shoe was, but instead were lined with a razor-thin blade. I didn't 

stop to wonder at this good fortune, but sawed at the rope with renewed fervor. 

The surface was close now. My foot snapped through one strand, and I ripped at it 

frantically. It strained apart, wide enough that I could slip through. I felt the ridiculous 

train of the dress catch and tear on my way out, but I ignored it and wriggled my way back 

into open water. 

An instant later, the net broke the surface. I could hear angry shouts from above. 

Cradling my injured arm, I dove. Time for the moment of truth. I opened my mouth and 

took a much-needed breath ... 

And instead, inhaled a lungful of seawater. I choked, which only fIlled my lungs 

further. My concentrated swimming became uncontrolled thrashing. Black closed in over 

my vision while I desperately tried to guess my way back to the surface. Splashes 

registered in my ears around me. Probably another net. 

I felt my limbs slow in their struggle. I still couldn't see. As unconsciousness took 

over, the last thing I felt was a strong arm slide around my waist. 

"- Torture it out of her if I have to, but we will get those -" 
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"N 0, no," a second, softer voice interrupted. "Let me talk it out of her. Besides, 

look at her, she's no A-Guard, she's still a kid." 

"And you aren't?" countered the fust voice, which I recognized as that of the hairy

sneering-man. "Some of the best W-Guards out there are barely fifteen." 

"I know, I know, what I meant was ... Look, she's not good enough in water; she 

was drowning down there when I got to her." 

"Could be a ploy." 

"If it was a ploy, then she'd be wide awake right now, listening to u -" 

Both voices suddenly stopped, and I could almost feel their eyes studying me. The 

second voice belonged to someone younger, still male though. Smooth and pleasant on the 

ears, which frightened 111e even more than the older man's gruff but obvious disdain. I lay 

frozen, not even daring to breathe. 

Eventually, one or the other of them must have dismissed the idea, for the younger 

one kept speaking. "Just let me see to her my way. I'll get what you need." 

Another long, uncomfortable pause ensued, before the older man grunted his 

acquiescence. '"You've got twenty-four hours, then I take over," he muttered, and I heard 

footfalls as he left the room. 

The younger man approached my ... bed? What was I lying on? It curved strangely, 

and I could feel rope pressing into me, as though I were still in the net. I resisted the urge 

to panic. Just wait until he's gone, I told myself, and then you can -

"You can stop pretending now, he's left." 

In spite of myself, my eyes snapped open immediately. 
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Through the side of a net, I saw a young man look back. He couldn't have been 

more than a year older than me, his eyes a warm, honey-brown. His angled features were 

strikingly handsome, though his smile was just jaunty enough to reveal that he knew it. I 

bolted upright to claw at the net only to find it wasn't a net at all, but a hammock I was 

lying in. He laughed, and one hand brushed his black hair from his eyes. I felt my heart 

turn over in my chest. 

His eyes wrinkled with amusement, and he held out a hand. "Darius, Master Thief 

of the Aerial Districts, and deputy to old Black-Beard out there. You are?" 

"Ch - Esmeralda," I quickly amended. 

"Chesmeralda?" he teased. 

"Esmeralda." I glared at him. 

"Right. So, Chesmeralda, how much of that did you hear?" 

I rolled my eyes. His voice had a vaguely British accent to it, although it sounded 

like he was trying to cover it up. My eyes darted to his clothes, which looked straight out 

of a Renaissance festival thanks to the billowing sleeves, tight leather breeches and 

moccasin-esque shoes. But the whol~ ensemble was worn with a nonchalance that told me 

he was used to it. 

"Just the end there about if! was awake or not," I said. 

"So you know I'm meant to get the information he wants from you?" He didn't 

seem perturbed that I knew this. 

I nodded. "He wants to know where the ... Aqueous is?" The slight stumble over the 

unfamiliar word might give me away, but perhaps he wouldn't notice. 
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"So he does. The thing is, I'm not going to." 

I looked doubtful. 

"Because, m'dear, I don't think you know." He took a step closer to me. "You can't 

be long off the Drift, if you're even offit yet. You don't belong to a tribe, do you?" 

A what? When in doubt, remain silent. I stared him down. 

He grinned as if I'd given him an answer. I tried not to be mesmerized by the way 

his lips curved. "You're new here," he said. "It's written all over your face." 

"Is it?" I was suddenly suspicious of the way he was looking at me; the way his 

dark eyes softened. It was the way people would look at a kitten that just did something 

adorable. "Well, arrogance is written all over yours." 

"Pride is the hardest vice to overcome, for even if I were to rid myself of it 

completely, I should still be proud of my humility." He laughed at my blank expression. 

"Ben Franklin, I believe." 

I quirked an eyebrow. "You sound awfully British to be quoting the founding 

fathers of America." 

"Do I?" He looked disappointed. "Guess I still haven't got my Americanese down 

yet." His accent thickened as he spoke. 

I lurched sideways suddenly, thrown off balance as the ship banked. He grasped 

my arm to steady m.e, but it did no good. My eyes were locked on the porthole beside me. 

I'd just realize how high up we were. 

"What's wrong?" He kept his hand on my arm and attempted to recapture my 

gaze. "The height?" 
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1 nodded, but kept staring at the window. He put a finger under my chin and 

turned my head to face him again. 

"Don't think about it, that'll only make it worse. It scared me too at first, but trust 

me. You're safe." 

"I need to get out of here," 1 muttered. 

''You'll come back," he said. It was a statement. 

"We'll see." 

"If you don't, you'll just keep getting dragged back anyway. This realm's a little 

possessive of its subjects." 

"What, you mean I have no choice but to come back?" I'd wanted to return here 

since the moment I'd left, but being forced back didn't sound too appetizing. I'm 

hallucinating an entire universe, and now my hallucinations ate taking over. 

He shrugged. "Some people only fall through once or twice, and then they don't 

come back again, but ... " 

"But what?" I watched him apprehensively, torn by conflicting desires. 

"You're one of us. There's a hole in your life that you don't know how to fill; there 

always has been, hasn't there? But this is starting to help it. That's why you'll be back." 

1 wanted to disagree, but 1 couldn't find my voice. 

"If you want my advice, though, you'llieam how to control your phasing. 

Otherwise you'll start to fall-through at all kinds of inopportune moments." 

"Control it how?" I asked the question automatically, but I had an idea what the 

answer might be. It had to do with what Chauncey had said about relaxing, and it had to 
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do with that spot in the middle of my forehead ... I reached for it, and felt the tingle of the 

nerve endings wakening. 

Just as I did that, Darius reached out. "Feel this?" he said, and pressed his thumb 

just between my eyes. 

My already sensitive skin came alive at the touch. It felt too private, yet thrilling all 

the same; as though he had just stretched a finger casually through my chest and stroked 

my heart. My eyes shot up to his, which were wide in surprise. He felt it too. 

We remained, transfixed with one another, for what felt like an eternity . . 

Suddenly, the door to the cabin burst open. A group of angry men swarmed 

through, the captain at the forefront. 

"I told you we can't trust him with the interrogations," one of the men said, and 

pointed at Darius. 

"Captain, hear me out, she's not a -" 

"I'll deal with you later," the captain cut into Darius's protest. "Theus, take over." 

I was still frozen on the hammock, paralyzed with confusion. One moment 

everything had been so perfect, and now ... I became aware of a subtle pressure growing. I 

realized Darius's finger was still on my third eye. He pushed at it, insistent. One of the 

men shoved him out of the way, but I got the message. Concentrating all of my energy on 

that spot, I forced the invisible eye there to open. In a flash, I was back at home. 

I sat straight up in bed. The gap in my life felt larger than ever. 
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Chapter Four 

Gogol Bordello - Super Taranta! 

"Ok, if you had to choose just one super power, what would it be?" Anthony said. 

Johnny and Toblerone made a big show of listing all the comic-book characters 

they could think of along with their respective powers as they debated. "Got to weigh all 

the options, man, I mean there's the obvious ones like Cyclops or Superman - hey, I 

suppose we can't pick Superman, can we?" Toblerone looked slightly crestfallen when 

Anthony shook his head, but pressed on. "But you can't forget about the little guys, I 

mean, there's Gambit, look how badly the media's forgotten him." 

"Or Shadowcat," broke in Johnny. "She got screwed over in that last movie, did 

you see -" 

"Man, you are so gay," Toblerone cut in. 

"Invisibility." Neko looked up from her manga decidedly. The twins, as we had 

dubbed Maiko and Yuko, were still in line for pizza, and Neko looked strangely alone 

without them. 

"Super strength," Caroline replied after a moment, and ignored the wrestling 

match that had broken out at the far end of the table. Toblerone had Johnny in a 

headlock, which he was trying in vain to slip. 

"I'd want to be able to predict the future," Bethany answered next, undoubtedly 

wishing she could tell what the style for next winter would be so she'd have a year to work 

out how to do it properly. 
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"What good would that do, if you haven't got any super powers to avoid the 

earthquake or whatever that you predict coming, then?" Johnny's voice was muffled by 

Toblerone's armpit. 

"I'll get Caroline to hold a building over my head or something," she said 

sarcastically before returning to the Cosmo she was poring over avidly. 

"I'd choose flight," I answered without a second thought. Ever since I'd had my 

first flying dream at five years old, I knew that was what I'd want if I could have any super 

power. "No need to fear heights, then." 

'Valid." Anthony nodded. 

"Pfft, I'd take the power to levitate," Johnny spoke up again, this time from 

somewhere around Toblerone's hip, where he'd become entangled upon slipping away 

from the armpit. "Then you could just levitate a surf board or something to stand on, and 

you could fly, too. It's like a two-fer. Dude, you reek." He directed the last comment 

upwards. 

Toblerone released him and returned to his meal of fries with a side of fries. "Least 

I'm not a pussy." This resulted in another short scuffle, until Johnny gave up and retreated 

behind Neko, who was once more so absorbed in her manga that she didn't even notice 

him stealing peas from her plate to fling in Toblerone's direction. 

"What about you, Toblerone?" I called across the table, hoping to distract him 

from launching the plate full of fries and ketchup at Johnny, which would doubtless have 

hit N eko instead. 
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He paused (thinking always took a lot of concentration for him), and set the plate 

back down. Just when I thought he'd forgotten the question, it had been so long, he 

nodded. "My super power would be the ability to shit pot." 

Johnny burst into snorts, while the rest of the table (excepting the still-oblivious 

N eko) rolled their eyes and inched away from him. Then the twins came back, chattering 

happily in Japanese and awoke our sleeping manga-fan. The table fell back into its usual 

pace, which was to say, most of us continued to ignore the drugged-up duo. 

"Ok, favorite super hero?" Anthony started again. 

"Gandhi," answered Johnny without a pause. "Have you seen the pictures of that 

guy? The fact that he could even get out of bed is a freaking miracle." 

We pretended not to hear that. 

After lunch, the rest of the day seemed to fly by, possibly because I spent every 

available moment in a daydream. At one point my American History teacher actually 

launched into a short story about where my brain had traveled to, which took up several 

minutes of class. I had no idea it was happening until he waved a hand in front of my face. 

My thoughts were still on the events of last night. More specifically, they focused 

on a certain someone ... I scowled. I didn't like how he seemed to know far too much about 

me. No one else had ever guessed about the gap I felt. But he had been so sure when he 

said it, almost as if he'd felt something like it himself ... 

The brick wall of reality awoke me roughly. No, literally, I had walked into a brick 

wall that extended about a foot into the hallway I was walking down. I leaned against it, 

I 

I· -
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feigning nonchalance as I dug through my backpack. Then I carried on down the hall, past 

the group of boys snickering behind their lockers. 

Boys. I had no need for them. I wanted a real man, and I planned to hold out until 

he came along, however long it took. That might be the reason I'd never been kissed, even 

at the age of seventeen (or it might be my lower-than-Iow status on the high school dating 

food chain). 

A couple of boys had tried asking me out, but although both of them were nice 

enough in a basement-haunting Dungeons and Dragons addict sort of way, I had turned 

them down in favor of the faceless, nameless hero I dreamt of every evening, with my arms 

clenched tight around a pillow. He wouldn't be the flirtatious type, I'd decided, because he 

wouldn't want any woman but me. And he wouldn't dress like the popular boys either; 

he'd be a bit of a loner like myself, not afraid of standing out. And oh, how he would stand 

out. 

Even with this conviction fIrm in my mind, it still took me hours to fall asleep. To 

make matters worse, what must have been three hours before my alarm was set to go off, I 

was rudely awakened by a sandstorm. 

I pulled the covers up from the foot of the bed and rolled myself in them like a 

cocoon, but I was too late. Sand had already crept into every orifIce it could fInd. It was 

embedded in my hair; it crackled in the sheets beneath me. I gagged on it at the back of 

my throat, and fought the urge to sneeze as it tickled my nostrils. My eyes bled tears to try 

and rid themselves of the burning particles. 
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Thought was lost in a torrent of the stuff, and I could feel more of it above me, on 

top of the comforter, which had always seemed too thick, even in winter, but now seemed 

an impossibly thin defense against the ferocity outside. The wind whipped the sand to a 

frenzy, and the angry grains sought a way into my improvised shelter the wayan angry 

hive of bees would hunt a threat to their nest. 

I kept moving to dislodge the accumulating weight above me, afraid that if I didn't 

it would bury me alive. But despite my efforts, the pile grew. And no matter how tightly I 

clenched the covers around me, the sand worked its way in. 

I have no idea how long I lay there, sweltering in the desert heat, but it seemed like 

an eternity to someone who prefers the cool chill of the fall season and who cannot sleep 

unless every grain of dirt is cleaned from her face before bed each night. And then, 

without preamble, it all stopped. 

Doubtful, I prodded at my shelter. Had I just gone deaf; was that why the wind had 

ceased to howl? But no, the sand fell away from my blanket like so much lifeless dirt - the 

bee's sting all used up, its body withered and dead. I tunneled my way out and burst into 

the wide expanse of the desert with a dramatic gasp that became a choke as I gagged on 

the leftover sand in my throat for several minutes. 

When I straightened, I resisted the urge to gasp again, afraid I might cough up a 

lung if I did. But the scene was certainly gasp-worthy. 

In every direction, as far as I could see, there was only blinding white sand. Almost 

directly overhead, the sun beat down harshly. I couldn't even sweat it was so hot. 
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Remembering Lawrence of Arabia, which I had stayed up late with my dad one 

night to see (unbeknownst to my mother, who regarded bedtimes for young ladies as near

sacred), I dug the blanket out of the sand and wrapped it around me. Sun stroke came on 

quickly in the desert, especially at noon - which judging by the sun would be about now. 

I knew walking would be a bad idea at the time, especially with nowhere to go, so I 

dropped back down to the burning sand and sat cross-legged with the blanket spread over 

my head. The sun moved slowly out there in the wastelands, and my brain moved even 

slower. I became mesmerized by the individual grains of sand I could see between my legs, 

and counted them over and over in a struggle to stay conscious. Passing out seemed 

inadvisable. 

The thought of returning home with the blink of a third eye never even entered my 

mind. The world took on a hazy quality. It became a dream within a dream, which I was 

looking at through a magnifying glass from twenty thousand miles away. 

A hand touched my shoulder and I wasn't even startled. I just turned slowly, lifting 

the corner of my blanket to peer out at the person it belonged to, mildly curious. At the 

back of my mind, I wondered if this was what being drunk must feel like. I wouldn't know, 

since I'd never drank more than the obligatory sip of wine at church back when we still 

used to go. 

At fIrst, robes were all that I saw. Then a hand extended from beneath them and 

proffered a canteen of some sort. I stared at it dumbly. The hand pressed it gently to my 

lips and tilted it upwards. 
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It was not until the fIrst drop of water worked its way through my sand-encrusted 

lips that I realized I was parched. More than parched. I was Thirst Incarnate. I gulped my 

way eagerly through a few mouthfuls before the hand drew the canteen away again. 

I pursed my lips and grabbed at it like a hungry baby. The hand was joined by a 

second one now, and both of them scooped under me, one under my legs and the other 

around my back. Arms lifted me with ease, but kept the blanket tucked around me. I noted 

absently that. there were Henna tattoos all over both hands, and the second one sported a 

large but delicate diamond that seemed altogether out of place here amidst the sand and 

the sun and the wind. At the wrist, a golden bracelet peeked from beneath the folds of 

cloth that covered both arms. 

The arms pressed me to a chest and there was some shuffling. I felt myself rise, or 

perhaps I just saw the sand fall away out of the corner of my eye, and we were off. Arms 

held me tight again, but these were different, I thought; thicker, stronger, a man's arms. All 

around me, the world jolted at odd angles, the sand constantly rising and falling. 

My heat-addled brain struggled to comprehend it all, until the glimpse of a hairy, 

split-hoofed leg among the shifting sand beneath us gave me a hint. We were riding on 

something, then - a camel? I had another distantly curious wish, this time that I could see 

my surroundings. I felt I had missed something important in my delirium. 

A hand, this one absent of Henna and rings, though more prolifIc in hair and 

calluses, slipped under the blanket to pass me another canteen. I gulped at this one just as 

eagerly, my thirst immediately recalled, but all too soon it was removed again. 
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Just as I was starting to nod off, the lilting walk of our mount halted. I started back 

to alertness. Another sip of water was offered, and this time they let me drink a little more 

before I was lifted again. I was conscious enough to protest this time, and tried to signal 

that I could walk, but my shoves and frantic gestures toward my legs were either 

misinterpreted or just ignored. Granted, the fact that my throat was too parched to make 

any sound but a weak croak may have lent discredit to my assurances that I was fine. 

The corner of my blanket was lifted once more, only instead of a hand with a water 

bottle, an older man squinted in at me. I guessed he was in his mid-thirties; though his skin 

was so weathered he looked twice that. 

"D'on ets, nene?" he inquired in a language I didn't recognize, but which sounded 

similar to the Spanish spoken in the soap operas my grandma watched obsessively. 

I blinked owlishly at him. 

"English?" he tried again in a thickly accented voice. 

"Yes." 

He nodded and withdrew. Other voices, presumably those of the people who had 

brought me, chimed in, and for a while they chattered so fast I couldn't even make out 

individual voices. Abruptly, they all fell silent. Then came the older man's deep voice, the 

sound of it reassuring. 

"Anem a Saioa." 

This seemed to be an agreeable solution for the problem, since the murmurs that 

followed were delivered in tones of agreement. I was lifted yet again, but I wriggled my legs 
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more dexterously this time, and my carrier set me on my feet. I stood unsteadily, and 

draped the blanket back across my forehead to look around. 

The desert was empty no more. 

Tents of every shape, size and brilliant color imaginable surrounded us. The older 

man, who I presumed had been carrying me, stood beside me. Behind him, others led their 

camels by the bits and eyed me curiously. Beyond the tents, a series of cliffs rose into the 

sky imposingly. Shrubs lined them, scraggly and thin, but they were plants nonetheless. 

We weren't out of the desert (sand still burned at my bare feet), but we were out of the 

completely barren zone where I'd awoken. 

"Saioa pada angles," the man smiled down at me kindly, and I smiled back, though 

none of it made sense to me. 

He took my arm gently, making sure I was steady as we started to walk. Much to 

my embarrassment, I found myself leaning heavily against him, my feet as useless as lead 

in the thick sand. He smiled encouragingly, not bothered by my extra weight dragging at 

his arm. 

I followed his lead through the maze of tents gratefully. Mter two or three turns I 

was already lost. I was sure there had to be a method to the madness, since we crossed 

paths with dozens of people, none of whom appeared to have any difficulty remembering 

where they were going. I tried to pay more attention, but I couldn't for the life of me tell 

one row of neon fabrics from the next. The brightly woven patterns in the tent walls might 

have helped to distinguish them, but they were so varied and their patterns so complex, 

and there were so many of them, that after a few minutes they all began to look the same. 
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We turned one last comer, and then he directed me to a burgundy-topped tent, one 

side of which bore a tangle of what looked like intricate Celtic knot work designs, and the 

other of which was embroidered with Indian elephants done in golden silk on a navy 

background. Wooden toggles held these two mismatched halves together, and he undid 

them to draw the flap aside. He stuck his head in, spoke briefly, then withdrew and held 

the flap open for me. Nervously, I passed under his arm with a look of gratitude. 

The interior of the tent was as wildly mismatched as the exterior. A zebra rug lay in 

front of the door, overtop an Oriental rug that covered most of the floor except the far 

comer, where a neon pink shag carpet lay beneath a leopard-print futon. It looked straight 

out of the '60s. The smell of patchouli instantly suffused my nostrils. It was hard to 

breathe. 1'd never been a fan of incense. 

A small woman knelt in the comer, turned away from me. Loose-fitting robes 

flowed to the floor from her shoulders. She wore a scarf as well, one that covered every 

inch of her face. Even her eyes were hidden, as I could see when she turned her head, by a 

screen of fabric. She appeared to be staring into the lit candle on a table in front of her. 

The table was the only piece of furniture in the room aside from the futon. 

Finally, after a long, awkward silence during which I realized that my guide had left 

me alone here, she knelt back onto her haunches, lifted her veil slightly, and blew out the 

.candle. Only then did she turn, sitting down cross-legged on the Oriental rug, and 

indicating I should do the same. I did, though my legs ached from the unfamiliar position. 

"My name is Saioa." Her accent was the same as the men's, but her English was 

perfect. 

39 



"Where am I?" I murmured, still disoriented. "What's going on?" 

"You are in the Firelands. Some of my scouts found you - it's a good thing, too. 

You wouldn't have lasted long out there in the sun." She held her hands, wrapped in black 

gloves, out to me, palms up. She obviously wanted me to place mine in hers. I hesitated. 

''You are still Drifting, are you not?" she said. 

"I... sorry?" 

My confusion was all the answer she needed. She leaned forward, gently grasped 

my wrists and drew my hands into hers. As she knelt forward for a better look at my 

palms, she spoke. "You are new to this world. Each of us, when we fIrst arrive here, has no 

ties to hold us in place, and so we Drift..." As she spoke, her fingers traced the lines on my 

hands deftly. "When we Drift, we awake in a different place each night. We have no 

control over this. We are leaves in the wind. But the wind has a purpose. Each time 

Drifters return here, they see a new element. With each phase, you experience more of 

them." 

"What do you mean elements?" I asked, though I had an idea. 

"The four terrains here are each dedicated to an element. The oceaps to water, the 

skies to air, the deserts to fIre and the forests to earth. Every tribe here is based in one 

element or another, and every Drifter, if they wish to halt the Drifting process and fIx 

themselves in this world, must bind themselves to one of these elements." 

"How?" 

"With a sacrifice." Her fingertip traced absently along my wrist, and I shivered. "It 

needn't be a large sacrifice, of course. The most common is to ·spill a little bit of blood, as 
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an offering to the elements, but that's not always necessary. It depends how strongly you 

wish to bind yourself, and to what." She laughed at the expression on my face. I glared. I 

had to cut myself open for this? I couldn't even stand the sight of other people's blood. 

Memories of passing out at the church blood drive danced at the back of my mind. 

"Don't worry about that yet though," she comforted (unsuccessfully). "First 

concentrate on choosing the element to which you are most attracted." 

The ocean I had fust awoken in was my immediate response. The calm I'd felt 

beneath the surface (once I'd discovered how to breathe, that is), and the sceneries I'd 

witnessed ... Even the shark didn't seem so frightening compared to the murderous desert 

heat. But then, on the other hand ... Darius's face swam into my mind's eye. 

"And keep in mind the attributes you can gain from each element, as well." 

When I stared blankly, her hands dropped from mine to pick up the candle behind 

her once more. She held it reverently; like a priest with a wafer at Communion. "Fire gives 

us foresight. With it, we can peer into the veils of the future and lift aside those of the 

past." 

"And the others?" 

"Water gives you dexterity. It will allow you to breathe within it, move about with 

ease beneath its surface, and even to flow as it does when you are out of the water itself." 

That sounded alright. 

"Earth grants you knowledge. It teaches you to heal, both yourself and others, and 

relinquishes to you its own secrets - about its plants, its terrain, how to live within it, how 

to hide within it, how to thrive within it. All of this." 
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Not bad, but water still appealed to me more. Then she got to the last element. 

"Wind gives you freedom. Th~ currents of the air will support you and all that you 

seek to raise as though you weighed nothing at all. Travel becomes simpler and freer for 

you within this world, and fresh air will be available wherever you roam." 

Flight. My favorite super power. My pulse quickened. But then I remembered the 

men on the ship; the captain and his violence, and I shuddered. I wouldn't want to be like 

them. "What if you like two of them?" . 

She did not seem surprised to hear me ask this, though her answer was vaguer than 

I had hoped. "It is not common. And you would not be as strong in either element as 

someone dedicated solely to it would be. You'd need to think very carefully before 

choosing that path. It requires a strong binding." 

I bit my lip, but I wasn't deterred. I thought of the cool water flowing past my lips 

as lightweight as oxygen, the way it held me up, the whole unreachable world down there. 

And I thought of flying free through the sky ... "It's possible though?" 

"You must seek the place where the two meet, and there perform your dedication. 

But as I said, it is not usually a wise course." 

I reflected on the sailors again. They were just one group, after alL And Darius 

wasn't like the rest of them ... "And the tribes?" I asked. 

"Most bind themselves to a tribe as well as an element, but it is not necessary to 

begin with that..." Saioa began slowly. "Most of the tribes you will find are eager for new 

members. And most are not peaceful. I would advise avoiding that aspect of things until 

you have settled upon your element and grown comfortable with it." 
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"You aren't going to convince me to join your tribe?" 1 suddenly realized what this 

was. It was no random group of settlers in a desert, and she was no random member who 

just happened to speak English. 1 recalled the way my guide had ducked into the tent, and 

the tone of his voice as he had conversed with her. This was a tribe, and she was its leader. 

"Dh, but 1 already am trying to." Saioa chuckled softly. "1 am hoping that you will 

see how wise and unbiased the information 1 offer you is, and because of that you will wish 

to have access to such wisdom for yourself. And if you choose to walk the same path as us, 

then 1 hope that you will think of me as someone who did not try to use or manipulate 

you, but who offered you honesty, a rare quality in this world and in any. But you see, even 

in my honesty, 1 am not without my machinations." 

1 smiled slightly. '"Your kindness won't be forgotten." 

"I didn't think it would. We'll meet again, Esmeralda," she nodded once, 

something that 1 later learned was the closest equivalent to a bow that a tribal leader of her 

status would ever offer to someone who was not a leader of equal power. 

And then my eyes closed, almost without my consent. 

Back in my own bed, 1 rolled over to squint at my alarm clock. 1 had just enough 

time to be surprised at how precisely I'd woken up before the alarm sounded. 1 fell out of 

bed, tired and as parched as though I had just been discovered alone in the middle of a 

desert after hours of crouching in the midday sun. 
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Chapter Five 

Nightwish - Last of the Wilds 

The forest surrounded me, bearing down on me as I clutched at the hoodie I'd 

been wearing when I fell through. It was a week later; a week of midtenns, filling out 

college applications, and trying to calm Mom down after Dad ignored my phone call 

(again). When I'd first felt myself falling through (it was getting easier to tell with every 

phase when I left one reality and entered the other), I'd welcomed it as a break from the 

mundane headache of my life at the moment. 

N ow, however, my claustrophobia began to set in as the unfamiliar terrain loomed. 

I couldn't see the sky at all, the trees were so thick together, but I assumed it must be 

daylight, since an ounce of greenish light filtered down to the floor where I stood. I could 

see just enough to know I didn't want to be stuck here for very long. 
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Gnarled roots grabbed at my ankles with every step I took, and there wasn't even a 

visible deer path through the trees, let alone a human walkway. Mud squished between my 

sandals and onto my toes, making me wince. I had that issue with dirt. 

This was like no forest I had ever seen. My only experience with trees involved 

neatly groomed public lawns, or the occasional backyard woods. This was a forest straight 

out of medieval legends. And here I was in the middle of it, with wh<rknew-what sort of 

hungry animals lurking just beyond the shadows. 

Then the noises began. 

They were distant at first - catcalls almost, or high-pitched yelps. They sounded 

like howler monkeys, or maybe a distressed screech owl, or even ajaguar's hunting 

scream. The entirety of my knowledge of such sounds consisted of reading the Laura 

Ingalls Wilder series as a child. 

Rustling followed, much closer than the distant yells. Although it was quieter, it set 

my heart pounding twice as fast. 

"Who's there?" I called out automatically; in retrospect, probably not the best idea 

when faced with an invisible-yet-potentially-deadly opponent. 

Growling was the only response I got. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. 

I tried to grab a stick, but it turned out to be a root. I pressed my back against the 

nearest tree to minimize the directions from which it could come at me. 

For a long moment, only silence greeted my movement. This was even worse than 

the shark, I decided. At least the shark I could see. 
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More rustling, from above me now. A few leaves rained down on me, and I glanced 

upwards in time to see a distinctly human foot flash out of sight. 

"I saw you!" I shouted, more to convince myself than anything. Humans weren't so 

scary. I could deal with humans. 

Now the catcalls again, though there was a jeering tone to them this time. 

"That's not funny!" I grew bolder with each loud articulation. I was starting to 

understand why they'd encouraged me to shout in the self-defense classes I'd taken. If 

nothing else, it gives a small sense of power. "Come out!" 

Giggles replaced the howls. That was somehow creepier. 

"I mean it. Let me see you, right now!" 

To my surprise, the shrubs not ten feet in front of me parted, and a woman stepped 

out, wearing an animalistic grin. She was a full head shorter than me, but even so, she 

didn't look like someone I'd want to mess with. Muscles rippled along her arms and torso, 

all of which were perfectly visible beneath her tattered shirt and torn jeans. 

Her hair was cropped short, twigs and leaves sticking out of the short spikes. Her 

face was grungy at the edges, as though she had tried to wash but got bored halfway 

through. Her hands, which were clamped tightly around twin daggers, showed signs of 

rough use, with dirt caked under the nails and blisters raised on her fmgertips. 

"Who are you?" she inquired in a voice as rough as her appearance. 

"Esmeralda. Who are you?" 

She smiled again, though it seemed more like she was baring her teeth than 

expressing happiness. At a slight nod from her, the rest of the brush separated, and a 
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dozen or more women of all different heights and body types (though all with equally 

hard-worn clothes and visible muscles) emerged from the shadows. Further rustling from 

above convinced me that if I just looked up, I'd find another woman or two crouching in 

the trees above me. 

"We are the Siren Tribe, of the earthen elemental persuasion," answered a voice to 

my right. 

The woman who spoke was taller than the rest, and her hair was un-cropped. It 

hung loose down her back in lush tawny waves, somehow free of the brambles and dirt 

that caught in all of her sisters' pixie cuts. She was somewhat better clothed as well, in 

tight, durable leather, and the knife she carried was heavily ornamented. I figured her for 

their leader. 

A long silence ensued. I realized they were waiting for me to say something. "Urn ... 

So, are you warring, or neutral?" I asked, somewhat redundantly judging by the numerous 

blades pointed at me. 

Laughter spread through the group in peals. 

"We are warriors," said the tall woman. Her eyes glittered fiercely, their color 

indeterminate in the dim light. "But we do not seek fights beyond our terrain. The forest is 

our home. Those who enter without our permission face two options. They may either join 

our tribe, or be put to rest." As she said the last, her lips curled up to bare her teeth in that 

same vicious smile. ''You, Drifter, have that choice now." 

It took a moment for this to sink in, a moment during which several of the Sirens 

circled around me, closing in, their knives within slicing range. 
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"Spill your blood for our land, or we shall spill it for you." 

I met the woman's eyes dead-on, trying not to tremble beneath her steely gaze. This 

wasn't right; Saioa said I had the choice. I would not let them make it for me. "I'll take 

option three." My voice rang clear in the forest, but it was the last thing I heard before that 

third eye opened and I sprang back into reality. 

Much to my embarrassment, I found myself lying on the floor of my English 

classroom, a huddle of nervous students around me where they had been corralled while 

my teacher and a woman I recognized as one of the school nurses bent over me anxiously. 

"Sorry," I mumbled, and they both breathed heavy sighs of relief. I tried to sit up, 

but the woman pushed me back down fmnly. 

"Don't move, dear, Jamie will be back with the wheelchair in a moment." 

Jamie. The boy I'd sent that awful love-letter to over the summer, the class goofball 

I'd yearned after ever since he threw an eraser down my shirt in eighth grade math class. 

Gods, could this get any worse? 

Apparently it could. The nurse insisted on wheeling me through the crowded 

hallways to the infirmary while everyone and their brother watched me pass. 

I caught sight of Caroline through the mass of humanity, who gave me a 

concerned-but-supportive smile, and I felt the tiniest bit better. Not enough, though. 

Once in the nurse's office"the woman insisted on calling my mother to inform her 

of what had happened and request that she pick me up early from school. I tried to explain 

that I had a test that afternoon, but she wouldn't hear a word of it. 
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"Fainting is a very serious thing," she scolded, squinting at my tonsils while I 

gagged on a tongue depressor, as though the answer to this mystery might appear at the 

back of my throat. "Especially when you hit your head - you could have a concussion." 

"I feel fine," I grumbled for the hundredth time. I might as well have been talking 

to the wall. 

She rambled on about symptoms of concussions, what to do if I felt faint again, 

how much to eat and drink ... I stopped paying attention after the first minute, and 

employed the classic smile-and-nod tactic while my mind wandered. 

I could make up the test later, and maybe I could use some sleep. Real sleep, not 

fall-through sleep. I didn't want to think about that jungle ever again if I could help it. Was 

that how the captain of Darius's ship would have tortured me on the Spanish galleon, if 1'd 

stayed longer? Shed my blood until I agreed to spill my own for them, and bind myself to 

their crew forever? I shuddered to think. 

And yet, the image of the young deputy captain sprang unbidden to mind. Sirens 

my ass. Those women in the forest weren't sirens; sirens were supposed to lure you in with 

their beauty and then trap you. He was a siren. 

But did he even know he had trapped me? The captain meant for him to catch me, 

sure, but Darius seemed so different from his leader. Why was he even on that ship? 

My mind wandered back to what Darius had said. You'll keep getting dragged back 

here. You're one of us. 
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He was right - this was getting worse. I just fell-through in the middle of class. I 

didn't even know it was possible to fall-through when I wasn't already asleep. I'm going 

insane. 

But he'd also said if I started to go back on my own, I could control it. And Saioa 

had told me how to bind to an element. 

The nurse was still talking, but I wasn't listening at all. I could bind myself to Air, I 

could fly, I could go back to find Darius again too ... But then I'd have to deal with the 

captain. He had wanted to torture me; he had shouted at Darius just for helping me. And 

he wanted to attack that underwater thing, the Aqueous Chauncey had mentioned. 

Underwater, where everything had been clean and simple, the first glimpse of that world 

I'd gotten. I still wanted to see more of it. 

Suddenly it was all clear, like a puzzle piece that had just fallen into place. Saioa 

spoke of double-bindings - they were difficult, she'd said, but they could be done. I could 

bind myself to both, to Air and Water. Then I could fly, and I could fmd Darius again, go 

to him and ask to join the crew. If the captain let me, I'd fly with them, find out how they 

worked, and wait until they were about to attack the Aqueous. Then I could sneak away 

and find Chauncey, warn him, help them deflect the attack. Surely I could be of use, if I 

knew enough about the captain's plans. Maybe I could even convince Darius to come 

away with me, to get out of that tribe. There had to be a way to un-bind someone from a 

tribe. 

I had to try it. But first: find the place where the elements connect... 
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My thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Mom, who was looking doubly 

flustered today. After assuring herself I was fme, she followed up with multiple 

denouncements against my father, who hadn't answered his phone when she'd called him 

in a panic to inform him of their daughter's "grave illness," and whom she was now 

blaming for my fainting spell (obviously his lack of attention had brought it on). From 

there, she moved onto ranting about my brother, because the office had stopped her on 

her way in to tell her he'd been caught skipping class yet again. This topic seemed safer, so 

I nodded encouragement and made alternately angry and aghast faces to assure her that I 

sympathized. 

The nurse wheeled me out to the car (she insisted), but at least I managed to stop 

her from helping me into the passenger's seat. Once alone in the car with Mom, though, 

she noticed my silence even in spite of her endless rant. 

"What's on your mind, honey?" 

"Nothing." I flxed my eyes straight ahead at the road, determined to give off no 

signs that might be interpreted as illness. 

"Something's wrong, I can tell." 

"N othing' s wrong, Mom, I'm just a little tired is all." 

"We'll get you straight into bed, then." She patted my arm. 'You look a little off

color. I'll make you some hot soup too, that will help." 

I sighed. "I'm just a little stressed in school lately is all. Maybe that's why I got 

light-headed today, I dunno." 
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"Well, it's no wonder, with the way you organize your things. We'll have to plan 

your schedule better - you can't spend all of your time sleeping and watching T.Y. You're 

too much like your father. He was always disorganized, you know, no discipline 

whatsoever. .. " 

And she was off again on her usual topic. Since they'd signed the divorce papers 

five years earlier, my brother's and my every flaw became a sign either of his incompetence 

(according to Mom), or her neglect (according to Dad). The latter was ironic now that 

almost a year had passed since Ricky or I had even seen our father face-te-face, and 

months had gone by since we'd spoken to him on the phone. He moved to Florida a year 

after the divorce, remarried, and his new (read: young and hot) wife became his only care 

in the world. 

We pulled up outside the house ten minutes later, Mom's latest outburst over and 

only stony silence between us. I went to my room on the pretense of napping, then 

decided it might not be such a bad idea after all and lay down to get some real rest. 

But as soon as my still-bruised head hit the pillow, a new set of worries flooded it. 

Most of the college applications I'd been filling out still sat on my desk half-finished, and 

the deadlines were looming in my mind, their importance exaggerated by my need to get 

out of this house and this town and to move as far away as possible. Wanderlust was 

calling - the idea of staying in this suburban nightmare for the rest of my life sounded 

equivalent to the ninth level of hell. 
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My brother, despite his low class ranking, was already accepted at U-Conn on a 

basketball scholarship, so I was the only one who had to suffer through the admissions 

process. 

It was then, as I wondered why I couldn't find something more interesting to 

occupy my frantic mind, that I recalled the decision I had come to in the nurse's office 

before Mom's arrival derailed my train ofthought. The place where air and water meet... 

I turned to Google for help, but my searches yielded no useful results, only a 

couple of esoteric websites. By the time I had scoured those, dinner was ready, followed by 

some lectures on scheduling and several hours of forced homework completion. Before 

long, my burning resolution settled down to just another nagging question at the back of 

my mind, buried amidst familial woes and a feeling somewhere between shame and hope 

when Jamie called, having looked up my number in the school directory, to make sure I 

was alright. 

I fell asleep fantasizing about possible wedding dresses and opened my eyes an 

hour later in my pajamas on a mountaintop. It was a testament to how routine this pattern 

was becoming in my life that I didn't even bat an eyelash, merely dug around in the snow 

to see if my comforter had come along for the ride this time. It hadn't, so I set off walking 

to pump some life into my freezing legs. 

The cold bit into my skin, and my bare feet had already frozen into clumsy solid 

blocks, but I kept moving. All ofthe Girl Scout survival guides say, if you're caught in a 

snowstorm, don't stop to sleep. That's the surest way to freeze to death. 
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As I trudged along, I clenched and unclenched my fmgers Gust to make sure they 

still worked), and bit my lip against the pain. I glared at the sky above me. It was free of 

ships. I'd thought that I would just cycle through the elements until I chose one terrain to 

bind to, but that didn't appear to be the case. After all, what element would this be? 

Air, I supposed. It was close to the sky, but I couldn't exactly materialize in thin 

air. Or maybe earth, the mountain soil was thick here, though buried beneath the snow .. . 

I halted dead in my tracks, survival guide tips forgotten for the moment. Earth and 

air ... The mountain was the union of them both. My mind raced. Sandstorms in the desert, 

those would be air and fIre. Along the beaches, water met fire, and at river mouths, earth 

met water. So air and water would meet at... 

A waterfall. 

The answer came unbidden, but as soon as I thought it, I knew it was right. Eager 

to finish the quest I'd now begun, I returned to my bedroom with the blink of an eye, and 

shot out of bed like a dart. 

The house was silent. It was late, probably three a.m. or so. I tiptoed down the hall 

carefully. Mom had ears like bat sonar. 

The stairs proved difficult, as the center creaked. I had to straddle them and slide 

my way down the edges, bracing myself against the walls as I went. 

Once on the ground floor, I aimed for the kitchen, and tripped over a few chair 

legs in the dining room along the way. I was too worried about waking up Mom to turn on 

a light, so instead I fumbled through the silverware drawer until I felt a sharp enough tip. 
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I squinted at it in the low greenish light from the microwave. It was a steak knife, 

and a viciously serrated one at that. It made me nervous just looking at it, but I didn't give 

myself time to think about what I was doing. 

In the living room (I was too nervous to dare the stairs again) I lay down on our 

full-length couch, my right hand curled around the knife, and tried to phase willingly, an 

exercise I hadn't tried in weeks. 

This time I didn't bother clearing my mind. I let it babble away while I 

concentrated on the point in the middle of my forehead, feeling for that other eye. The 

nerve endings there tingled in awareness. It reminded me of the feel of Darius's fmgertip 

resting there. Slowly, deliberately, I blinked this eye. 

My eyes were already shut, but the world seemed to darken doubly as even the 

faint luminescence from the street lamps outside failed to reach my eyelids. I opened my 

eyes, and found myself standing on a beach shore. 

Undeterred, I phased out back to the living room to begin the process over again. 

It was a little easier this time, and became more so with every shift. 

Underwater, in what looked like a kelp bed. Living room. Middle of a frozen lake. 

Living room. A hot, dry plain of long grass undulating in the breeze. Living room. And 

then, finally, just as my head had begun to ache and my stomach to reel from the rapid 

climate changes, I opened my third eye and phased in directly beside a river bank. The 

water beside me ran straight off a cliff and into thin air. 
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I inched up to the edge of the river, peering over. I was no expert at judging depth, 

but the waterfall below me had to have had at least a sixty foot drop. At the bottom, I 

could see the midnight blue of a lake glinting in the moonlight. 

My fear of heights kicked in and I jumped back from the ledge with a wince. There 

was no way, no way in hell ... But Saioa was right. Suddenly I knew what I had to do. 

This isn't real, I told myself, ready to use any means of persuasion available to talk 

myself into this suicidal move. It's not the real world. You can '[ die, it's like a video game. 

The knife was slippery in my sweating palm. I wiped my hand on my shirt, got a 

better hold on the handle of the blade, then leapt into the river without another thought. 

Water swirled over my head, and I felt myself thrown over the edge. 

It was a strange sensation - not only falling, but being weighed down by tons of 

water at the same time, straight down into certain death. 

Turning my head up, still under the water, I drew in a deep breath, concentrated 

on flying, and sliced the knife across my wrist in one swift motion. 

Red spurted around me, below me, passing me by. I hovered in midair and 

breathed liquid as the water crashed past on either side of me. It was working. Then the 

moment was broken and the water took its hold again, hurling me downwards. Somewhere 

along the way I lost consciousness. 

What seemed like only an instant later, but may well have been an eternity for all I 

knew, I opened my eyes to the living room curtains once more. Light was growing behind 

them, though the sun wasn't fully up yet. My mind felt strangely heady, my legs and arms 

far too heavy. 
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In the predawn light, I glanced at my arm and screamed. The knife in my right 

hand was bloody, the slash across my left wrist gaped, and though the blood was leaking 

out slowly now, there was enough soaked into the carpet and sofa around me to make bile 

rise in my throat. 

Footsteps thundered on the stairs, then my brother's shouts added to my 

continued shrieks. In another moment, Mom was dialing the phone, talking hurriedly, 

stroking my hair ... I blacked out once more. 
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Chapter Six 

Cake - Short Skirt, Long Jacket 

I don't think Mom believed me when I told her I'd sleep-walked downstairs and 

only woken when I felt the pain in my wrist. But I decided the anti-depressants the doctor 

all but forced on me were better than the full-on crazy-person meds they'd be giving me if I 

told them the truth. 

They held me there for two days to do some "surveillance." I knew better than to 

try and phase while still in the hospital, especially since there was obviously a connection 

between my behavior in this world and in the other. All the same, though, I was itching to 

be sent home so I could return again. I had no idea what would happen to me there when I 

returned, but I wanted to face it as soon as I could; get it over with. 

I also still wasn't sure if time passed faster or slower there than it did here. I'd 

never returned to the same spot more than once to check. For all I knew, I'd met 

Chauncey three hundred years ago, and Saioa one hundred. Or maybe only days had 

passed in all the weeks I'd spent in and out, and really it was only yesterday I'd left the 

desert, and two days since I'd been threatened aboard the galleon. 

Eventually I was allowed to go home, though Mom was instructed (when they 

thought I wasn't listening) to disable the lock on my bedroom door and to search my 

room for sharp objects. I had to resist pointing out that if I ever seriously committed 
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suicide, I'd do it with something less painful than knives, such as an overdose of the 

Vicoden Mom had hidden in her medicine cabinet. 

But when I finally reached home, I discovered I couldn't phase in anyway. Maybe 

my binding to an unusual terrain made it harder, I thought. Or maybe, nagged a voice at 

the back of my head, I'd somehow died in that realm, and I'd never be able to return. At 

least that meant no more passing out in class to hallucinate dark scary forests, I told myself. 

But it meant no more Darius, either, said the voice. 

The spot between my eyes felt numb, the nerve endings dead. Every other nerve 

felt dead too, though. I grew more distracted than ever at school. For the first time since 

I'd entered school, my grades dropped to borderline As, and a couple even went so far as 

to become Bs. A few of my teachers called home, worried, and Mom began to have a lot of 

hushed phone conversations throughout which my name featured often. I assumed she 

was telling them about what was now known as "the incident." In the past I would have 

been outraged about this breech of privacy, but I found myself singularly uncaring now. 

I started sitting by myself at lunch, on the opposite end of the cafeteria in the 

hopes that no one from the usual table would notice me. But it only took a week of 

absence for Caroline to track me down. She excused herself from the usual lunch table, 

and I watched her cross the cafeteria without emotion. 

"What's up?" she inquired without preamble, and dropped into a seat by me. 

Without meaning to, I told her everything, from the second time I fell through, to 

the fortune-teller in the desert, to the waterfall and its consequences, to how strangely 

numb I was feeling now. She listened without comment, only nodding at appropriate 
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points to show she was listening. When I was finished, all she did was to ask if I had the 

bottle of anti-depressants with me. 

I pulled it out to show her. She emptied it into the garbage. 

"You don't need those. They're more likely to make you depressed than to help 

anything," she informed me as I took the bottle back with vague surprise. "They may dull 

depression, but they dull every other sensation as well." 

I nodded without comment. It wasn't until two days later, when the effects of the 

drugs had mostly worn off, that I remembered Caroline telling me her story late one 

sleepover at her house. 

She moved to our school district after an "incident" similar to mine at her old 

school. She'd been on anti-depressants for an eating disorder, but the drugs made her so 

disinterested in life that she decided she:d rather end it than live without emotion. 

When she first told me the story, the meaning didn't really sink in. I was honored 

that she had chosen to confide the tale in me, and I admired her for getting through it as 

well as she had. But I didn't understand what she'd gone through, or how impressive it was 

that she'd come out the other side of it still optimistic about life. 

I threw myself back into schoolwork. I returned to the lunch table, where 

thankfully no one said a word about my absence. And after a few more weeks of reality my 

grades had risen again, which calmed Mom's nerves somewhat. Only then did I decide I 

was ready to try again. 

That night, I dressed carefully in sweatpants and a cotton shirt, then sat down on 

my bed and waited for Mom's light to go out. As .soon as it did, I shut my eyes. My 
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forehead tingled. The next thing I knew, I was underwater, tumbling in the current as a 

thunderous roar accosted my eardrums. I drew in a small breath, testing, but the oxygen 

flowed to my lungs easily, reassuring me. At least part of my binding had worked. 

I did not, however, have the promised ease of movement beneath the waves. It was 

apparently not a gift I'd inherited. I decided that either meant I'd successfully bound to 

two elements, or I'd screwed up everything. 

With difficulty, I swam out of the whirlpool at the base of the waterfall. Eager to 

test the second part of my bond, I scrambled up the shore. My pants were stained with 

mud and my shirt tore on the thorn bushes hanging over the embankment, but I was too 

fIXated to notice. 

At the top, I eyed the five-foot drop to the lake warily. It was infinitely less 

imposing than the more-than-sixty feet I'd already dared, but more hung on this jump. 

Whatever happened now, I was stuck with it. 

I ran at the edge, shut my eyes at the last second, and flung myself over, flailing as 

I fell ... 

And I kept flailing. I peeked out from beneath my eyelashes in disbelief. I hovered 

a few feet over the surface of the river, suspended in midair. With a laugh, I stretched out 

my arms and spun in a lazy circle. 

A few minutes' experimentation proved kicking to be" the most effective method of 

movement. My legs propelled me upwards effortlessly. 
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My stomach was full of butterflies, the good kind that made my head feel dizzy 

with happiness. 1 turned somersaults, laughing aloud at the heights that had formerly 

terrified me. They seemed powerless now that 1 was free of gravity's strict laws. 

1 began to sing to myself, quietly at fust. I had an awful ear for tone, so 1 avoided 

singing in public for the sake of others' hearing. But there was no one to hear me up here, 

hundreds of feet above the earth. Before long, 1 was belting out all the show tunes 1 knew, 

drifting lazily through wispy clouds. 

I was halfway through the fmale of lavert's solo "Stars" from Les Mislrables when a 

low chuckle interrupted me. 1 spun around, only to receive a face full of the cloud in which 

1 was ensconced. A much more skilled voice than my own fmished the song for me. 

lt was a voice 1 knew; 1 had heard it often enough in my dreams. 1 struggled free of 

the fog, and found myself staring at the hull of an all-too-familiar ship. 

"Esmeralda, fate intertwines us again." That voice, like lightweight velvet. 

"Darius." 

"I was starting to wonder if you'd come back." He was drifting off to my left, 

lounging against the bow casually. 

"You're right, I was really missing it. I spent the last few weeks thinking, If only I 

could find the pirates who wanted to torture information out a/me, my life would be complete." 

He grinned. "I knew you liked us." Then the grin melted into sincerity, and his eyes 

bored holes into mine. "Captain apologized for that, by the way. When you didn't show up 

again he realized I was right, you were still on the Drift." He smiled indulgently, as if the 

captain's penchant for torture were an endearing folly. "Guess we didn't scare you too 
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much after all, though. You seem to have picked the right element." He winked at me. 

"Picked a tribe too, by any chance?" 

"Nope." 

"Even better." 

"I didn't say I was interested in yours." 

'You might be if you knew a bit more about us." 

I raised an eyebrow doubtfully. "Oh really?" 

"Aww, now, I said captain's sorry, you don't believe us?" He tried to look 

downcast. 

"Not when you're fake-pouting like that, I don't." I glared at him. 

In response, he placed a hand on his chest, and straightened as though standing at 

attention. "I solemnly swear you will never be threatened by me or mine again." 

"Oh good, so I won't even get a warning next time you torture me." 

"I never laid a finger on you!" He affected an injured look. I wasn't buying it. 

"But you were planning to let your captain." 

"He's a good guy; he just gets carried away. It wouldn't've been serious, y'know, 

he's all talk. Besides, you can't think I'd let him hurt such a charming lass as yourself, can 

you? Never waste beauty, I always say." 

"As sweet as that sentiment is, I'll be on my way now," I muttered. How is it I've 

Spent the last few weeks dreaming about him? 

"At least let me show you 'round the ship? You didn't see any bits but our worst 

quarters when you were here ... " He reached for my hand, but I twitched it away. 
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"And that was quite enough for me." I shifted my stance, ready to phase out. 

Something in my bearing must have given away what I was about to do, though. 

"You'll only pop right back here." He laughed. 

I scowled. Damn. I'd have to get used to that. "How d'you know I'm not still 

Drifting?" I grumbled. 

"Because you wouldn't have made that face if you were," he said with a smirk. 

I was about to challenge him to sit here and see how long it'd take for me to come 

back, when a thought struck me. "How long has it been?" I spoke without realizing. 

"Since what?" 

"Since I was last on this ship." 

"Too long." 

I narrowed my eyes. Had he been this bad a flirt last time? 

"A joke, m'dear. As far as this world goes? No more than a week's passed." 

"How is that possible?" 

He shrugged. "How is any of it?" He spread his arms and spun on the spot. "No 

one's ever calculated the exact time difference as far as I know. It changes anyway, so it's 

hardly worth the trouble working out the math." 

A new thought had just occurred to me. With time passing so slowly here ... My 

eyes lit up. I could live my daily life, out in the boring real world, and have an entire secret 

life all to myself at the same time. A secret life where I could fly, no less. 

"What's the catch?" I said. 
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"No catch. It's freedom. Do what you want, when you want, and forget the rest." 

He reached out to take my hand again, and I couldn't draw my arm back fast enough. 

His skin was warm to the touch, though calloused from ship work, and there was 

something reassuring in his fIrm grip. My palm tingled where it touched his, and my 

forehead seemed to tickle, as if it remembered his last touch. He took advantage of my 

stunned pause, and suddenly he was in front of me. His gaze stole mine as he leaned in 

close ... Too close. "Live in the moment ... 'S what I always say." 

I felt my head tilt to one side as though of its own volition, and my body turn 

toward his, my lips going dry. "Is it?" My voice came out too high. "Speaking of the 

moment, I should, urn, it's getting late, and I have school tomorrow and ... " I quickly 

extricated my trembling fingers from his. 

He kept smiling, a know-it-all look that at once infuriated me and made me want to 

smile. "I'll see you in a couple of minutes, then," he whispered, a hint of a grin still on his 

lips. 

"1... Yeah, okay, or whenever," I responded ambiguously, still dazed. I needed time 

to be alone, to think, to strategize. How best to get out of this situation, when half of me 

was screaming to stay right where I was ... 

I threw my other eye shut more violently than ever. My head reeled in 

disorientation as I returned to my bedroom. Dawn wasn't even peeking through the 

curtains yet. I rolled over in bed, my pillow clenched tight in my arms, and tried 

desperately to sleep. 
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Chapter Seven 

Luxfria - Ldio 

r spent the next day shifting nervously in my seat and wiping sweaty palms on my 

jeans so often r was afraid they'd get stains down the legs. The extent of my experience in 

love was the time r held hands with a boy in first grade on a dare. 

But now that someone r actually considered attractive appeared to be interested in 

me, r couldn't stop asking myself why. He must have some ulterior motive. Maybe he just 

enjoyed luring women in to catch them, like a Venus flytrap trapping insects. It suddenly 

dawned on me why that plant was named for the Greek goddess of love. 

r promised myself r would not fall for his tricks. He was trying too hard to be 

charming. r couldn't trust him. This resolve was foremost in my mind as r lay down that 

evening to return. But to be honest, in my heart of hearts, there was already a kind of 

bittersweet longing for what r couldn't possess, a longing enjoyed, strangely enough, for its 

doomed romanticism. 
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1 phased in and found him unmoved, even his clothes unchanged. "Have you been 

here all day?" 

"You've only been gone five minutes." My eyes widened, and he shrugged. "And 

I've got the day off. Besides, 1 didn't want to miss you." 

That bittersweet longing twisted painfully in my chest. "So, tell me about your 

tribe," 1 ordered, desperate to avoid the current subject. 

"I thought you would never consider us." He quirked an eyebrow. 

"Well, maybe I'd like to know more before 1 decide if I'll never consider you." 

"Seems like you've already done some considering." 

1 put on my best un-amused face. 

He tried to hide his smile. "What do you want to know about us?" 

"Are you neutral? Warring? What?" 

"I think you've already guessed we're no shrinking violets, darlin'." 

"Well what do you fight for?" 

"Territory. Money. The love of the battle; what else do people fight for?" 

"So why did you want to attack that underwater ... thing? The one you were so 

convinced 1 was a part of." 

"Captain was convinced, not me. And we were planning on attacking the Aqueous 

because it's a poorly guarded fortress on the sea floor containing a fairly wealthy colony of 

neutrals with a known stockpile of currency and no real guard to speak of. Except the A

Guard, but they're ajoke." 

"Ah. Honorable reasons, then," 1 said sarcastically. 
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"It's a tough world, love, if you don't bite first, you'll be the one getting bitten. But 

you can rest easy for now, we didn't hit them. Not yet anyway." 

"Why not?" My chest constricted. I still had a chance to stop it, then. 

He grinned. "They may not have many fighters, but they've got good security. We 

couldn't get the location. Still working on it. But captain reckons he's found the supply 

chain they trade with the Diviners off of -" 

"Diviners?" 

"The desert tribes, surely you passed their way on the Drift? Anyway, they trade 

rather regularly with the Aqueous, only they change ports so often it's near impossible to 

track them. But captain has a guy, friend of a friend, reckons he's worked out their pattern. 

We're going to set up an ambush at their next port. If we can capture a few of their men, 

one of them's sure to give us the information we need." 

"Sounds ... Urn ... cunning." I hoped I sounded convincing. 

"I know you aren't the aggressive type. But you get used to it. Good job benefits." 

His smile was distractingly debonair. "The bastards we hit have it coming to 'em, way they 

act. They claim neutrality, but they're so corrupt, claiming a parasitic alignment would be 

closer to the truth." 

"What alignment are you?" 

"Chaotic." 

"Is that good or bad?" 

His eyes twinkled. "We don't believe in good or bad. It's all down to perspective. 

One man's heaven is another man's hell." 
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"But there are some things that're just wrong, either way." 

"Oh, I've my ideas of what's right and what's wrong. 1 consider myself an alright 

bloke. But there's as many people who would kill me as hug me, so 1 can't really say I'm 

good or bad, can I?" 

"I have a pretty good guess," 1 mumbled. 

He just kept on smiling. 

"So, is that all you guys do? Pillage defenseless tribes and soar around picking up 

young women to intimidate?" 

"Of course not!" He looked affronted. "We also gamble, keep harems, drink 

ourselves silly, 1 might have some class A's in the back too if you're interested." His tone 

was light, but 1 had a hard time deciphering how much was a joke and how much was 

truth disguised with humor. 

"On second thought, 1 should really be going." 1 coughed. "I've gotta ... Urn ... Fly 

over there." 1 pointed in a random direction. 

"Aww, you know I'm kidding. Stick around; I'll talk to the captain. I'm sure he 

wouldn't mind letting you fly with us for a couple of days. Think of it like a trial internship 

to see if it suits you?" 

1 pursed my lips in false concentration. False, because 1 already knew what 1 was 

going to do. The idea was in the back of my head all along. 1 just needed the guts to follow 

through with it. 

"I'd like that, 1 think." 
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As he escorted me to the captain, he talked of the crew's past expeditions. My 

mind raced with mental notes of everything he said. I listened for names of other tribes 

they might attack, other innocent people to warn. There is no good or bad - ridiculous. 

There was just bad, and those who are good at hiding it. He was the latter. Well, I could be 

too. 

The captain gave no indication that he recognized me when Darius launched into 

an explanation of his "trial internship" idea. The older man stopped him halfway through 

his speech with a grunt. "Good, good. Let her stay on, long as she likes. Just make sure 

you teach her to hoist her own weight." 

"Yes, sir." Darius bowed stiffly. 

I spent as much time as I could over the course of the next few days ingratiating 

myselfwith the crew, most of whom were even more inclined than Darius to brag about 

past accomplishments. Even taking their adventure tales with a grain of salt, it wasn't hard 

to tell that ~his tribe had seen its fair share of war, and had more than its share of enemies 

trailing after them. I wouldn't be surprised if a couple of the floozy women on board were 

spies as well - they seemed to bring nothing else to the company except exaggeratedly low

cut shirts and irritatingly high-pitched giggles. In fact, they seemed to impede work, since 

the majority of the crew stared in distraction every time one of them walked past. Darius, 

especially, had a hard time keeping up with his duties, since he was constantly encased in 

a swarm of them. 

I rolled my eyes as he blew a kiss to Double-D. I hadn't bothered to learn any of 

their names. I preferred to refer to them by their respective bra sizes. Funnily enough, 
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from the passing comments I'd overheard, most of the male crew used the same reference 

system. As for me, I was just "the new girl." 

The captain stayed locked away in his cabin most of the time - "plotting our next 

hit," Darius assured me. I assumed that was code for "getting drunk and spending some 

private time with his Playboy collection." 

Currently, however, I was faced with a much more frustrating task than trying to 

block out those mental images. Darius had been instructed to teach me Lifting. 

Lifting involved extending one's personal sphere to incorporate the nearest solid 

object, and then levitate it. Every member of the crew was required to Lift his or her own 

weight, plus an additional hundred pounds of the hull in order to keep the ship afloat. It 

took a lot of concentration at fIrst, but Darius assured me it got easier with practice. I 

understood now why the captain had allowed me, and the non-crew females, on board. 

The more people Lifting the ship, the easier the burden was on everyone. 

Darius had me practice on a crate, heavy enough that I wouldn't be able to lift it 

without, well, Lifting; but light enough that if I screwed up and, say, dropped it onto the 

deck, it wouldn't be weighty enough to break the floorboards. I spent most of the 

afternoon with my hands clamped around its sides, teeth gritted in frustration. 

"At least you don't need to worry about me breaking the floor. I can't even budge 

it," I groaned. 

"Keep trying," he said with a sympathetic look. 

Easy for him to say, just sitting there peeling his potato. "Are you going to eat that?" I 

asked with a look of distaste. In response, he bit off a chunk, making plenty of yummy 
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sounds when I wrinkled my nose in disgust. "Guh, raw potatoes, if that's the best you've 

got here, count me out." 

"Oh no, I just like them." 

"That's disgusting." 

"It's not!" He stuck his tongue out at me. 

"I can't concentrate while you're being gross," I said, still eying the potato. 

He grinned. "Don't look now, but I think it might be better if you don't 

concentrate anymore." 

"What are you - Oh!" I cried out. The box upon which my hands rested was now 

hovering a good foot from the deck. As soon as I realized this, of course, it came crashing 

down. Directly onto my foot. 

The scream I let out probably broke everyone's eardrums within a fifty mile radius. 

In an instant, Darius leapt forward, pushing the box aside with his fingertips as though it 

were a feather. 

"I think I broke something." I sat down with a soft gasp. 

"Can you move it at all?" He lifted my leg gingerly. 

I winced, but didn't shout again. Already the doorway was f:tlling with curious 

onlookers. Double-A, one of the cheerleaders (as I referred to the gaggle of crewwomen), 

pushed her way through the crowd. She shouted something about knowing first aid. 

I was reluctant to let her touch me, but out of desperation, I did. I buried my head 

in Darius's shoulder as she picked up my foot. A sharp crack and another flash of pain 

later, though, I was able to move it again, and even wiggle my toes a little. 
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"Better?" she inquired with a bright smile that made me feel immediately guilty for 

my bias against her and her fellow ... Well, for my bias against her, at least. 

"Much, thank you," I answered with a genuine smile of my own. 

Darius insisted on carrying me back to the quarters I'd been assigned to share with 

C-Cup and Double-A, but I made him leave me at the door and let me go the rest of the 

way myself. He made it clear he was sticking around in the hope of a goodnight 

something, so I made sure to close the door in his face before it went that far. 

I stood just inside the room and wondered what it would be like to sleep here in 

this world. I decided I'd better not worry Mom any more by fInding out - already she had 

commented on how much I'd been sleeping lately. With a strange sense ofloss, I 

abandoned my otherworldly sojourn to return home for the night. 

Unfortunately, I'd failed to calculate that at home, it was nearly midday. With a 

groan, I rolled out of bed and gasped yet again. My foot was still sore. I squinted at it, but 

there were no obvious bruises. Still, the pain was bad enough that I limped down to 

breakfast. 

"Did you fall out of the window again?" Mom asked as she dropped another 

couple pieces of bread into the toaster. 

Funny story, that. Or at least, the rest of the family thought so. I never found it 

particularly amusing. "Haha. No, I think I just slept on it funny or something, my foot 

really hurts." 

"Probably twisted it in one of those dreams you've been having lately ... Is 

everything alright?" 
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I tensed. "What d'you mean?" 

"Well, it's just, you never used to talk in your sleep. Or move around too much, 

your brother was always the worst about that. But the last couple nights I've heard you in 

there tossing all night .. , Are you sleeping okay?" 

"Oh ... Yeah, I just sometimes get nightmares, maybe that's it." I kept my eyes 

fumly flXed on the orange juice container in front of me and tried not to look exhausted. 

"Hmm ... " she stared at me for a minute, then shrugged and turned back around. 

"Bacon with your eggs?" 

I let out a soft sigh of relief. "Yes, please." 

"You can always ask me if you want to start seeing someone, dear. I mean a 

professionaL" 

Reliefwas short-lived. "No, Mom." 

"There's nothing wrong with talking to someone who has experience with what 

you're going through. Plenty of people see therapists; I really think we should have had 

you start going to one after. .. You know." 

As if anyone had experienced what I was going through. "I'm fine, Mom. And I 

talked to the doctors after that, you remember." 

"I know, but it's not quite the same ... " 

"I don't need a shrink," I muttered. 

"Just don't rule it out as a possibility. And don't roll your eyes at me," she added 

with her back still turned. 

"I wasn't!" I quickly removed my gaze from the ceiling. 

74 



She set the plate of food down in front of me and sighed heavily. 

"I told you I'm fine. " 

She just shook her head. 

Chapter Eight 

KT Tunstall - Black Horse and a Cherry Tree 

I was so tired that by the time I phased back in, I decided to try sleeping in this 

dimension anyway. It wasn't very exciting. Sleep is sleep, I guess, wherever you do it. At 

least I didn't dream. 

75 



I was woken at the crack of dawn by the sound of whistles. My bunkmates were 

already gone. I fell out of bed (well, hammock), disoriented and still limping. The short 

hallway between the crew rooms was completely empty when I staggered outside. A door 

at the far end opened and one of the older crewmen came bolting out. He winked at me as 

he passed, obviously in a rush. 

Had I missed something? Confused, I followed him and hoped my morning-face 

wasn't too horrifying in this universe. Judging by the giggle from Double-D as I emerged 

onto the deck, though, I assumed it was. She and the other cheerleaders already had their 

hair primped and ironed, and make-up glowed on their cheeks. How did they do that? 

In awe of the meticulous beauty routine, it took me a moment to notice that 

everyone was out there, assembled as though waiting for something. The sails were tacked 

and the wind was low, so it couldn't be an emergency. I peeked over the bow just in case, 

but there were only clear skies ahead. That was when I noticed the captain perched at the 

helm, not exactly steering so much as holding the ship on course. His chest puffed out in 

the way that speakers' do when about to address a larger crowd than will feasibly be able 

to hear them. 

"My friends," he shouted, already red in the face just from that effort. The winds 

around us picked up and carried his voice off into the sunrise rather than to our waiting 

ears. His next sentence was but a mumble. One of the younger men shouted a complaint. 

The captain waited for the worst of the wind to subside again. His speech went on like 

that, punctuated by long pauses and stutters, but in between the bouts of heavy breeze, I 

was beginning to get an idea of his message. 
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"I know you have waited a long time for this," he continued (or he might have said 

"a pronged rhyme for bliss"), "but soon we shall reap the reward for our patience!" (Heap 

the steward with paychecks?). "Tomorrow night is the harvest moon. By its light, our 

ambush shall be set. We have located the port where the Aqueous's contingent will meet 

with the Diviners. And, by luck, they will be trading with our old friend Rembrandt's lot." 

A cheer rose from the crew. "He has kindly agreed to pay us the favor he owes, and his 

men will give no warning to the bottom-feeders. In exchange, we will trade the cargo the A

Guard carries with Rembrandt's crew for half their agreed price." Some grumbles. "But 

gentlemen, do not forget! We earn a far greater reward from this exchange. Recall, if you 

will, the legendary gold-stocks of the Aqueous. And remember, my crew, that once we 

have its location, nothing these hapless mermaids could throw at us will stand in our way." 

I was still puzzling over whether he had said "ill fanned and away" when the 

meaning of his speech dawned on me. The crowd cheered wildly now, exchanging manly 

backslaps and (in the case of the cheerleaders) flirty winks as if they had already 

conquered the Aqueous. They seemed to think it a foregone conclusion. I glared at the 

captain. I'd do my best to ensure it wasn't. 

"How's that? Told you we'd see some action soon," murmured a voice in my ear. 

I leapt about a foot in the air, quickly rearranged my face to an expression that I 

hoped appeared to be viciously pleased at the thought of slaughtering innocents, and 

turned to face Darius. "And right you were, I see." 

He studied my eyes for a moment. "What's the matter, conscience being a bother?" 

"A bit," I confessed. 
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"Darlin' trust me, these mincers come off as harmless, but if there's one thing I 

know about this place, it's that no one is what they appear. Everyone has a dark side. 

Some just hide it better than others. So don't think we'll be slaughtering innocents or 

anything of the sort." 

"I wasn't," I lied. "But, they didn't do anything to us. And ... I mean ... What 

happens here, if you ... If you kill someone? What happens to them?" 

He laughed and I looked appalled, which prompted him to put a comforting arm 

around my shoulders and smile sympathetically instead. "Don't you worry about that, 

sweets. We won't be killing anyone, not really. That's the trick about warfare here, we can 

all phase in and out, yes? So, it's rather difficult to say 'oi you; sit there and let me run you 

through,' right? Instead we've got an honor system. If you corner someone, and injure . 

them badly enough, then they phase out. And they won't return for a month. That's our 

policy. And, if things go awry, if anyone doesn't phase out in time ... It doesn't kill them in 

the real world. Just means they can't return here anymore, that's all." 

As he explained this, though, a thought had come to mind. "But my foot!" He 

blinked in confusion. "When I hurt it yesterday, I phased out and it was still injured. I was 

limping everywhere!" 

He laughed again. This was getting irritating. I narrowed my eyes at him. "It's all in 

your head, m'dear." I was dubious. "Honestly, all the new kids make that mistake. It's true 

though, it only hurts because you think it should. If you tried phasing out right now and 

told yourself you know it shan't hurt, it won't." 

I gave a doubtful little grin and phased out. A second later I phased back in. "Oh." 
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He smirked. 

"But still, is it right to attack people like that over nothing? I mean what if they're 

new and they phase out and hurt themselves? Or what if they don't manage to phase out in 

time, then they lose all of this?" I waved my arms around. "That doesn't seem right ... " 

"It's how life is here ... Either you hunt or you're the hunted, and if you're the 

hunted, you'd better cover your tracks damn well. These kids didn't, now they have to pay 

the price. Ifwe didn't hit them, someone else would." 

"That helps you sleep at night?" I scoffed. 

"I don't sleep here." He looked away. 

"Why not?" I asked. 

"It's easier to hunt sleeping prey." 

I swallowed hard, thinking about what had seemed like an innocent few hours' nap 

1'd taken here last night. 

He brushed my cheek with a fmger. A shiver shot down my spine, and I took a step 

back automatically. He let his hand fall, but his smile fell a little too. "You've got nothing 

to worry about, hun. You're safe here. That's one advantage of traveling with the 

bloodthirsty bastards." 

"I didn't -!" I began to protest automatically, then stopped. I couldn't remember if 

I had called them that to his face or not, but 1 also couldn't deny that I thought it. 

His sarcastic look seemed to say he'd read my mind. "No worries, your two days 

are almost up. Then you can be on your way, and never have to think about us again." 

"Except when I'm watching my back, right?" I said, only half teasing. 
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"You wouldn't have to watch your back, not from us." 

"Even if I didn't join you?" I quirked an eyebrow. 

"Not as long as I'm here." His voice was so low, I couldn't be sure I heard him 

correctly. It was probably wishful thinking, because before I could respond, he'd marched 

into the captain's quarters, one spot on the ship I couldn't enter. 

I stood staring at his back until the captain's door slammed and cut off my view. 

Then I stood staring at its heavy wooden paneling for a while. A group of the cheerleaders 

passed. One of them snorted unattraCtively as soon as she saw me, and the rest of them 

broke off into giggles. One of them stepped forward, though whether it was out of pity or 

malice, I couldn't tell. 

"You might want to ... Urn ... Phase out, hun. You're looking a little worse-for-the

wear," she stage-whispered while the rest continued to snigger. 

"If it'll get me away from you, no problem," I muttered, vanishing. 

One look in the bathroom mirror at home showed me what they'd been laughing 

at. My hair stuck up in just about every direction; courtesy of the hammock, I presumed. 

My face had bright red marks from the rope, my eyes were still bleary from sleep, and 

there was a telltale patch of flaky skin on my cheek where I must've drooled in my sleep. 

Wonderful. I'm sure that made a great impression on Prince Charming. 

No, Prince lerkhead, I reminded myself stubbornly as I scrubbed my face and 

proceeded to cake on the makeup. It took me a half an hour to look presentable again. 

I opened the bathroom door and came face-to-face with my brother. 

"You're up early." I stepped aside. 
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"It's noon." 

"Dh. Right." 

"Mom wants me to ask if you're okay," he mumbled awkwardly. 

''I'm fine." I sighed, exasperated. Was she ever going to let this go? 

He shrugged and shouldered past me into the bathroom. "That's good." 

But I couldn't help feeling guilty. He might not say much, but I could tell that 

Mom wasn't the only one concerned about me. I stumbled downstairs to look for food, 

determined to try and concentrate on this world today, at least for Mom and Ricky's sake. 

Although I spent the whole day watching movies with the two of them, I'm sure 

they could tell that my attention wasn't with them. I had school the next day, but Mom 

still noticed me switch my light out at nine. Me, the family night, owl. 

When I opened my eyes, I immediately staggered sideways as the whole deck tilted 

dangerously to one side. The crowd of people leaning over the port side explained the 

pitching ship, but not the cause. 

A second later, the captain burst out of his suite with Darius close behind. He 

ordered everyone back to their posts, and I wondered if we were approaching the port. 

Darius had said we wouldn't be there until nightfall, but it was barely midday. 

I followed the crowd's gaze, and saw that it wasn't a port attracting their attention 

at all. Another ship, similar to ours, was fast approaching. 

"Hoist the colors!" shouted the captain. 

As one of the younger men raised our flag, I noticed that it bore the same colors as 

the other ship's pennant - a deep red overlaid with a black crest design. But when our 
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crafts drew even, I saw there were subtle differences between their crest and ours. 

However, my gaze was swiftly distracted from the flags. In fact, just about everybody's was. 

A woman was walking - no, gliding? Flying, I suppose, but she did it so gracefully 

that the word seemed inadequate - toward us over the air between the ships. Her long 

black hair was loose, cascading down her back. It framed an even more stunn!ng 

countenance. Her eyes, the exact shade of blue topaz, caught my attention immediately, 

but it didn't take long for me to notice her sculpted cheekbones and her full lips, lips that 

closed over a set of teeth so white they were probably the inspiration for those Orbit gum 

commercials. 

She is beauty; she is grace ... I mentally recited as she alighted nimbly on our deck. I 

was too stunned to even feel jealous, as it was obvious the scoffing cheerleaders in the 

corner were. 

"May-belle, always a pleasure." The captain positively beamed. He took her hand 

and pressed his lips to it greedily. 

"Captain Somoa." She wore a distracted yet magnificent smile of her own. But 

even as she addressed the captain, she had eyes only for one person. I didn't need to turn 

around to know who it was. "Darius," she murmured. 

"Didn't expect to see you back here so soon, May." I could here the grin in his 

voice, but there was something else, too. Something hesitant. It gave me a burning desire 

to turn and study the expression on his face. 
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"Who wouldn't come back, after months of life on that dreary old matchbox?" 

interrupted the captain, oblivious to his guest's fixation on his deputy. The captain slid an 

arm around May-belIe's shoulders. "How's old Irving, these days?" 

It seemed to take May-belle a moment to realize he was speaking. "Oh, he's fine, 

just fine. Sends his best, captain." 

"Give him my regards as well." He finally caught on, and glanced back and forth 

between her and Darius. 

"I'm afraid I won't be able to do that, sir." She broke eye contact with Darius to 

look back at her ship. 

"And why's that?" The captain raised his eyebrows. 

"Because I don't intend to return to The Islander," she answered. My eyes darted to 

the other ship, and found the name printed in block silver along the side. The Islander. 

The captain was smiling even more now. "I always knew you'd be back! Didn't I 

say it, girl? Didn't I say you'd never stay away?" 

"You did. And you were right, of course." 

"About your old post -" he began, but she cut him off. 

"No need to worry about that, captain, I'm quite comfortable with a low-key job. 

I've had enough stress with Mickey over there, you understand." She winked. 

He laughed and waved to the other captain as their ship began to pull away. May

belle waved over her shoulder without looking, her attention fixed on Darius once more. 

"We've plenty of quarters here, take any you please. Though you may need to 

stoop to finding a bunk mate ... " the captain continued uncertainly. 
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"I'm sure that won't be difficult," she said. 

My stomach rolled. I could guess what she meant. I turned to leave, and couldn't 

resist a glance in Darius's direction. His eyes were glued to hers. Who could blame him? I 

told myself as I retreated below-deck. But I couldn't help feeling an ache in my chest, like 

acid reflux combined with a heart attack. I phased out, and luckily passed out from sheer 

exhaustion. 

School was boring and full of tedious assignments. When I got home, Mom 

confronted me about spending too much time in bed, and made a point to search my room 

for sleeping pills or sharp objects. I calmed her nerves somewhat by sitting placidly at the 

kitchen table doing my homework all night. I even let her rant about Dad until Ricky got 

home from basketball practice, at which point I retreated to my room. But I kept my head 

buried in the books. No use driving myself crazy peeking in and out of that world. It would 

be a couple of days here until nightfall in that realm, I figured, and until nightfall I had no 

reason to be there anymore. 

I slept like a log again that night. I wondered if living in a dream realm made 

dreaming superfluous. I wondered if I was really going mad, and all of this was just one 

recurring dream. I wondered if, when it came down to it, there really was any difference 

between reality and dreaming. 

Chapter Nine 
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Lou Bega - Mambo No. 5 

Mter two straight days of trying to pacify Mom and be normal around Ricky, 

phasing in again was a relief. But the relief was short-lived, since as soon as 1 arrived, 1 

recalled that 1 was here to try and foil a war. 

I reappeared where 1 had vanished, just inside the closed door from the deck to the 

crew quarters. Dim light seeped under the crack of the door. It wasn't sunset yet, but 

probably close to it. I turned toward my shared room, ready to throw the cheerleaders out 

if needed to get some privacy, when a familiar voice from the other side of the door 

interrupted me. 

"How can I believe you, May? After what you did?" 

That ache in my chest rose again and I pressed my ear to the door, my hand on the 

knob for support. 

"I told you why I did it. I had to, Darius; you have to see that. I never would have 

left if it wasn't necessary for both of us." 

"I never asked you to do it." 

"But he did, you know that. He told you, didn't he?" Even her voice was heart

stopping, soft and lyrical. 

"And he told me you never reported back." 

"But here 1 am!" 

"Doing what, I wonder. .. " 

"Reporting back, obviously." 
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"Mter three months? Three months, May, where the hell were you all of that 

time?" His voice rose. 

"I've told you, undercover. And keep your voice down; do you want the whole crew 

to hear you? You've got a fair few bugs on your ship too, would you like me to point them 

out to you? Or would you rather I leave now and let you find them on your own?" 

"Bulls hit. Mickey Irving was never that high a priority, and you know it." He 

pronounced the name like a curse. 

"Obviously you haven't been listening to a word I've said." 

"Oh, I heard you. Doesn't mean I have to believe it." 

The handle turned in my hand, and I gasped under my breath and leapt away. My 

eyes cast about for somewhere to hide, but my room was halfway down the halL I'd never 

make it in time. 

"Darius, waiL." 

Much as I hated to tear myself away, I had to take the opportunity. I bolted down 

the stretch of hall and sidled into my room, pushing the door half closed. L~cki1y the 

room was empty. I let out a sigh of relief. Unfortunately, I couldn't hear anything now. 

Undeterred, I stood with my back against the door and my head tilted toward the 

crack I'd left open, waiting. A couple minutes later, the deck door finally opened, and I 

heard two sets of footsteps descend the stairs, accompanied by a giggle. 

I listened to Darius hushing her, then more footsteps. They passed right by my 

door. I caught a brief glimpse of a pair of clasped hands through the opening, and my 
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stomach sank to my knees. Another burst of whispers, followed by the decisive sound of a 

single door slam at the opposite end of the quarters. 

I stared at my room in anger, blinking rapidly to stave off the burn in my eyes. The 

light outside the room's small porthole window was darkening further. We would be at the 

docks soon, ready to ambush the Aqueous's traders. I had to find some way to stop it, 

some way to warn them. 

Back in the hall, I raced toward the deck, though not before a soft thump and a 

subtle but distinctly feminine moan reached my ears from the occupied room at the 

opposite end of the corridor. I bit my lip and pushed through the door onto the deck a bit 

more roughly than was necessary. I didn't know what I was so upset about. After all, I knew 

all along Darius couldn't possibly have really wanted me, right? Or so I told myself. But the 

heartache was proof that I'd already begun to hope for the impossible. 

Outside, the captain was positioning his men around the deck. A line of them 

faced the port bow, ready to drag the captives on-board, and another line faced starboard, 

ready to defend against the small armed contingent traveling with the traders. Most of the 

cheerleaders were lined up along port too; apparently they were talented Lifters. A few 

were even able to distance-Lift objects that their bodies weren't physically in contact with. 

Explains why the captain tolerates them, I thought bitterly. He probably hoped I'd have the 

same talents. Well, his loss. 

The sun was below the horizon now. The last rays of its light faded from the sky. 

Ahead I could just make out the shoreline, and the water beyond. We were approaching 

from the landside, soaring over the empty grass plains leading to the beaches in an effort 
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to take the seafarers by surprise. A few minutes and the battle would be raging. I decided 

to make a leap for the water in the chaos of the fighting. Maybe I could warn some of the 

traders, convince them to escape ... 

I started to retreat into the shadows at the back of the boat. No one was positioned 

back there; there was no one to see me jump ... The door to the crew quarters opened 

suddenly. Darius strode out, still adjusting his shirt collar. 

"Where's our lovely lady friend?" said the captain with a smirk. 

"She's, ah ... Resting," he responded with a mischievous grin. Those crewmembers 

close enough to hear him burst into sniggers. I turned to stare over the side of the ship and 

fought the queasiness in my stomach. The grass was almost high enough to touch from 

here. We were flying so low that the hull skimmed across the tips ofthe flowing plants. I 

watched them part like waves in a sea beneath us. 

A hand came to rest on my shoulder. "Nervous?" came his soft voice in my ear. 

Every muscle in my body froze. 

"A bit," I answered truthfully. If any of my plans went wrong, or if anyone followed 

me, they'd discover what I was up to, and then I didn't know what they would do to me. 

Or what he would think of me, added a persistent voice in the back of my head. 

"Don't worry. I'll be right here beside you the whole time." 

I spun to look at him incredulously. Did he seriously think I was the kind of person 

to fall for that? In turning, I discovered he was much closer than I'd anticipated. My eyes 

widened as they met his, and it took a moment for me to realize the further implication of 

his words. If he stayed with me, there was no way I'd be able to sneak away unnoticed. 
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"Really, that's alright... I'll be, uh, fine ... " My voice wavered as his hand moved 

along my shoulder, and wrapped around the side of my neck tenderly. 1 tried not to think 

about the tingle that raced down my spine. 

"I know." His voice, on the other hand, was steady and soft, as gentle as the caress 

of his thumb along my jaw. "But 1 want to be sure." 

Somehow in the span of the seconds it took for us to utter those words, my eyes 

had gotten lost in his. My knees trembled as 1 tried to draw my gaze away, because 1 knew 

if 1 didn't... He started to lean. in, hesitantly. His head tilted questioningly to one side. 

Though it killed me, 1 had only one way to stop this in its tracks. "I'm a big girl, 1 can take 

care of myself," 1 replied harshly, taking a step backwards. Wasn't May-belle enough/or you 

in one night? 1 thought it, but the words wouldn't come out. My legs were pressed against 

the rail now, and 1 gripped it tightly for support. 

His eyes widened in hurt surprise. 

"Go help your bloodthirsty friends and quit pretending to give a damn about me." 

"Fine." He scowled, though it was painfully obvious that the anger hid the deeper 

emotion in his eyes, an emotion that pulled at my heartstrings in a way 1 refused to think 

about. Without another word, he stormed back to the far side of the ship. 

1 watched long enough to make sure he wasn't going to turn around, and dove 

overboard. 

We weren't yet to the water's edge, but 1 gripped one of the loose ropes hanging 

alongside the ship and let it pull me along. Al1lights on-board had been doused in 

preparation for the approach, and from this vantage point, 1 could see how well it worked. 
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The ship glided along like a ghost in the ever-dimming night, obscured further by the 

bright lights along the port; lights that ruined and watchers' night vision. 

I could see the Diviners camped along the shore. A handful of them stood outside 

of their tents, their gazes on the ground. They had agreed to this arrangement, obviously, 

but even from a distance, their body language said they weren't happy about it. 

Back at the port, bodies were emerging from the water like phantoms. I strained to 

see the guard positioned on the water. Their attention was fIxed on the ocean ahead of 

them, prepared to defend themselves from any attack in that direction. Landside, I 

gathered, was the duty of the Diviners to watch. This was a worse betrayal than I'd 

imagined. 

We were nearly on top of them by the time the fIrst man shouted. In an instant, the 

peaceful scene erupted. The water-guard rose together, swords drawn almost before I could 

blink. Above me, I heard the metal chink of dozens of swords being removed from their 

sheaths in response. Another second and the men leapt overboard toward the traders. The 

water-guard rushed to protect their diplomats, and swords clashed in every direction. The 

battle centered on the far side of the ship from me, around the tradesmen. 

Someone burst out of the waves not ten feet from me. For a paralyzing moment, 

his blue eyes met mine. There was nothing familiar about his trim build or long blond hair, 

but recognition lit up his face. Then one of our guards rushed him, and he spun to face 

them so that he was between me and the oncoming crewman almost ... protectively? I 

didn't waste time pondering my good fortune. 
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While they were both distracted, I pushed off of the hull and skimmed over the 

water's edge and out over the water. I'd fly as far as I could, then I'd dip below the surface 

for directions, because I was far too slow to make a· difference if I traveled the whole way 

underwater. I wasn't really sure where I was heading, but hey, no plan is perfect. 

This point was perfectly demonstrated a second later when a hand reached up 

from below the surface, latched onto my ankle and dragged me under. Without thinking, I 

screamed, and my voice echoed in the depths. The guard who had grabbed me let go in 

shock, his mouth wide open. 

I flipped over, my hands held up in surrender, ready to blurt out my dubious 

explanation, when I gasped in recognition. "Chauncey!" I cried, suddenly happier to see 

him than anybody. 

"Eh ... Esmeralda?" He blinked, clearly even more surprised than I was. 

"And Beatrice." I smiled nervously at the tiger he was mounted upon, then grabbed 

his hand. "Quick, come on, we have to go, head for the Aqueous!" 

"Whoa, whoa," he aimed his sword threateningly at my throat. "You were just 

flying. You're one of them." 

"How could I be talking right now if I was?" I shot back impatiently. 

"I... don't know. They have ... spells." 

"They can't breathe underwater, with or without spells." I took a deep breath to 

illustrate my point. "It's a long story; I combined elements when r'bound myself-" 

"Is that even possible?" 
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"Well obviously. Listen. This ship is here to kidnap your men, the traders, or a 

guard, anyone. They plan to torture the location ofthe Aqueous out of them, and judging 

by what I know of the captain, they'll get the info they want. Then they're going to attack 

while you guys are unprepared. I don't know how exactly, but it's better than nothing. You 

need to warn the Aqueous before it's too late." 

"My duty is here." His eyes darted upwards at the surface, through which we could 

still hear shouts from the port. A splash hit the water, and something sank beside us, 

surrounded by a cloud of what looked horribly like blood. Beatrice's nostrils flared, and I 

flinched. "I can't abandon them; you go." 

"I can't swim fast enough, I'm worse than a normal human in the water." 

"But -" 

"Don't ask, it's one of the trade-offs of double-binding. Look, what would your men 

rather have you do? Stay here and die with them, or make sure their loss isn't in vain and 

warn your tribe ahead of time so they can protect themselves?" 

He hovered for a long moment, clearly torn, but another scream echoed above, and 

another guard hit the waves near us. Chauncey narrowed his eyes. "Alright, I'll go. That's 

all the information you can give me?" 

"Well, hang on, shouldn't I come with you?" 

"Bea can only handle one and maintain her speed. Besides, you could stay with 

them and try to sneak away before the battle. Then you can give us any more details you 

learn." 
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"True ... " I trailed off, not relishing the idea of returning to the ship with him on 

board, not as a spy. Before it had only been something of a vague idea. Now it was set in 

stone. I had betrayed them. If I went back and continued to ... I glanced up through the 

wavering surface at the attacking ship, driving body after body of this defenseless tribe into 

the waves in their pursuit of treasure. I made up my mind too. "Alright. They're planning 

to head straight from here to attack, so you won't have much time to prepare. They'll only 

wait as long as it takes to get the location out of your men. They're vicious, and there's at 

least two dozen, probably a handful more on board. The women aren't much of a threat, 

they're mostly there to support the ship in ... shipkeeping, things. But the men are tough 

enough to make up for it. The captain's the worst. And ... " My throat clenched, but I forced 

it open again. "Darius is his second-in-command. Tall, black hair, dark eyes, you can't miss 

him, he ... stands out." 

"How can I ever thank you, Ez?" Chauncey murmured. 

"Don't. I'm just doing what I feel is right. You guys don't deserve this." 

"I..." he trailed off. I had the distinct impression he wasn't very good with words. 

"Go. Now, before they see you. And take care of yourself." 

"You too ... " His smile brought an answering one from my lips, and then he was off, 

bent low over the shark as she darted through the waves. I waited until they were out of 

sight to surface and peek over the wooden planks of the dock. The scattered remainders of 

the A-Guard were being rounded up. There were only three of them left, and one of the 

traders. I winced, then rearranged my face to one of bewilderment and scrambled back 

onto the dock. 
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One of the captain's men spun and had a sword point aimed at my throat before I 

even made it all the way up. Darius's shout stopped him in his tracks, though, and he 

withdrew it immediately, apologizing with a sheepish grin as he offered me a hand up. 

I pulled myself upright. Beside Darius, the captain was bent over the prisoners 

scowling. I shivered and turned away. With a little hop I propelled myself into the air and 

drifted slowly toward the ship. I didn't want to witness what would come next. 

Darius shouted something behind me, but I didn't stop or tum to look. He didn't 

deserve that courtesy, I reminded myself. 

But the whole crew shouted now, which prompted me to tum in spite of myself. 

Everyone was staring at me. Confused, I started to turn, and then for the second time that 

evening, I felt the pressure of cold steel against my neck. 

"Nobody move," ordered a chillingly musical voice next to my ear, loud enough for 

the crew below to freeze. May-belle. 

"Back away slowly from the prisoners. They'll be coming with me. You'd like that, 

wouldn't you boys?" she smiled sweetly at the bound and gagged men, who naturally 

nodded immediately. "And in exchange for the safe passage home I'll guarantee them, I'm 

sure they won't mind if I borrow a bit of the goods they brought here to sell." 

The captain shifted his weight as he glared up at the two of us. I felt the knife 

turning so its edge was pressed along my throat now. It dug in as she tensed. The point bit 

into my skin, and I felt a trickle of blood inch its way down my neck. 

"Don't move, Darius." Her voice was cold now. She was no longer the amused 

victor, but the spurned loved one. I gulped. Much more dangerous. "You thought you had 
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me, didn't you?" she laughed harshly. "It's unfortunate ... I really did love you, you know. 

But if you'd rather have some trollop than a real woman, who am I to stop you? I only 

hope you enjoy necrophilia. Because if you don't convince your captain to do what I say, 

that'll be your only option," she hissed. 

A shiver passed through me. If she was forcing Darius to choose between us, I was 

dead for sure. What made her think he wouldn't want her? 

"You're making a mistake." Darius's voice was low, but he had the sort of voice 

that carried no matter the situation. "May, how could I love someone like her if you're in 

the world? Look at you ... You're incomparable." 

I couldn't blame him; it was true, after all. His eyes were on hers, but for a split 

second they met mine, looked to the side, and then were back on hers again. I wondered if 

I had imagined it. He couldn't be bluffing. He had such an easy-to-read face. His hand 

gestured now though, barely noticeably again, but in the same direction he'd glanced 

before. I shifted my gaze, and found the captain staring me down. He was mouthing 

something. 

The fIrst letter looked like an f, then some sort of vowel, and an s, maybe? I 

glanced back at Darius uncertainly, but his eyes were fIxed on May-belIe's. He was still 

talking, but for once I tuned him out and looked to the captain instead. DefInitely f

something-so And another word that looked like "ow." Fus ow? He added a distinct ton 

the end this time. Fus owt. Oh. Phase out. 

Without further ado, I vanished back into reality. I stared at my bedroom ceiling 

and wondered how long I should wait. I got up, paced restlessly for a few minutes, went to 
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the bathroom, returned, went back to the bathroom to disassemble my razor, and returned 

to the bedroom clutching the bare blade tightly. Back in bed, I waited as long as I could, 

but finally I could take the tension no longer. 

The world I phased into was once more in chaos. May-belle was out of sight, so 

were Darius and the captain. The captives had gotten free in the bustle, and two of them 

were swimming away, tailed by a contingent of our men, who darted over the surface of 

the water after them. The other two captives were struggling valiantly against 

overwhelming odds, but were eventually forced back to the dock and trussed once more. 

This time their legs were tied too, and their hands were roped to their legs behind their 

backs. They looked like pigs about to be strung up for slow-roasting. I studied their faces 

with pity. The tradesman and one of the guards. The other two guards made it to deeper 

water and dove into the obscurity of the depths. The crew stood no chance of following 

them there, and they returned to the ship in bad humor. 

From on board the ship, a triumphant captain appeared with Darius. May-belle, as 

the captain announced, was tied to the mast and gagged. The crew were to leave her alone 

(verbal abuse aside, of course) until the battle was finished. Then the captain would deal 

with her. 

The two of them descended to help the others move the captives to the ship's 

padlocked jail cell, and then the captain went to "discuss business" with the captives. A 

select few of the crew accompanied him, but for once Darius wasn't among them. 

"I've no stomach for that sort of thing," he admitted as he leaned against the rail of 

the ship. May-belle glared at us in the distance, but he didn't even glance her way. 
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1 frowned in confusion as his eyes bored into mine once more. "But 1 thought you 

and her were ... " 

"Were what?" He looked genuinely confused. 

"Well, you were arguing like old flames, and then when you both wentinto your 

quarters together, 1 thought..." 

"You saw that?" 

"1..." A blush rose to my cheeks; 1 could feel the heat from it despite the chill of the 

night. 1 prayed he couldn't see it in the darkness. "I was in my room; 1 didn't mean to 

listen, it was just, you two were sort of loud ... " 

His face was blank for a moment, then comprehension began to dawn. "Oh, you 

thought that we were ... " 

"Well, 1 did hear her ... Er ... Well she was giggling, and then there were ... noises, 

and 1 figured ... " Stop talking! My brain screamed at me. 

"I did have to pretend to let her win me over, at least until we were in the room ... 

But she wouldn't drink the bloody spiked wine, so then 1 had to resort to hitting her over 

the head with the lamp before she could try anything worse. Not very gentlemanly, 1 

admit." 

"Why, though? How did you know she was ... What was she doing?" 

"Trying to get the location of the Aqueous before we did so she could relay the 

information to Irving and they could attack instead. Stealing our kill, so to speak." 

"But how did you know?" 
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"Oh, easy. She left here in a big huff at the same time Mickey Irving did. Rumor 

has it they were lovers, but I think he's the only loving one in that pair. She's always got 

her eye on the prize, though, and when Irving's tribe split away from us to go independent 

they had enough of a following to make a decent penny ... " 

"Why'd she leave here?" 

He dropped his gaze to the wooden floor. "Me, to be honest. Bit of a long story 

though, don't want to bore you ... " 

"Sorry." 

"S'ok." 

An awkward pause followed, broken only when Darius smiled. 

"So, I guess that's why you were so short with me earlier, eh?" 

I blushed again. "Sorry," I mumbled. 

"S'alright. I s'pose the situation did look pretty incriminating ... " 

I murmured something incomprehensible. 

"Don't worry. There'll always be other moonlit pre-battle speeches ... Alone in the 

dark ... " his tone was teasing, but he leaned in nonetheless, and my whole attention was 

captivated once more. I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. 

A throaty growl interrupted us. I glanced sideways and remembered May-belle, -still 

trussed to the mast. 

"Aww, what's the matter sweetcheeks, envious of my little 'trollop' here?" Darius 

slid an arm around my shoulders with a smirk directed at her. Then he gave a sudden start. 

"Oh, damn." He leapt off in the direction of the captain's quarters. "Back in a second, 
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darlin'," he called over his shoulder, and I couldn't help but smile to know he was talking 

to me. 

I winked at May-belle. "Green really isn't your color." 

In response, she narrowed her eyes and vanished. 

"Shit." I leapt off in the same direction Darius had just gone, and nearly collided 

with him as he burst out of the captain's quarters a second later, a glass of ruby liquid in 

his hand. "She's gone!" I exclaimed. 

"Phased out," he answered with a frown. "Damnit, I was afraid of that." 

"She'll phase back in the same place, won't she?" 

"Aye, that's not the trouble." 

"Won't the bonds hold?" 

"No, no, they will. It's what she's doing while she's phased out that's got me 

worried." 

"Why? She can't do much from the real world, can she?" 

"You've really got to learn some tactics m'dear." He stuck his tongue out at me. 

I glared back. "You know I'm new at this." 

"I know, and that's why I forgive your lack of imagination. Most people don't take 

advantage of everything the sort of jumping we do allows. Most people don't fight with it 

in battles, for example, even though it's one of the best surprise advantages we have at our 

disposal. And most people don't use it in spying or communication. Unfortunately for us, 

May here isn't most people." 

"How does she use it?" 
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'You've noticed by now that electronics don't work here, yes?" 

"Well I haven't seen any, ifthat's what you mean." 

"Right, but even if you were to bring something through ... Say, a cell phone. It 

wouldn't work here. No cell phone towers, you see. So May here, she gets some 

information on us she wants her captain to know, she phases out, preferably while no 

one's looking so none of us are the wiser, sends him a quick text out in the real world, then 

pops back here a couple seconds later. And meanwhile, he knows she'll be sending him 

something sooner or later, so he pops out every now and then to check his messages, sees 

the one from her and pops back in, now knowing whatever it is she's told him." 

As he spoke, my mind raced. People from here had contact in reality; people from 

here could meet one another in the real world. I hadn't thought of that before. I could 

meet Darius. No. I already need to avoid him in this world, for his sake. I can't make it worse. 

I forced my thoughts back to the problem at hand. 

"How do we stop her doing that?" 

"Well, we can dump her overboard and hope she doesn't follow us, we can kill her 

and force her out of the world for a few weeks, or ... " 

As he was speaking, she materialized again, still bound, though she'd spit out the 

gag. She opened her mouth, probably ready to launch into a boast, but he didn't give her 

the time to. The instant her lips parted, he was at her side. He grabbed a handful of her 

hair and forced her head back, practically pouring the cup of wine he'd brought from the 

cabin down her throat. She choked and spat half of it out, where it dribbled down her chin 

and along the top of her dress unattractively, but the rest she swallowed through mere 
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necessity. A moment later her head drooped to her chest and her body sagged limply in its 

bonds. 

"Sleeping draught, nothing harmful," he explained in response to my shocked look. 

"She'll wake up tomorrow afternoon with a nasty headache, but hopefully by then we'll 

have what we want and this will all be over. If not ... Captain always keeps a few spare 

bottles of this handy." He winked. 

"How can you live like this?" I fmally whispered. "All the betrayal, I mean, all the 

lies ... You can never know who to trust, you can never just relax ... And the phasing, I 

mean, that means this effects your real life too. Using reality just to communicate about a 

fantasy: knocking someone out here and keeping them in a, what, a drugged coma back in 

real life?" 

"Are you saying that finding this world hasn't impacted your life?" 

"I... No, I guess it has ... " I admitted, thinking of the hospital visit. 

"And returning here is a choice each of us makes every day. We all know the 

dangers by now. We all know the risks. But we decide it's worth it. So if something 

happens here that affects us at home, well... That's part of the risk. It's the price you pay to 

live the dream." 

"But what kind of dream is this? Seems more like a nightmare." 

"Sometimes it does ... But sometimes ... " His hand brushed my arm again, his 

fingers tracing their way down my skin until they found mine. My hand curled around his 

instinctively, our fingers interlocked as he continued to speak. "You find someone who 
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you feel you can trust... And on days like those, no matter what else happens, it feels like a 

dream." 

Once again, I was glad for the shield of protective dark to hide the red on my 

cheeks. It was worse now, because I wasn't who he thought. I was betraying him, even as 

we stood here, even as he leaned close enough for me to smell his skin, damp from battle 

yet inexplicably intoxicating. I was hurting him, although he didn't know it yet, just by 

letting him slide his arm around my waist. His muscles drew me in until our chests were 

touching, pressed together, and I felt the beat of his heart beneath the fabric between us. I 

was hurting him because this couldn't go any further. I couldn't allow it; I couldn't be like 

May-belle and smile as I stabbed him in the back. But my eyes wouldn't let go of his, and 

his face was far too close to mine now. I could taste his breath where it caressed my nose 

and mouth; we were breathing in sync now, the rhythm contagious. I wasn't sure my legs 

would support me for very much longer, much less walk away. But I had to. 

The gap between us was mere millimeters wide, and then his lips brushed my 

cheek, a butterfly kiss. I touched mine to his warm skin just as hesitantly, feeling my whole 

face tingle at the contact. His lips moved over my cheek, so slowly it was hard to tell if he 

was even moving on purpose, except that suddenly I could feel his lips touch the corner of 

mine, and the urge to kiss him overpowered every decent impulse in my body. 

The door to below-deck crashed open and sent both of us jumping apart as though 

scalded. The crew member who emerged to replace one of the sentries laughed and 

winked at us on his way to his post. 
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Still bright red and slightly out of breath, I took advantage of the distraction to 

rush toward my quarters. I could never let things get that far again. 

A foot before I reached the door below-deck, Darius stepped in front of me. In an 

instant, both of his arms were around me, and somehow mine had wrapped around him 

just as tightly, and he kissed me full on the lips. Without thinking, I returned the kiss 

eagerly, desperately, lost in the sensation as I pulled him against me. Heat radiated from 

both of us, and my legs quivered beneath me. My knees forgot how to work as his lips 

parted and closed over mine. 

Fortunately for my conscience (and my willpower), he withdrew fIrst. He opened 

the door I'd been about to pass through, and swept an arm across his chest to indicate I 

should enter fIrst, and followed me as far as my cabin door. Stopping at the entrance, he 

smiled and brushed his lips over mine tenderly but briefly. "Sleep tight, babe." His grin 

was almost taunting. 

I smiled back stupidly as I backed away and shut the door between us. A blink and 

then I was back in my bed at home. I clutched my pillow to my chest all too tightly and 

settled in for another sleepless night. 
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Chapter Ten 

Polaris - Ashamed of the Story I Told 

Mter a night of staring at my ceiling regretting every word I said to Chauncey, I 

knew what I had to do. I couldn't admit what I'd done - I didn't have the guts for that. But 

I could at least warn Darius and the captain what the other side knew. And then I'd leave. 

I wouldn't tell the Aqueous anything more, .but I didn't want to stick around to watch the 

bloodshed, either. And I didn't want to keep thinking about Darius this way. Already I 
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couldn't get the memories from last night out of my head. Already I couldn't wait to see 

him again, already I dreamt of someday meeting him in reality ... 

School was torture. I watched the clock all morning and waited for lunch. That 

would be my chance to phase in. It seemed like the hour-long break would never come, but 

finally the last bell rang and I bolted for the bathrooms, ignoring the stares of my peers. I 

couldn't risk the time difference for long. 

Inside, I locked myself in the handicapped stall and took a seat under the 

handlebar beside the toilet. It took a second to calm my heart enough to concentrate, but 

eventually I opened my eyes just inside the closed door of my sleeping quarters. There was 

no light outside of the porthole. I'd probably been gone for a while, which meant we were 

likely approaching our destination. I doubted the captain had wasted any time getting the 

location ... 

Racing outside, I ignored the various shouts on deck. I recognized the formations 

people were beginning to line up in. Battle positions. 

Darius wasn't hard to spot. He was standing beside the captain at the helm. They 

were deep in conversation, oblivious to the bustle of activity down on deck. I had to warn 

him that they knew we were coming. 

I took the stairs up to the helm two at a time, ignoring the burly crewman who 

shouted at me as I passed. He turned to charge up the stairs after me, but luckily I had 

been gifted with long legs and didn't have his several-hundred pounds of muscle mass to 

carry. 

"Darius!" I shouted, with absolutely no idea what I was going to say next. 
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He glanced away from the captain, and his eyes widened as they met mine. 

Confusion warred with surprise on his face, but finally pleasure won out, and he smiled 

warmly, holding up a finger to indicate I should wait a minute. I didn't have a minute. 

The guard, who had paused at the top of the stairs to frown apologetically at the 

captain, relaxed as Darius and the captain fell back into their conversation. But before he 

could retreat back down the stairs, I was running across the short span of planking 

between Darius and me, intent on speaking to him that very second. 

The guard fumbled back into pursuit, but r latched on to Darius's arm the second I 

reached his side. He waved the guard back and raised an eyebrow at me. 

"Need ... to talk. .. to you ... now," I gasped, out-of-breath from my sprint. 

"Can it wait two minutes?" he laughed. To his credit, he didn't appear at all 

annoyed by the interruption. 

The captain was a different story. "You're a guest on this boat, and we'll permit 

you to stay as long as you Lift your own weight, but when I'm in a private conference with 

my flrst mate, I don't expect to be interrupted by someone like -" 

"Forgive me, captain," I interrupted, which sent his red face careening through a 

series of color changes, until it finally settled at a purplish enraged hue. "This will only 

take a second; it's about the battle coming up ... " 

"Then you can tell it to both of us," he said in a tone that left no room for dispute. 

r swallowed hard. Thinking of a lie that would fool Darius was hard enough. 

Thinking of one to fool a man who was notorious for extracting the truth in the most 

painful ways he could think up was inflnitely worse. 
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"They know we're coming." 

"Well obviously, girl," spat the captain. "When that slag of an ex-deputy 

interrupted us, you saw two of the prisoners get away, didn't you? We figured they'll have 

reported back to their Aqueous already, we've planned for it." 

1 hadn't thought of that. "But they know who to look for, captain, they know who's 

in charge here." 

"Bloody hell, who wouldn't? I'm not exactly incognito, am I?" 

"Not you, sir. Well, yes, you sir, but also ... They know Darius is second-in

command. And they know how many men and women you've got." 

"I wouldn't go that far, missy. They weren't in our hands for very long, and most of 

our womenfolk were on-board still during that fight. They've only seen about half of our 

number, and they've no reason to think Darius is anyone but another crew member. Now, 

would you go and let us finish our -" 

"May-belle told them." 

"What?" The two of them spoke in unison. 

"When she phased out that time, remember?" 1 glanced at Darius. The captain did 

as well, and his expression was less-than-pleased. 1 guessed belatedly that Darius had 

decided not to inform the captain about that little blunder. But it was too late to backtrack. 

"After she came back, after you went to bed ... " 1 trailed off, my eyes on the deck now, 

aware how easily my story could be disproved. There was no maiden tied to our masthead. 

"Where is she, anyway?" 

"We abandoned her in the desert yesterday morning," Darius answered. "Go on?" 
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"Mter you went to bed, I went up on deck, to ... to get some fresh air. And she was 

teasing me about... About how she'd told Irving to get in touch with one of the A-Guards, 

and she'd told him to tell them everything about us. If she couldn't have the treasure, we 

most certainly weren't going to, she said." 

"But she was still unconscious from the wine, surely," Darius protested. His eyes 

pleaded with the captain's. "She hadn't woken up yet by the next morning when we 

dumped her overboard." 

"I know, 1..." I gulped and looked back at the floor. I knew if I met his eyes, Darius 

would be able to see the falsehood in mine. I hoped they would take this action for shame, 

rather than a sign of deception. "When she said that, I couldn't restrain myself, I hit her. .. " 

"Hard enough to knock her out?" Darius sounded incredulous. 

"With my shoe ... " I added quickly, aware how dumb it sounded. But it was the first 

hard object that came to mind. 

To my surprise, I looked up to find the captain laughing. "This girl may fit in here 

yet." He grinned at Darius, then nodded. "Alright, so they know more about us than we 

thought. This doesn't change the plan; it just means we need to be more careful. 

Esmeralda, is it?" 

I nodded. 

''You can help us, perhaps. We'll need to reorganize a bit ... " 

"I'm sorry, I have to run," I interrupted him. The captain looked less than pleased 

at this. "I have math class," I mumbled, and met Darius's eyes for a brief second. It was 

more than I could stand. "I'll be back, as soon as I can." 
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And with that, I was back in the school bathroom, my backside aching from its 

cramped slouch against the wall. I'd returned not a moment too soon. The bell sounded 

shrilly, and I ran outside, headed for my classroom. My stomach growled in protest, but I 

hadn't had time to eat. 

My attention drifted for the duration of my afternoon classes. The second the bell 

rang to announce the end of my last class, I all but bolted to the buses outside, ignoring 

Caroline when she called to me in the hallway. 

I arrived at home a frustratingly long bus ride later to an empty house. Ricky was 

nowhere to be seen - probably skipping as usual. 

I taped a "Don't feel well, do not disturb" ·sign to my bedroom door, but left a 

crack open so Mom or Ricky could see I was just asleep and not trying to hang myself or 

whatever they were afraid I'd do. 

Then I burrowed into the covers and phased. I reappeared uncomfortably close to 

the captain, since I'd been standing beside the wheel when I last phased out. From this 

elevated position, I had the privilege of being the first person to have their eardrums blown 

out by the indecipherable bellow he let loose a second later. 

Judging it to be an order of some sort, I tried to tum and survey the deck below. I 

was obstructed, however, by a swift strike between my shoulder blades that sent me 

sprawling to the ground. My eardrums were still ringing, making it hard to hear clearly, but 

the level of noise rising from below seemed disproportionate to the situation when I last 

left. Scarcely ten minutes could have passed, half an hour at most. 
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I'd forgotten about my mystery attacker until I struggled to my feet and they struck 

again, catching me in a dual arm-lock and nearly lifting me off the ground. I screamed, 

which alerted the captain to my presence for the fIrst time. He quickly waved off whoever 

was holding me. As I hit the deck again, I glanced over my shoulder and recognized the 

guard who had pursued me up the stairs earlier. He recognized me as well, and grimaced 

apologetically before he spun back around to face the stairs. He was still on guard duty, 

then, and it looked like this time he was really needed. 

A man I didn't recognize charged the stairs, knocked back with a single blow from 

the guard's overlarge fIsts. The ship was under attack. 

The captain was shouting again, but he'd left the helm and advanced over the 

railing. This was lucky for my eardrums, but not so lucky for him. A throwing knife hit his 

shoulder squarely and he drew back with a curse and wrenched it free in a sickening rush 

of blood. He didn't even seem fazed. 

Panic flooded me. I wish I could have said that the cause was a rational fear for my 

life, but alas, it was not. Darius was the fust thing in my mind. 

Beside me, the captain vanished and appeared again, so quickly I thought I'd 

imagined it. When he returned, his wound had vanished. That must be what Darius had 

meant by the tactical advantaged of phasing. 

Darius himself was nowhere to be seen, but I wasn't about to stick my head over 

the balcony after what happened to the captain. I scanned the deck for a weapon. When 

nothing caught my eye, I did the next best thing and flung myself overboard. 
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I fell behind, since the ship moved much faster than I did, but I kicked hard 

enough to catch up to it and latch onto an open porthole. Sticking my head in, I found 

myself looking into what must have been the captain's quarters. With some difficulty at 

the shoulders and hips, I managed to wriggle my way through and into the suite. 

It was larger than probably the whole of the crew barracks put together, and 

featured not one, but two kitchen areas. No wonder the captain could stand to lose a few 

pounds. 

In the closer kitchen, I could see shelves upon shelves of liquor. Imported, home

grown, wine, whisky, vodka, everything you could think of to ask for at a bar. I wondered 

how long it had taken him to acquire this collection. 

One of the wine bottles stood in a sink-like basin, uncorked, and caught my 

attention. Captain Samoa's Specialty, proclaimed the label in dramatically elaborate letters. 

A couple of stoppered flasks lay beside it in the basin, one of which was still damp. I 

remembered the drink Darius had forced on May-belle, and grinned. 

I kept scanning the room. A mounted katana hung on the wall with an engraving 

beside it. From what I could remember of my brother's weapons lectures, it was a good 

sword. I pulled a chair over and lifted the sword from its bracket. It weighed less than I 

expected, but enough that I had difficulty keeping it aloft with one hand. 

I wasn't even sure how to hold the thing, but I'd watched a few movies, so after 

testing the blade with my thumb (sharp enough to hurt someone at least), I modeled my 

pose after Vma Thurman's and charged out of the quarters. 
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I -

In the doorway, I found myself face-to-face with a man I didn't recognize, who had 

clearly been in the process of picking the lock to this cabin. Smirking, he raised his short

sword, and I clumsily brought the katana around to parry his thrust baseball-bat style. He 

dodged this easily enough, whereas I had to jump backwards to avoid his attack. My heart 

pounded and my brain raced to recall everything my brother had ever told me about 

fencing. I regretted I'd never practiced with him, like he always begged me to. 

The man advanced and I lunged, dipping my blade lower to avoid his parry and 

nicking his pant leg. Aside from the thin trickle of blood and the angry growl he emitted, 

however, my attack didn't appear to have affected much change. 

I retreated again, and tripped on the Oriental rug spread out in the center of the 

cabin. He moved in for the kill, and with each thrust that I desperately pushed aside, it 

became more and more obvious that I was only delaying the inevitable. That is, until a 

crash from behind distracted him enough to glance back at the doorway. Instinctively I 

struck out at him. He didn't parry in time, and to my horror, the blade sank into his side as 

the weight of my thrust drove it home. I gasped and dropped the handle, then realized I 

was now unarmed. 

But the man only smirked and withdrew my sword from his body to vanish. 

Bewildered, I picked up the katana again and did my best to ignore the blood on the blade, 

which shone a brighter red than any I'd seen before. My eyes, in a bid to avoid it, went to 

the doorway. I remembered the crash that had distracted my opponent. 
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Its cause was not immediately obvious, as the group of men huddled there were 

pressed too close for me to see. But when one of them shifted to peer at me suspiciously, I 

caught a glimpse of the captain's prone body sprawled along the deck. 

An instant later he vanished, and some of the crew (for I recognized a few of the 

faces around him now) heaved sighs. Their sentiment was short-lived, however, as another 

rush of people distracted them. They returned to the battle. 

With allied backs facing me, I felt secure enough to advance out of the cabin, 

though I kept the katana clutched to my chest like an extra-sharp security blanket. Relief 

flooded my body as I spotted Darius at the other end of the deck, an elaborately stylized 

rapier flashing in his hand as he fought off two men at once. If I wasn't already smitten by 

him, I definitely was now. 

The number of unfamiliar faces on the deck was dwindling and the number of 

bloodstains on the floorboards growing, which made me both thankful and queasy. After 

my dumb-luck victory, I wasn't too eager to tempt fate again. I hung back behind the front 

line of our men as they advanced across the ship. Eventually the surviving attackers were 

rounded up, and I felt secure enough to make my way past our men's broad shoulders and 

run to Darius's side. 

He caught me in a tight embrace without question. The blood on his shirt stained 

mine, but I didn't care. I was embarrassed to discover that my eyes were moist. My katana 

fell to the deck noisily, but neither of us moved a muscle. 

"What happened?" I finally spoke, my voice muffled by his shirt. 
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"I'm not sure ... When you left I went down to the cabin to get the maps the 

prisoners marked for us, and I came back to this mess ... Captain'll know." 

"Oh!" I pulled away from him and spun around. "The captain ... " 

The crewmen close enough to hear me swept their hats from their heads solemnly. 

"No ... " Darius's voice was raw with shock. 

"Do we continue on, sir?" one of the men inquired shyly. 

Darius stood stock-still on the deck. Realization dawned on me as well. He'd been 

deputy. With the captain gone, that meant he was ... 

"Yes, we continue on," he said finally. "Did anyone see the captain fall?" 

A few of the men nodded uneasily. 

'Voluntary phase or no?" 

They shrugged, and he swore. 

"What's that mean?" I asked hesitantly. 

"It means we're not sure if he phased out or if he ... passed on." 

"But if he died, then ... " 

"Then he can't return, yes." 

"So how do we find out which it was?" I couldn't help bursting out. 

"I'll be right back." He nodded to the nearest man, a bulky fellow I'd seen at the 

helm more than once when Darius and the captain were both below-decks. "Prometheus is 

in charge while I'm gone. Theus, you'll do me the honor of being my deputy?" 

The man bowed with a serious look. "Of course, captain." 
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"I won't be but a minute. Keep course!" That said, Darius vanished, and I was left 

holding onto a shoulder that wasn't there anymore. 

I shuffled over toward the rest of the crew. I couldn't remember ever being on the 

ship without Darius. It felt strange. 

Prometheus went straight for the helm, and the others resumed their positions at 

the sides. I twirled slowly on the spot, wondering what to do with myself, when Darius 

phased back in behind me. 

"Told you I wouldn't be long," he winked at me, then strode toward the mast 

confidently. Upon reaching it, he drifted a few feet into the air and caught the mast with 

one arm to anchor himself in place above our heads. In a louder voice, he addressed the 

ship as a whole. "Just got off the phone with him - Captain is alive and well, it was indeed 

a voluntary phase. He'll be joining us again one month hence." A short cheer rose from 

the men. "Howev~r ... That attack came from the sky, and the men did not arrive in a ship. 

They were in the cloud banks, which we only passed through because the captain changed 

course abruptly a half an hour earlier." A murmur rose from the crowd, but I didn't follow. 

"Either whoever sent the buggers has managed to talk up a veritable army of Drifters, or..." 

"Or we've got half-bloods on our hands," roared Theus from the wheel, his eyes 

narrowed. Growls echoed from several sides. I backed away involuntarily. I could guess 

what half-blood meant. 

"Precisely," Darius scowled. "Fire crossed with Air, it looks like." Mutters began 

again. "But," his tone cut through the rumors sharply. "I would like you all to remember 

that Rembrandt has proven himself loyal to us many a time before. We all know he's not 
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fond of violence, but he's a practical man. If he or any of his were involved, I'd be much 

surprised, myself." 

"We can't be sure." A feminine voice cut across the night. I looked to the crew 

cabin door, taken aback to find Double-A with her hands on her hips and glaring up at 

Darius. It was the first time I'd heard any of the cheerleaders speak up on any topic other 

than men or fashion. 

"Of course not, it's just highly unlikely. But we've discovered enemies in less than 

likely places before, so we won't be ruling our Diviners out yet. I understand we did 

capture a few survivors, though?" 

"They've phased out for the moment," the burly captain's guard spoke up. "We 

locked them in the captain's pantry before they did, though, so they won't see much aside 

from our turnip supply when they return." He smirked. 

"Nice." Darius nodded. "They'll need to be interrogated once they do phase back." 

Several dozen pairs of eyes fixated on him. For.the first time since he'd stepped up 

to his role as leader, Darius looked uncomfortable. I remembered him avoiding the torture 

earlier, and my heart twisted in sympathy. His eyes darted to Theus as though he was 

tempted to ask the new deputy to take over, but instead he just nodded again. "Inform me 

the moment they return." 

He released the mast and dropped back to the deck beside me. "I want you below

deck when the fighting starts. The girls'll be Lifting to help us, see if you can't work on 

that, but I don't want you up here when we go in." He bent down to pick up the katana, 
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still lying at my feet, and handed it to me. "Especially when 1 saw how you were holding 

this thing." He stuck out his tongue playfully. 

"Hey, it worked on the guy I sent home," I huffed, and Darius's eyebrows shot up 

doubtfully. 

"Did you pay him to leave?" He laughed. 

"No, we were fighting fair and square, and I got the death blow," I said haughtily. 

"So nyah." 

''Very mature." He grinned, then narrowed his eyes at me when I did the same to 

him. "But did you really?" 

"I did." 

"Well, congratulations, your first kill." He smiled widely. ''Not so anti-war now, are 

we?" 

"I ... " My voice trailed off. 1 was just as bad as them. 1 was bragging about the 

innocent man I'd killed. No, it was different, he was attacking me. I didn't want to, but it was 

kill or be killed. Then again, wasn't that what Darius said when 1 asked him why they 

warred in the first place? 

Still smiling, though gently now, he bent down to kiss my forehead softly. "Not 

always black-and-white, is it?" he murmured. 

1 shook my head slowly. If only he knew how many shades of gray I was wearing. 

"I still want you below-deck, though," he continued with a stern look. 

"N at a problem," I said. I shuddered to think how I would fare in another fight, 

without the crash of the captain's death to distract my enemy. The captain ... A question I'd 
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had at the back of my mind for some time swam to the surface. "That time when May-belle 

grabbed me ... " I began uncertainly. 

"What about it?" 

"The captain helped me." I recalled his eyes on mind as he mouthed the 

instructions. Phase out. I'd been too stunned to think of it myself. 

Darius shrugged dismissively. "You're one of us." 

"But I'm only here on a trial basis, remember? I haven't bound to this tribe or 

anything ... " 

"Bind to us?" He looked incredulous. "None of us are bound here. We can go 

anytime we want. Of course, I'm glad you decided to stay, but-" 

"You don't bind to tribes?" I said. 

His mouth twisted in distaste. "Some of the older tribes still hold binding 

ceremonies, but it's only that - a ceremony. It doesn't work the wayan elemental binding 

does." 

I frowned. I must have misunderstood Saioa's explanation. "But that still doesn't 

explain why the captain helped me." 

"If you're flying with us, you're one of us. No matter how short the time you'll be 

here. We don't abandon our own." His tone was stiff, as if I'd offended him. 

I felt a pang of regret for how harshly I'd judged this ship. They weren't so bad ... 

But then I recalled the attack they were planning, and steeled myself. Even if they weren't 

entirely bad people, they still did bad things. 

"Are we attacking tonight?" I asked, and fought to keep a tremor from my voice. 
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"Looks that way, unless we have some more surprise visitors." 

"Like the half-bloods?" I said before I could stop myself. 

"Half-bloods." He said it like a curse. "You can't trust any of them." 

"I thought you couldn't trust anyone in this world." 

"Well, no, but especially not them. Most of them are spies or mercenaries; they'll 

dress themselves up like your best friend, then stab you in the back the moment you're 

looking the other way." 

My heart squeezed. That's unfai" I wanted to say. But hadn't I already stabbed him 

in the back? "All of them are like that?" 

"All the ones I've met. Why else bind to two elements and split your loyalties like 

that?" 

I recalled the reason I'd decided to mix Water with my Air, and frowned. "Why 

else indeed ... " 

Shouts from the other end of the deck interrupted us. "Sounds like our guests are 

back." Darius smiled again, though his eyes were nervous. "Back in a bit, darlin'. Keep a 

weather eye on the horizon for me, hey?" 

I nodded and turned away. It wouldn't be long before we reached our destination. 

What would happen then, I didn't know. The rest of the crew were busy around the ship. I 

had no orders, nor could I find the motivation to offer any assistance. My mind was too 

far away. I phased out for the time being. 

At first, I thought I was just disoriented. That sometimes happens after I phase. 

But it didn't take me long to realize I was not just confused. I wasn't in my bedroom, or 
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even in my own house as far as I could tell. The whitewashed ceiling with its bright 

fluorescent bulb was completely unfamiliar. 

Rolling over, I found myself facing a thin curtain, the kind pulled around beds in 

hospital rooms for privacy. I wondered if I was dreaming, but that's when I heard my 

mother's voice. 

"No, no history of mental illnesses on either side of the family ... Except for 

alcoholism on her father's side, but this couldn't be drug-related, could it? I mean, you 

tested for that, didn't you?" 

"The test results aren't back yet, ma'am, but yes, we did consider that possibility," 

responded an unfamiliar male voice. 

The curtain around me drew back, and I was too slow to close my eyes. 

"Oh, honey!" Mom's arms were around me before I could respond with anything 

but a muffled grunt. "We were so worried!" 

The doctor's hand on her shoulder gently drew her away so I could breathe again. I 

squinted up at them in the harsh lighting. "What -" my voice cracked. I cleared my throat 

and started again. "What happened?" 

"You appear to have suffered a tonic-clonic seizure," the man explained while he 

peered through a magnifying lens into my eyes and ears. He turned my head this way and 

that as he spoke. "Or rather, several of them," his tone shifted from authoritative to 

curious. "What's the last thing you remember happening?" 

"I... Falling asleep in my bed, after I got home from school. And I had a strange 

dream," I added, deciding a half-truth would be better than non!? at all. 
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"Can you describe your dream for me?" He watched me closely. 

"Well, 1... I don't remember all of it ... But I was on a boat of some kind ... And there 

was a fight going on. And I kept having to run away from people." 

"Hmm ... " His unsettlingly steady gaze shifted to my mother now. "Does your 

daughter often have nightmares or sleep terrors? Or does she have a tendency to 

sleepwalk?" 

"Well..." Her eyes, on the other hand, were on me. "There was ... Urn, the 

previous ... episode, I told you about... She said she had no memory ofthe event; that she 

woke up downstairs with no knowledge of how she got there, or ... Or what she'd done to 

herself. But before that she had no history of sleepwalking or troubled sleep at all, she's 

always slept like a log." She laughed a little nervously. "So we didn't think ... " 

The doctor nodded, his mouth pursed in thought. 

"But, could it be that simple? It was so ... she was thrashing so much, and she 

wouldn't wake up, doctor, you spoke to the men from the ambulance, right?" 

"Yes, it was unusual... Then again, you say your family has no history of epilepsy, 

and the images from the MRI showed completely normal brain activity." 

"Dr. Mason, I know how normal people sleep, and especially how my daughter 

does. That was not normal." 

"No, I'm not saying it was, by any means ... " 

I coughed, more to remind them I was there than anything. The doctor eyed me 

piercingly once more. 
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"I would advise against seeking any kind of medication just yet. Wait and see if the 

symptoms persist, and in the meantime perhaps we can work on a better understanding of 

the situation." 

"Isn't there something you can give her, a sedative maybe?" my mother pleaded. 

''I'm worried what giving her any kind of chemical that could possibly further 

unbalance her would do at the moment. We don't know enough about this yet. If you'd 

like, though, we could hold her here for a few days for observation ... " 

"No," I interrupted them. Mom glanced down at me, surprised. "I have fmals!" I 

said. Besides, I already knew exactly what had happened. I'd have to be even more careful 

about when I phased, now that Mom would watch me in my sleep as well. I should have 

known it was a bad idea to try it so early in the day, but all I could think about was where 

he was, what he was doing, what was happening there ... 

Mom looked as though she was debating. Finally she sighed and nodded. "We'll 

take her home for now, thank you," she said wearily. As soon as he'd stepped away from 

the bedside, though, presumably to finish my paperwork, she advanced on me. "But you're 

sleeping with me for the next few nights." 

"Mom!" 

"No, I don't want to hear it. Something's wrong, and just because these doctors 

can't figure out what, doesn't mean I'm not going to try. And if something like that 

happens again, Chrissy, next time you will stay here. Your health comes first." 

"I'm fine, Mom." 
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"We'll talk at home, but that's my final decision," she announced as a nurse tapped 

her on the shoulder. 

A few more papers signed, and we were on our way. I was more desperate than 

ever to get away from everyone, away from this world. I wished I could just fall through 

permanently, and not have to return to deal with life here. Then I could just stay with 

him ... 

No, I reminded myself. I couldn 'f stay with him either way. 

The second we pulled up out front, I announced I was taking a shower. Mom eyed 

me suspiciously, but since she couldn't find a way to blame me for my random sleep

seizures, she let me go. 

Inside the bathroom, I locked the door and turned on the water full. Then, 

crouched beside the tub, I phased. 

Darius nearly ran into me, just on his way back from where the prisoners were 

being kept. "Nice timing darlin'." He grinned widely, catching me in a hug before I could 

react. In spite of myself, I leaned into him. His body felt warm in the cool night air. 

"How long until we get there?" I murmured, my eyes downcast. 

"Not long now ... Fifteen minutes and we'll make the dive, another fifteen and we 

should be within sight of the Aqueous. Nervous, babe?" 

"Not that ... Just, I don't ... " 

"What?" he asked gently. 

"I don't think I can make it." 
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His grip tightened a little around me. "I'm not going to let anything happen to you, 

believe me. Anyone tries and I'll kick his teeth in." 

"That's not what 1 meant." 1 struggled out of his embrace, though 1 fought myself 

more than him. He let his arms drop limply, his expression confused. 

"What is it, then?" His voice softened. 1 couldn't stand the look on his face. 

"I need ... to be away." 

"Why?" 

"I just need to be ... by myself for a while. With my family. Not here." 

"That's understandable, 1 s'pose ... But why now? Couldn't you just wait a few 

hours? Or a few more days?" His eyes were pleading now. 

"What for?" 1 asked him coldly, and immediately regretted it. "I mean, why would 1 

stay for a battle I'm not looking forward to in the first place?" 
J 
• 

"It's not so much the battle 1 was thinking of ... " he answered after a long pause. 

"I..." now he was the one trailing off. Unless 1 was much mistaken, he was blushing, too, in 

the dim light of the moon peeking through the clouds above. 

"Yes?" 1 spoke even though 1 wasn't sure 1 wanted him to go on. 

"I just, hoped we could talk ... There's ... There's something 1 want to say ... " 

Now 1 was positive 1 didn't want to hear this. "It's okay; you don't have to tell me. 

It'd probably make things worse anyway, 1 mean ... " 

"Why, what do you think I'm going to say?" he asked with a smirk. 
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1 felt panic rise up in my chest. "Nothing, no, 1...1 don't know. But if it's anything 

like what 1 think, then it would ... it would make leaving harder ... " 1 admitted in a rushed 

mumble. 

His expression softened. Somehow he managed to look both devastatingly 

handsome and heart-wrenchingly vulnerable at the same time. 1 bit my tongue and stared 

at the helmsman in the distance. 

"What is it you think I'm going to say?" he inquired again in a low tone. 

"1 don't know ... " I lied. "Tell me what you were going to say and I'll tell you if it's 

close?" 1 switched to teasing, an easier faTjade to hide behind. 

"I asked first," he replied, and his eyes twinkled. 

Even as I laughed, my chest constricted. But suddenly it wasn't only my stomach 

that was lurching. The ship took an abrupt nose-dive, heading straight for the waves below. 

I grabbed at the railing wildly, missed, and felt Darius throw an arm around me and drag 

me flat against the deck just before we hit the water. Only instead of hitting the water, we 

blew straight through it. 

Confused, I raised my head to find the cheerleaders lined up around me, their arms 

spread wide, their mouths open as they breathed in through their noses and blew out hard, 

in sync. 

"What are they doing?" 1 blinked, momentarily distracted as more members of the 

crew emerged to join them in the same position, somehow maintaining their stances 

despite the fact that we were now positioned at nearly a ninety-degree angle downwards. 
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"Calling the Wind," Darius blew a kiss to the nearest cheerleader, Double A, who 

winked back before she continued her ritual. "It's a tricky skill, kind of like Lifting, but it 

takes a bit longer to master. I'll teach you one day." He smiled at me sideways. 

At this point, I noticed the water around us, and realized exactly what they were 

doing. Their Wind was blowing a hole straight through the ocean. The water swirled on 

either side of us, as though we were trapped in a giant cylinder held open by the air that 

propelled us into the depths. I understood suddenly how a boat full of Air-bound spirits 

could attack a Water-based citadel positioned on the deep seabed. 

I also realized I had to leave now. I squirmed out from beneath Darius as the ship 

leveled off its descent somewhat, now at a forty-five degree angle. I discovered I could 

stand by half-hovering and letting the deck brace me. 

He stood as well, and eyed me warily. 

"I need to go now." 

"When ... Will I see you again?" he revised the question. 

"I don't know ... " 1 whispered truthfully. "It may be better if you don't." 

"Please wait ... " 

"I can't..." And then 1 turned away to avoid his eyes, and took a running leap at the 

railing. I cleared it easily, drifted upwards a few feet, then slammed into the wall of water 

around us. A second later and 1 was through it, and breathed easily as 1 began a slow swim 

upwards. 1 refused to look back. 
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That is, until a splashing sound behind me caught my attention. Whipping around, 

I found that Darius had leapt in after me. He swam toward me with a determined look on 

his face. Only at this point did I recall that he had no idea I could breathe underwater. 

He grabbed my ankles and pulled me back toward the air tunnel. I struggled 

against him and wished I were as dexterous underwater as I was in the sky. But his grip 

was steadfast, and try as I might, I couldn't shake it. I was on the verge of giving up when I 

felt his arms suddenly go slack. 

Relieved, I kicked free and swam forward, when a sickening realization hit me. I 

spun around to see him floating motionless beneath me, his eyes shut. I swam hard toward 

him now, panic erupting in my brain. I was within touching distance when his head sagged 

forward and a burst of bubbles erupted from his mouth. I clamped my hand across his 

mouth and pinched his nose shut with my fingers, trying to keep the water out of his lungs. 

With my free arm around his waist, I kicked hard toward the wall of water that separated 

us from the ship's wake. 

The water around it had a strong current, but I managed to push through it and 

kick out into the air with Darius. Almost immediately, we plummeted toward the ocean 

bottom. I summoned all of the energy I had left to Lift him and myself, and kicked in the 

direction of the open sky far above us. But though I was able to keep our joint weight aloft, 

I could scarcely move faster than an upward crawl. 

As I struggled along, I tilted his head back and felt at his neck for a pulse. I was 

debating whether or not I should try to perform a rescue breath and trying to recall 
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everything from the CPR class I'd failed in middle school, when he lurched up in my arms 

with a cough and sprayed my face with seawater. 

1 winced but kept moving until he opened his eyes. Then his hands cinched onto 

my shoulders tightly. I paused in midair as my concentration failed. 

"What the hell were you thinking? Are you trying to kill yourself?" he glared 

angrily into my eyes, his muscles tense. 

"I can take care of myself." I gazed at the path below us. The ship was out of view, 

but she must be holding course, since the tunnel was still intact. I wondered if they'd 

noticed our absence. Probably not mine, but how would they fare in battle without their 

acting captain? 

His train of thought followed mine. "1 have to get back to the ship." 

''Yes, you do." 

Our eyes met again, but he was silent this time. The anger seemed to have faded. 

But I couldn't let it. He had to be mad at me, if 1 was going to be able to leave. 

"You shouldn't have left it," I said. 

"Neither should you." He pushed away from me, and I let him go. A moment later 

he dove after them and maneuvered through the tunnel of air with the ease of a shark in a 

slipstream. 

I watched him, my arms strangely heavy without the burden of his weight, and then 

kicked my own way back toward the surface. About halfway there, I lost my energy and 

phased out instead. 
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Back in the bathroom, the shower curtain had shifted, and water sprayed directly 

into my face. It had formed a little pool around me on the floor. Cursing, I mopped it up 

with a towel and wet my hair as I did. 

My mother stood outside the door with what she probably thought was an 

inconspicuous look, though it was obvious she'd been standing there for a while. I rolled 

my eyes at her and retreated downstairs to escape. 

She followed me anyway, and stood at the foot of the stairs, while I turned on the 

1V. Ten minutes passed, and she didn't move. 

"What?" I finally snapped, irritated. ''I'm not going to start having a heart-attack, 

Mom; you can go do something else. We've already agreed I'm staying in your room 

tonight, apparently." 

She didn't say anything. When I turned to look at her, her face was ashen. Anger 

turned abruptly to guilt in my stomach. "What's wrong?" I stood to face her. 

"I just wonder if it's my fault ... " She spoke so quietly I strained to hear. 

"If what's your fault?" 

"All of this ... Your nightmares, your ... sleepwalking, whatever it was. Your father 

ignoring the both of you these past months ... " 

"How could Dad's ignorance be your fault?" 

She shook her head, said nothing. But neither of us moved. 

"What is it?" I asked again. 

"I just feel like you're never here anymore," she said. "Even when you are, your 

mind is elsewhere." 
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I sighed. "I know. But I'm here now. And I'll stick around more often, I promise." 

She nodded, but didn't look convinced. To be honest, neither was 1. I didn't know 

how long I could keep myself from going back there ... 

/ 

130 



Chapter Eleven 

Neuroticfish - They're Coming to Take Me Away 

"But how can we determine the meaning of life if we don't, like, all have the same 

goals, dude?" Johnny asked in response to another of Anthony's esoteric quandaries. 

"Well that's why I asked what you think the meaning of life is; obviously all of us 

are gonna have different ideas," Anthony answered. 

"Video games are the meaning of life." Toblerone nodded sagely. 

"Quantum physics," Billy piped up from behind the cover of the most recent 

edition of Scientific American. 

"For once, I think I agree with him," said Neko. 

"What-urn physics?" Johnny snorted. 

"Hang on, if video games are the meaning of life, you're saying that fantasy is the 

meaning of reality?" asked Bethany, staring at Toblerone. 

He shrugged. "Life's pretty boring without fantasy in it." 

I couldn't help grinning, though no one else would understand my amusement. 

Someone tapped on my head. I leaned back. "Hey Care." 

"Can you come with me for a second?" Her face was uncharacteristically grave. 

"Who died?" Johnny called from the other end of the table. 

"Unfortunately not you," she shot back with a forced smile. ''I'm stealing Chrissy, 

back in a bit." 
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"Make sure to film the lesbian make-out session!" shouted Toblerone as we 

departed. 

We rolled our eyes in unison and took seats at the far end of the cafeteria. 

"What's the matter?" I asked. 

"Your mom called me yesterday." She prodded at her fries with a salad fork. 

"What?" I stared at her in confusion. 

"While you were in the hospita1." 

"Why?" Was that why Mom had been feeling so bad yesterday? Guilt over trying to 

turn my best friend against me? 

"She wanted to know if I knew anything about you using any drugs." Caroline was 

refusing to meet my eyes now. 

"What did you tell her?" 

"Well of course I said no - first of all you don't do drugs, and second of all, even if 

you did, I wouldn't tell your mother on you, Jesus. What kind of a friend am I?" But she 

continued staring at the table. 

"I didn't think you would, that's not what I meant. What did you say, though?" 

"That I knew you'd been having a lot of.. . really vivid dreams, lately. And that 

maybe it was related, somehow. And I promised her I'd ask you if you were doing 

anything, which I know you aren't. But if you were, you could tell me, you know. I 

wouldn't tell her. But I could help you out..." 

"I'm not on drugs, Caroline," I snapped. 
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She glanced up, her cheeks red. "I know, 1 know. You have to admit though, those 

dream ... trip things, whatever, that you've been having, they are pretty weird." 

1 sighed as my annoyance deflated. "I know they are ... I'm not going to go back for 

a while, I've decided." 

"That's probably good." She nodded slowly. "What about the guy?" 

"Oh, 1... 1 told him it wouldn't work out, between us." 

"Did you stop him in that whole ... war, whatever?" 

"No, they're still fighting. But 1 was supposed to give the other side more 

information when the battle was happening, 1 won't be doing that either, so ... " 

"Since you aren't going back?" 

"Yeah." 1 shifted awkwardly. "Well, for now ... " 

"Chrissy ... " 

"What?" 

"I don't know. Maybe you shouldn't be toying with that stuff at all, you know?" 

"Maybe 1 won't, anymore." 1 shrugged. My mind was screaming a denial. 

"So, what schools did you apply to?" she asked abruptly. 

"Urn ... 1 haven't decided yet," 1 admitted. It was early November, but the 

applications weren't due until January, 1 reminded myself. I'd do them soon. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Panic! At the Disco - The Only Difference Between Suicide and Martyrdom is Press Coverage 

The next month passed with excruciating slowness. I spent the first five nights after 

the hospital visit lying on the far side of Mom's double bed and staring at the ceiling as I 

tried to chase the image of his injured expression from my mind. 

The second week, Mom reluctantly allowed me to return to my own bed, though 

she kept my bedroom door wide open. I listened to her creep up to the entrance a couple 

of times a night to peek in at me. I always pretended to be asleep. 

By the beginning of the third week, I could go almost an entire hour at a time 

without thinking about that world, about where he was. I finally started to rifle through the 

college books, studying the attributes of the different schools. As I fell back into the 

pattern of reality, it seemed more and more likely that what Caroline told my mother was 

right. Maybe my time in that world had just been a series of particularly vivid dreams. 

When week four ended, I had myself convinced I was a complete loony. As I sat 

on the plush carpet of Caroline's bedroom watching the first December snowflakes 

outside, I told her so. 
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She glanced up from her Calculus notebook. "And why are you a lunatic?" She 

pursed her lips and scribbled something on the paper in front of her. 

"Because, only a nut-job would actually think she'd discovered a whole new world, 

after just a few overly vivid dreams," I answered. My eyes stared right through the blank 

homework sheet in front of me. 

Caroline drummed her pen on her chin thoughtfully. "Who knows." She shrugged. 

"Maybe your subconscious was just sick of school, so it invented a more entertaining 

reality for you." 

'You sound like a psychology textbook." I snorted, tossing an eraser at her. Her 

pillow flew at me in retribution. 

"Well you sound like a head case." She laughed. 

I winced. 'You really think so?" 

'You're the one calling yourself a lunatic. But, for what it's worth, no, I don't think 

you're nuts. I think there's some rational explanation for it." I peered at her out of the 

comer of my eye, and she smiled. 'You'll figure it out someday." 

"Yeah ... I guess so." Something nagged at the comer of my mind, though. What if I 

never did find out? What if I was always left wondering if that life - if Darius - was just a 

figment of my imagination? 

I had managed to resist phasing all this time, and with every passing week it had 

gotten easier. I hadn't been drawn back in, either, as Chauncey and Darius had warned I 

would be. More evidence that it was just made up ... But now the temptation to try to phase 

flared in me again. Just a little peek couldn't hurt, a quick glimpse to see if I still 
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remembered how to do it, if the world was still there ... I glanced up at Caroline, but she 

was buried in her math again, oblivious to my internal dilemma. 

If only I could take her with me, then I could make her see it's real...The idea hit me 

with the force of a slap. Of course. Why hadn't I thought of it before? "Hey Caroline?" I 

said. She looked at me sharply, recognizing the note in my voice. "I thought of a way to 

find out if it's rea1 ... " 

"See, there, I said you'd think ofit." She ducked her head back into her Calculus 

book to avoid whatever I was about to say. 

"I need your help, though." 

Five minutes of persuasion later, I sat beside her on the bed, her hands in mine. 

"Are you sure about this?" she asked for the tenth time, unable to keep a tremor 

from her voice. 

"I told you, I've never done it before. But it should work." 

"Comforting," she muttered. "And if it doesn't?" 

I rolled my shoulders nervously. "Then maybe I am crazy. At least I'll know?" 

She shut her eyes reluctantly. "Okay. I'm ready." 

"Me too." I closed my eyes. If this didn't work, I was certifiably schizo. I realized 

my palms were getting sweaty in her hands, and tried not to think about it. The center of 

my forehead tingled. Focused on that, I reached for my now-familiar third eye, and blinked 

it. I could feel a faint spin as the world went out of ba1ance. I remembered too late that we 

probably should have lain down before trying this. 
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Cold water suffused my body, and I opened my eyes with a gasp. I was suspended 

in darkness, the sea surface barely visible far overhead. My ears ached, but at least I could 

still breathe. I'd forgotten, I had been in the galleon's air shaft when I last phased out ... I 

glanced down below me. The ship was either buried down there, or had succeeded in its 

mission and left the innocent defenders buried there instead. I couldn't decide which one I 

preferred. 

Then I realized I was alone. 

"Damnit," I swore as I spun in a circle. It must not have worked. I should've 

known I couldn't phase a whole person in with me. Was I really imagining all of this? I 

reached out a hand and watched it ripple in the dim blue haze. It felt so real... 

With a sigh, I phased out again and awoke up to the foot of Caroline's bed, my 

head aching. I must have fallen off backwards. Groaning, I sat up, rubbing my back. 

"Sorry, Care," I mumbled and hoisted myself up onto the bed, where I froze. 

She lay on her back, since she'd luckily landed on her pillows rather than the floor, 

but her eyes had not opened. Her legs were tangled in blankets, but they kept moving in a 

back and forth shuffle, as if she was mimicking walking. They suddenly stopped, and her 

hands flew up to guard her face. I stared. No wonder my mother thought I was insane, if I 

was doing this in bed every night. 

I watched her, mesmerized, and tried to imagine where she could be. She was 

walking ... The desert? Or maybe the deck of a ship, or a beach shore, or ... there were so 

many possibilities. Her hands twitched. She was probably nervous. I should have known. 
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She'd fallen through to start the Drift on her own, she didn't just follow me. Now who 

knew where she could be, lost and alone and ... 

She lifted her arms slowly, purposefully. She held one out in front of her, wrist 

turned upwards. The other arm she lifted, her fist clenched as though around a handle and 

maneuvered it above her wrist. As I watched, I had a flashback to waking up on a couch in 

the middle of the night, covered in blood ... 

"No!" I grabbed both of her arms and pinned them to the bed. She didn't seem to 

notice. Why would she be doing that? She'd barely been in that world for five minutes, she 

couldn't have decided on an element to bind to already. Was time really that dissonant 

between here and there? How long had she been there? 

Then another memory crawled into my mind, more reluctantly than the first. A 

dark forest, the tribe that met me there, blades drawn as they called for my blood. Panic 

flooded me. I had to fmd her. I glanced down at her hands, afraid that if I released her she 

would hurt herself. But I had no choice. 

Back on the bed, I phased in again, prepared this time. As soon as water hit my 

face, I swam hard toward the distance surface. My muscles burned and my breath came 

hard, but I kept moving, determined to reach the sky, where I could move rapidly. 

I was beginning to understand the sacrifice of double-binding. My limbs felt about 

as useful as lead weights, and my soaked T-shirt was having the same effect. 

Finally I paused to cast an eye around the ocean. It was disconcertingly empty, 

nothing but blue and the occasional cloud of plankton in sight for miles. I checked below 

me too, but there was only darkness. I squirmed out of my shirt, disentangled it from my 
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long curls and kicked it aside. The water felt colder now, but it was a sacrifice that had to 

be made for speed. I took off again, my anns able to move freely. 

A few minutes later, my head broke the surface. I wiped wet hair from my eyes and 

squinted,at the horizon. The sun was bright out on the open sea, doubly harsh because the 

water reflected it into my face. 

I threw my anns over my head and tried to fly. Nothing happened. Frowning, I 

ducked back under the water to swim at the surface fast enough that I would be propelled 

skyward. My head and shoulders emerged, bobbed weakly, and sank again. I needed 

something to push off of, somewhere to stand. 

I shielded my eyes, scanning the horizon as I'd scanned the depths below, but it 

was just as empty. My heart was pounding, both from exertion and fear. I had no idea 

what was happening to Caroline now, but it couldn't be good. 

Alternately swearing and gasping, I set off along the surface to search for 

something, anything, to get me out of the water. I longed to see Darius's ship sailing my 

way, no matter how much trouble for me it might bring. But the sky remained a sun

drenched clear blue, distinctly free of sails. 

I swam until my vision was clouded with sunlight and seawater. I swam until it felt 

like my veins were filled with acid, not blood. Still, not a single strip of land was visible. 

Frustrated, I phased out for a drink of water before continuing my quest. Beside 

me, Caroline twisted fitfully. I snuck around her into the bathroom and gulped down two 

glasses before returning to my marathon swim. 
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Two water breaks later, I decided that had I been swimming the Atlantic, I would 

probably be disembarking in England around this time. At least the sun was finally sinking 

over the horizon. My face was sunburned and overheated, whereas my extremities, 

submerged in the icy water, seemed to have frozen off. Back in reality, it was still daylight, 

but each time I returned for a break, time edged closer and closer to seven, the hour when 

Caroline's mother would return from the hospital where she worked. The last time I went 

for water, I took the extra precaution of locking the bedroom door. It would be hard to 

explain why both of us were now suffering "seizures" simultaneously. 

Back in the ocean, night had fallen for real. I sank below the waves and scanned 

the area desperately. Nothing, as usual. I was beginning to wonder if the entire ocean had 

been killed in Darius and crew's attack. 

Rolling over onto my back, I let myself float for a minute. I didn't bother to phase 

out. Time passed faster in reality anyway. I studied the stars in the night sky, the patterns 

they made. I imagined a boat in one set, sailing toward me. I reached out a hand and it 

faded, split in two. Now it was a serpent chasing a lion, now a two-headed dog, now an 

island oasis, palm trees swaying in the breeze. There was a pool of water beneath them. 

Cool, fresh water, not the foul stuff surrounding me. The stench of fish faded as I reached 

out for the nearest tree, tried to grasp it in my hand. I couldn't reach. I stretched further, 

straining, gritting my teeth. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, a small part of me knew I was hallucinating. I 

knew I should phase out, get water, and calm down before coming back. I'd be of no use 

to Caroline in this state anyway. But then, that small part of my mind realized, water was 

140 



beginning to roll off my chest. Straining harder, I rose. Cold had long since numbed my 

body, but even so, the breeze of air hitting my skin sent a rush of pleasure through me. The 

last of the water fell away beneath me, and I hovered over the waves. 

I flipped over, ready to propel myself forward as my nerves hummed with renewed 

energy. Then someone grabbed my wrist. I looked straight up, into the eyes of an 

unfamiliar man. 

"Tie her," he grunted. 

"Wait!" I shouted, as two others joined him. ''I'm not whoever you think I am! I'm 

just trying to help my friend, she's on the Drift, please, I need to -" 

"Oh, you are exactly who we think you are, Esmeralda." His dark gray eyes met 

mine without hesitation. 

I froze. "What do you want?" 

"Only your cooperation." He nodded to the others, two heavily muscled women. 

They caught my elbows between them and steered me gracefully, though none-too-gently, 

into the air. 

"Where are you taking me?" I shouted as they bound my hands in front of me, then 

tied my ankles behind me. The ropes cut into my circulation painfully. 

"Any more questions and we will tie your mouth as well," he muttered. 

His accent was hard to place. The women didn't speak, so I had no chance to 

gauge their origins. Their eyes were dark almonds, their hair long, dark and loose. 

We flew on in silence, my elbows held a little too tightly by the strange women. 

Correction, now I wished more than ever to see Darius's galleon on the horizon. 
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We stayed low, nearly skimming the ocean surface as we went. I gazed down at the 

waves and prayed for a hand to reach up and drag us under, as Chauncey once did to me 

what seemed like eons ago. But the surface remained still, save for the occasional ripple of 

a passing breeze. The night was as calm as the previous day had been, only now it seemed 

an ominous calm, the kind that came before a storm. 

We flew so low I wasn't able to see our destination until we were upon it. But when 

the beach swept past underneath us and the sand didn't end, I began to understand. 

The desert looked less threatening in the moonlight than it had in bright sun. It 

was also considerably colder. I shuddered and lifted my arms to cover my bare torso, 

earning a sharp pinch from each side as the women felt me move. I tried to keep silent, but 

when we passed over the next set of sand dunes, I couldn't keep from gasping. 

Spread out below us was a veritable city of fabric, of every color and sort 

imaginable. I had thought Saioa's camp impressive, but this was five, no, ten times bigger, 

at least. The tents stretched as far as I could see in the dim light, but I had a feeling that 

even had it been midday, I would see no end to the silk rainbow. 

We skimmed over the tents, still flying low. My panic was intensifying. How long 

had I left Caroline alone for now? 

"Please," I whispered, unable to resist. "My friend ... " 

The man reached for a pants pocket. 

"Leave her." The woman to my right finally spoke. Her accent was Southern U.S. I 

stared at her, but her attention was fixated ahead of us. "We're nearly there anyway." 
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It didn't take me long to guess where "there" was. You might think that in a sea of 

color, nothing would stand out. That is incorrect. Lack of color stands out quite sharply. 

Located roughly in the center of the massive gathering stood an enormous tent, its roof 

and sides entirely white. Peaked gables rose every ten feet or so along its length. The tent 

itself was probably the size of half of Saioa's encampment. I wondered vaguely how they 

transported the thing, or if it was a permanent structure. 

My captors alighted outside what appeared to be the main entrance. Silver trim 

lined the door flaps. The man pushed one aside as we flew in to land. I pitched forward as 

soon as we hit the ground, my feet numb and clumsy from the cold sea and the tight ropes. 

He knelt to cut the binds around my ankles before continuing. I staggered after him as best 

I could. 

There was no carpeting inside, but somehow the pale sand beneath our feet 
• I 

seemed grander than any plush carpet could be. The man led the way along a hall in the 

center of the tent. I glanced briefly at other rooms branching off from it, until the women 

pulled me forward. My feet stuck in the sand and I stumbled along at an awkward, pace, 

their arms supporting me. 

Mter walking for an impossibly long time down the corridor, the man stopped so 

abruptly I would have crashed into him had not the women pulled me back. He pushed 

aside another flap, and we entered a room. 

This room, unlike the rest of the tent that I had seen thus far, was not sparse. An 

elegant bedroll was laid out at the opposite side, veils draped around it. There were carpets 

here, thick and fluffy, but they were as pristinely white as the tent walls. Then she stepped 
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into view and 1 ceased to notice anything else in the room. 1 even momentarily forgot my 

fear for Caroline. 

"I told you we would meet again," she said. 

"Saioa," 1 breathed. Her face was still covered, and her body swathed in the same 

thick robes she had worn the last time 1 met her, but her voice 1 recognized instantly. 

"What's going on?" 1 sputtered. A strange chattering accompanied my question, and it 

took me a minute to figure out that it was my teeth. 1 glanced down at myself, my arms 

still crossed over my midsection, and noticed that my fingertips had gone blue with cold. 

"I am sorry for the manner in which you were brought here." She waved a hand at 

the woman to my left, who released my elbow and reached for a cloth. The woman draped 

this over my shoulders, and 1 huddled into it gratefully, the rope chaffing my wrists as 1 

rubbed my hands together to try and warm them. Another gesture from Saioa and the man 

cut the binds from my arms. "I told him to assure that you returned with him, but 1 

suppose 1 was not specific enough about the manner in which he should proceed." 

1 hoisted my chin, my gaze defiant as it met hers. "I have business elsewhere. What 

do you want?" 

"Want? Was 1 so base to you upon your last visit that you do not trust me? 1 truly 

am sorry about the ropes, 1 did not mean for you to be trussed up by your escorts." 

'''Even in honesty, 1 am not without machinations,'" 1 quoted her own words back 

to her. "Was that a subtle warning or what?" 

"Merely good advice. But you are correct; 1 have a favor to ask of you." 

"And forcing me here was the best way to go about getting a favor?" 1 snapped. 
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"As 1 said, 1 did not mean it to be so forceful." She leveled her gaze at the man, 

who bowed what 1 assumed was meant to be an apology. 1 was unimpressed. 

"1 have somewhere else to be," ~ said. 

"If you have matters to attend to, 1 will wait here as you phase out." 

"I can't 'attend to' it from that realm," 1 answered. My body started to shake again, 

but from anger, not cold. Who does she think she is to hold me here, when anything could be 

happening to Care right now? 

"Your friend, you mean?" she asked. 

"You knew, and still you dragged me here?" 1 was almost shouting now. The 

women on either side of me caught my arms again, just in case. 

"She's fine. She will fmd her way back to reality in good time. Meanwhile -" 

"You don't understand," I yelled. "It's my fault she's here. She's in trouble, and 1 

need to find her now." 

"Well, I'll make it easier for you. If you'll do me that favor." 

"What happened to you not wanting to be forceful?" 1 glowered at her. 

"Being forceful and bargaining are two very different things," she said calmly. "Use 

of the former is the unnecessary tactic of a desperate man; use of the latter is a necessary 

undertaking for anyone who wishes to succeed." 

"And your so-called honesty?" 

"I am being perfectly honest with you, Esmeralda. I need a favor. 1 will help you 

get what you need, if you will help me get the answers I need." 

"Why me? Isn't there someone else who can get this ... whatever it is?" 
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"I suppose, but you know the terrain better, so to speak." 

"I don't really know any terrain that well," 1 replied truthfully. 

"You've managed to double-bind yourself, though, and without any tips." (I didn't 

bother asking how she knew.) "That says something about your problem-solving skills, not 

to mention your willingness to ... " she paused, and 1 detected a hint of a smile in her voice, 

"Take a leap." 

1 winced. 1 hate puns. "What's this 'favor'?" 

She turned to fumble with a stick of incense, but her motions were sloppy. For the 

first time that night, she seemed out-of-sorts. "Leave us," she said, and waved at the man 

and the two women. The women released my arms and ducked out of the tent behind the 

man. 1 took the opportunity to tie the shawl around myself in a sturdier position now that 

my fingers had thawed enough to manage a rough knot. 

"It is a delicate matter. I require a ... someone willing to be my, shall we say, eyes 

and ears, for a time." 

"Where?" I said immediately, my suspicions raised. 1 had a feeling 1 might know 

what this was about. 

"Nowhere that you have not operated before," she answered evasively. 

"Captain Somoa's vessel." It was not a question. 

"The April Shower, yes. Manp.ed by your Darius now, 1 believe," she added. 

1 carefully schooled my emotions, which surged at the very mention of his name. I 

would not show my weakness. "So, you want me to spy on them. What if I refuse?" 

"Why should you? You've done it before." 
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"Who told you about that?" Only Chauncey had known, hadn't he? 

"Rembrandt is not the only Diviner with ties to the Aqueous." 

Realization hit me like a brick. ''You sent the assassins ... The half-bloods, the ones 

who attacked us just before we attacked the Aqueous." 

"You see, you are not as incapable as you think you are." 

"But why?" 

"Did Darius not tell you what the Aqueous is?" 

"N eutral stronghold with stockpiles of money, but no real defense system. The 

captain figured it would be an easy target." 

"All true. But not the whole truth." 

I raised my eyebrows at her. 

"The A-Guard are the closest thing that we have to bankers, in this realm. They 

watch the Aqueous. Think of it as the Fort Knox of these lands. My tribe - most Fire 

tribes, in fact, had large amounts stored in its belly. Now, not only have the A-Guard lost 

their wealth, but we have lost ours, and many other tribes beside. This gathering," she 

swept her arm around the tent, I assumed in order to indicate the tented masses erected 

just outside the walls, "Is very rare. Usually Fire people are quick to dispute. We do not 

remain in large groups for long; it causes too much tension between us. But this is a matter 

that concerns all of us." 

"How much did they take?" My mind spun at the idea of so much wealth - the 

combined riches of so many ... How had it even fit on the ship? 
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"They cleaned out the main stores. The Aqueous had a few emergency supply 

rooms which were left untouched, but it is barely enough for them to support themselves, 

let alone pay back everyone who had been banking with them." 

"And you want me to go back to The Shower and fmd out where they've stored the 

treasure." 

"In short, yes. And once you know, you can send word to me here." She took a pen 

in one hand and my hand in her other before writing a number onto my palm. I resisted 

the urge to giggle at the common-place action. She frowned up at me. "Is that a problem?" 

"Well, 1. .. " I would have to see Darius again. Part of me thrilled, and another part 

balked at the thought. 

"You have spied once before, so I assumed ... " 

"No, it's not a problem," I said. I had priorities. "If you'll help me fmd my friend 

first." 

"A promise is a promise." She turned back to the table with the incense and threw 

aside a cloth spread there to reveal an empty golden basin. "Hand me the pitcher by the 

entrance?" 

The jar, also white, was surprisingly heavy. I hefted it with both arms, and passed it 

to her. She lifted it with one hand easily, pouring out a measure of what looked (and 

smelled) like red wine into the basin, then knelt beside it. 

"What's -" 

"Shh," she interrupted my question before it began. "I need to concentrate." 

I watched the back of her head intently, but she didn't even move. 
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Eventually she stood back up. ''Your friend is in the forest -" 

"I guessed that much. With the Sirens?" 

"No, the Bean-sidhe, a northern tribe. Not quite so territorial as the Sirens, but still 

not very friendly." She paced across the room to a small chest beside the bedroll, opened 

the lid and withdrew a scroll. When she unfurled it, I found myself looking at the fIrst map 

I had seen of the world I'd been traversing for so many months now. She pointed to the 

curlicues over one section of the map, apparently drawn to represent trees. "She's here. 

We are here," she dragged her finger down to the center of a vast dotted section. "When 

you get close, look for red cloth in the trees. That is the territory marker of the Bean-sidhe. 

You should find her at their main encampment, somewhere near the northernmost edge of 

their land." 

"How do I know I can trust you?" I blurted suddenly. 

"You don't. But neither do I know that I can trust you." 

"Then why not send someone you do trust, and leave me out of this?" I knew what 

I needed now. I could try to make a run for it... 

"Sending one of my own people would take too much time. They would need to 

win over the crew, whereas you already enjoy the trust of the current captain. Besides, I 

can help your friend, if you do this for me." 

"How?" I asked, fear awoken once more. Help her with what? 

"If someone is forced into a binding, there is a way to reverse it. It is difficult, but I 

have done it once before. So, if your friend has already bound against her will ... " 
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"Ifl" My eyes narrowed as the pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. Saioa wasn't 

stupid. She. must know Darius's captain. He would be back now, or soon; more than a 

month had passed since his "death." All I would have to do was tell him she sent me, 

and ... Well, I couldn't imagine it ending well for her. "You must know Caroline has been 

bound, or you wouldn't risk telling me all of this." 

She bowed her head. "Leverage, I admit, is a good thing to possess. Report to me 

when you know the gold's location, and I will meet with you and your friend once my 

people have retrieved it to release her from the Bean-sidhe." 

I swallowed hard and tasted bile. I couldn't trick my way out of this one. I was 

going to have to see Darius again. To hurt him again. First things first, I reminded myself 

harshly. I had to find Caroline. 

"Don't keep me waiting," Saioa added as I turned to exit the room, not bothering 

to hide the fury on my face. As soon as Care was unbound, I would make Saioa pay for 

this. 

Chapter Thirteen 

Tom Waits - Singapore 

I flew high over the forest, scanning the greenery in every direction. I was just 

beginning to think Saioa had lied when I spotted it. The marker was purple in the 
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moonlight, but it meant the edge of someone's territory, at least. If I kept flying north, I 

should eventually see red. 

I glanced up at the stars, trying to discern if I was still heading the right way, but 

the constellations were gibberish to my untrained eye. For all I knew, I could be flying due 

south at the moment. I tried to pick out Polaris, remembering it was the North Star, but 

the sky was so full of stars out there in the wilderness that I couldn't begin to decide which 

one seemed the brightest or the most northerly. 

A series of war-whoops from the forest floor sent me rocketing into the sky in 

terror. This was the last place I wanted to be. 

But a glimpse of red on the horizon propelled me forward. I ducked out of the 

clouds, low enough to see that it was indeed red cloth, a scarf it looked like, tied to the 

uppermost branches of an oak. I spotted other hints of red in the distance. 

Taking a slow breath to steady my pounding heart, I lowered myself between the 

branches. The quiet hoots and rustles of a forest at night enveloped me. With every sound, 

my skin twitched and my eyes darted around nervously. I couldn't see a thing more than a 

few feet in front of me, and the dense trees blocked out the sky almost completely. 

Suddenly, voices flooded the area ahead of me. They were chanting something I 

couldn't make out. I froze in place, held by the memory of the Sirens circling me, their 

blades drawn ... But then I remembered Caroline. 

I flitted lightly from branch to branch with a pause between each movement to 

listen for a break in the chanting, something to warn me that they had heard. But they kept 
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singing. As I approached, I began to pick out individual melodies, then harmonies, and at 

last the voices themselves. One was familiar. 

I dropped down a few branches and inched closer. A fue crackled on the forest 

floor. In the flickering light cast by it, I could see the silhouettes of the singers as they 

danced and swayed to the rhythm of the song. They wore long pants, leather from the 

looks of it, and leather shirts as well, though those looked like halter tops from here, 

sleeveless and backless save for a few strings holding them up. As far as I could tell, 

everyone there was female. 

The lowest branch of the tree behind which I was hiding was about ten feet from 

the ground. I let myself drift down onto that one. Hopefully the dancers' eyes would be 

dim from the firelight and unable to see me through the leaves. 

From this new vantage point, I scanned the women around the bonfire for 

Caroline's straight brown hair and curvaceous figure. There were a few with hair that fell 

to their shoulders, but they were all blond. Another woman, with hair much longer than 

Caroline's and several shades darker, twirled past, caught up in her own exertions. But she 

was too thin, her arms like twigs. Not Caroline. 

One face in particular caught my attention. It wasn't the shape that was familiar -

it was thin and elongated, whereas Care had a heart-shaped face with full lips - but the 

relaxed grin the woman was sporting reminded me of someone. Her hair was all wrong, it 

wasn't more than a few inches long and spiked (also, either the night was ruining my 

perception of color, or her hair was blue), and though she was a little more muscular than 
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some of the others (a few of whom looked ready to keel over and die from starvation), she 

was also at least a few inches taller than my best friend. 

I narrowed my eyes, trying to ascertain what had been familiar about this one. Was 

she one of the Sirens who attacked me? Maybe she knew where Caroline was - one of 

these women had to know. But how to approach them without seeming like an ... 

"Intruder!" came a sudden shout from above me. I looked up in time to see a net 

come crashing down on my head before I slipped from the branch. I managed to break my 

fall enough that I barely touched the ground, and leapt to my feet still entangled in the net. 

This, however, seemed to cause more concern. 

Three of the women broke away from the circle around the fire immediately. They 

whipped knives from gods-knew-where, considering their outfits were uniformly skintight, 

and advanced on me. I held up my hands. 

"I mean no harm!" I shouted. ''I'm just looking for someone." 

The nearest woman snorted. "Like hell you are." 

"Chrissy!" The cry of a familiar voice interrupted whatever further threats the 

woman had been about to offer. 

I raised my head to see the stranger with the spiked hair running at me. "How did 

you know my name?" I asked without thinking. 

"It's me, silly." She laughed. "Where've you been?" 

"Caroline?" I gaped at her. 

"What's wrong?" She squinted at me. 

153 



"Your ... your hair! And your face. You look completely ... You can't be Caroline!" 

The three women who had first advanced on me had paused in their tracks, and glanced 

back and forth from Caroline to me now, unsure. 

"Your full name is Christina, but only your mother calls you that, and then only 

when she's pissed off; you have a twin brother named Ricky, your favorite color is purple, 

and where'd your T-shirt go?" 

"Long story," I mumbled. "Ok, so you are Caroline. Why do you look like ... Not 

you?" 

She shrugged. "Doesn't everyone look different here? I just figured it was part of 

falling through or whatever you called it." 

With a jolt, I remembered how late it must be getting back home. "Never mind 

that, we have to phase out, now." I grabbed her arm through the net. 

"What's wrong?" 

"It's been hours back home; won't your mother wonder when she gets home why 

we're locked in your room not making a sound?" I replied sarcastically. 

She sighed. "You're right. How do we get back?" 

"Remember falling through? How it felt, that kind of prickling in the middle of 

your forehead?" 

She nodded. 

"Concentrate on that spot, then try to ... open it. Like an eyelid." 

She raised an eyebrow at me, but shut her eyes. I did the same. 
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"Hey, where d'you think you're going?" the woman who had yelled at me earlier 

interrupted. 

"I'll be back." I groaned. Unfortunately. Then I phased out. 

I opened my eyes to find myself, much to my embarrassment, shirtless again. 

"Gah!" I threw my arms over my chest. Beside me, Caroline stirred. "Can I borrow a 

shirt?" I gasped. 

"Sure." She stretched languidly, but showed no other inclination to move. 

I dug through her drawers, pulled out an old T-shirt that she never wore and threw 

it over my head. 

A knock at the door made us both jump. "You girls alright in there?" her mother 

called from outside. 

"Fine! When's dinner?" Caroline yelled back. 

"Fifteen minutes," her mother answered, her footsteps retreating down the halL 

"So what happened?" I whispered with concern. 

Caroline shrugged. "They made me cut my arm." She stared at it. "But the cut's 

gone now ... " 

I groaned. "They bound you to them, to their element. Now you're tied to their 

tribe; I was afraid of that..." 

"It's not so bad, right?" Caroline replied. She put on a brave front, I gave her that. 

"Don't worry, I know someone who can get you out of it," I reassured her. "I've 

just got to help ... " I trailed off. I didn't want to tell Caroline everything - she knew how 
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much I liked Darius, and she would feel awful if she knew I had to hurt him to save her. 

"Help this one woman find something she lost, that's all." 

Caroline shrugged again. "Okay." She seemed so distant. I figured she was still in 

shock. 

"We'll fix it," I promised, and squeezed her hand quickly. If she kept getting pulled 

back, like I had at first... I hated to think of her being stuck with those monsters for long. 

She stared at me with an odd look in her eyes. "Sure." Then she stood abruptly and 

opened the door. "You staying for dinner?" 

I blinked and followed her out. "Uh ... I guess. Don't you want to talk about -" 

But she was already bounding down the stairs with an odd lilt in her step. I 

watched in concern for a minute before following her. 

Back at home, I turned in early. Mom didn't question me, though I did hear her 

come upstairs a couple times over the next couple hours to listen at my door. It made no 

difference, since I didn't phase in. I lay in bed staring at my ceiling in a trance. 

Either Darius had lied to me about the Aqueous, or the captain had lied to him, or 

Saioa had lied to me and she had some other reason for wanting me to spy on Darius. But 

what could that be? And why did Chauncey tell her about me spying? Who else knew? 

Now on top of all that I had Caroline to worry about, too. I kept remembering her 

hand, raised to slice her own arm open, then her smile as she danced in the firelight, a 

completely different person. Had they brainwashed her so fast? Maybe that was a talent of 

the Earth element, maybe they could hypnotize people, make them believe what they 

wanted them to ... That still didn't explain why she had looked so different though. And on 
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top of everything, there was the guilt - it was my fault she had to go through that. She 

didn't just fall-through, a victim of fate like I was. I dragged her there. And now she was 

stuck. Sure, I'd grown to like it here. But that's because I had the freedom to choose where 

I wanted to be, how to bind myself. Without that choice, trapped in the forest... I couldn't 

imagine how anyone could be happy. 

I fell asleep with a million questions dancing in my head, and woke up the next 

morning more drained than ever. Which was great, because I had an exam first-thing. At 

least tests left me with no time to think about how I was going to find Darius again, or 

even time to phase in. 

Finals week felt like being slow-roasted alive, only for the whole 5 days you were 

being held over the fire, you had to memorize the history and application of each recipe 

your torturers were using to cook the various parts of your body. Somehow I survived with 

my GPA still semi-intact, but by the end of it my brain was fried. Ricky also survived, 

though I suspect it had less to do with memorizing and more to do with the suspicious ink 

smears he kept washing off the soles of his shoes in the kitchen sink every night when he 

thought no one was looking. 

But, as Mom was now reminding me bi-hourly, since I'd finished with finals, I 

needed to get cracking on my college applications. Think slow-roasting again, only this 

time the roasting takes nearly a month, you have to write your own recipe to cook yourself, 

and at the end of the month if the taste-testers don't like your recipe, they send their own 

personal demons to haunt you for eternity. No pressure or anything. 
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"How do this many colleges even exist in the world?" I complained to Caroline as I 

sat cross-legged on her bedroom floor, and paged through the enormous Dictionary of 

American Colleges Mom had bought me as a "present for passing my [mals." I think I'd 

rather have received a poisonous snake. At least a snake I could have named Cleopatra, 

used to enact a poetic suicide scene, and thus avoided all these applications. 

"Dunno," Caroline answered noncommittally from the bed. She was sitting cross

legged, her mother's laptop propped up between her knees. 

"Who are you talking to?" I inquired suspiciously. 

"No one," she said automatically. Her eyes scanned tbe screen before she started 

to write again. 

"Liar," I teased. 

She stared at the screen for a full minute. "Sorry, what?" 

I rolled my eyes. "Nothing, nothing. Have fun on whatever dating site thing you're 

visiting." 

"It's not a dating site," she said thirty seconds late. 

"Delayed reaction much?" I laughed. 

"Oh shut up," she grumbled. 

"Seriously, who's the lovebird?" I grinned, happily abandoning my college quest. 

"No one!" 

I made a grab for the laptop, but she snapped it shut. "Suuuure." 

"It's nothing." She stuck her tongue out at me and abandoned the computer to 

kneel beside me. "Still not decided on a school?" 
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I shook my head. "There's a couple I like, but most of them would be too hard to 

get into. That or they're too close." 

"You want to go far away?" Caroline sounded surprised. 

"Preferably. See somewhere new, you know. Why, you're looking at places 

nearby?" 

"I don't know, there's a couple near here I'd consider. Though I wouldn't mind 

living somewhere new for a few years, I suppose ... " 

"Where all are you applying?" I looked up from the book as an idea struck me. 

"Not sure yet. A few of the state schools, I guess. Somewhere that has a good 

psychology department. Why?" 

"We should apply to some of the same places," I said, suddenly excited. College 

wouldn't be that scary if I had my best friend with me. 

"It'd have to be somewhere that has psych and whatever you want." 

"I don't know what I want. I'm just looking for some place with a lot of options, so 

I can decide later." 

She nodded. "Hmm ... Some of the bigger state ones, with psychology programs, 

they've got a lot of other programs offered too ... " She grinned hesitantly at me. 

"Imagine the two of us in a school somewhere on the coast... Maybe North 

Carolina, are there good ones there?" 

She laughed. "You shouldn't be picking a college based on its proximity to the 

beach." 
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"Surfer boys?" I batted my eyes at her. She raised an eyebrow at me. "And girls for 

you!" 

"Now you're talking." 

We both giggled, but as our laughter died out and Caroline became engrossed in 

the descriptions of state schools south of the Mason-Dixon line, I found myself studying 

her. It had been a couple of weeks since her fIrst fall-through. I hadn't phased in since 

then, what with [mals and all, and we hadn't talked about it yet either. Every time I steered 

close to the subject, Caroline would change the topic. I fIgured she was still upset about 

the whole thing, but I couldn't help wondering if there was more to her silence than that. 

Had she fallen-through again, and had an even worse experience? The guilt twisted in my 

stomach. I should be back there finding Darius. The longer I waited the more likely she 

was to get pulled back there and have to deal with that tribe again. 

I , 
I was just about to bring up the subject, see if she'd be willing to talk, but while I 

was trying to formulate a train of thought to inconspicuously steer our conversation in that 

direction, her mother knocked on the door. 

"Chrissy, your mother just called, she's coming to pick you up." 

"Thanks Mrs. B, I'll be right down! Find anything good?" I asked Caroline as I 

struggled into my winter coat. 

"A couple ... Can I borrow this for a while?" She hefted the book at me. 

"Sure, I just need it back by next weekend." 

"I'll let you know what schools I fInd." 

"Ok, cool." I turned to go, but paused at the threshold. "Hey Care?" 
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"Yeah?" She set the book aside and stood up to walk me downstairs . 

'You still haven't told me what you thought about... Yknow, that day." 1 leveled 

my gaze at her. 

She shrugged. "What's there to say? You aren't crazy, obviously." 

"But, what about what happened to you there, you never said -" 

'Your Mom'll be here soon." She led the way into the hall. 

"I don't care, when are you going to tell me what's going on with you?" 1 

practically shouted, then realized with a flush of worry that her mother was probably at the 

bottom of the stairs. 1 prayed she hadn't heard me. 

She stared past me, into her bedroom. 1 couldn't tell if she was looking at the bed 

or the laptop on top of it. 1 waited for her to deny anything was out-of-the-ordinary, as 

she'd been doing for weeks. "I'll tell you when I'm ready to talk about it," she finally said, 

and her cheeks turned pink. 

Surprised, 1 just nodded. She shut the bedroom door behind us as we left. 

Back at home, Mom was out at a meeting of the new book club she'd just joined, 

Ricky was at a basketball game, and 1 realized that for the first time in a month, 1 had the 

house to myself for a few hours. Excitement warred with fear in my mind. Now was my 

chance. 

Of course, maybe 1 didn't have to go through with it. Caroline seemed to show no 

indication she'd been back yet. Maybe she wasn't like me, maybe she wouldn't be drawn 

back. But if she was ?I had to make sure she'd be safe, just in case. 
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"Ugh." I opened my eyes to the half-lit depths of the forest. It was even dark at 

midday here. I squinted up at the sun peaking through the trees. The net was no longer 

draped around me. They must have gotten bored and moved on. Nearby laughter caught 

my attention. 

The spot where the fue had been was no more than a pile of old ashes, half

covered in stones. It was hard to tell how much time had passed here, but at least from the 

sound of it the Bean-sidhe hadn't migrated far. 

The laughter through the nearby trees turned to shouts, and I froze instinctively. 

But when no one flew out of the trees to attack me, I inched closer to see what was 

agitating them. I spotted a handful of women, upright and gazing at the sky. My eyes 

followed theirs, and then my nerves exploded. This could only be fate . 

Between the trees, an enormous ship glided through the air, headed south. 

"Darius," I murmured, unable to believe the chances of this meeting. "What're you 

trying to tell me?" I muttered at the sky in general, and took off after his vessel. Perhaps 

Saioa had planned this better than I'd given her credit for. 

I was fast, but they were faster and already had a head start. I kicked harder and 

tried in vain to flag them down. But as I knew from sailing with Darius, the rear of the ship 

was almost always unoccupied. Stupid really, they ought to watch their backs with so many 

enemies around. I panted with the effort of flying in their wake. "Hey idiots, watch your 

back!" I screamed with a glare at the rear portholes. 

Two figures leapt from the upper deck of the ship, headed in my direction. 
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"Wow, I didn't think I was that loud," I commented as they drew closer. I didn't 

recognize either of them. "Are you guys new on the crew?" I asked when they reached me. 

They were silent. 

"What's up?" I bit my lip. 

"Captain wants to see you," said the larger of them. His grin revealed a mouthful of 

steeL I never did understand grilles. They were like over-large braces for grown-ups. 

"Good." I was surprised at how confident my voice sounded, since my hands were 

now shaking at my sides. I still didn't know how Darius would take this. He must have 

known by now what I'd done. Apparently everyone did. I thought angrily of Saioa. 

The two men led me to land on the rear deck, which was strange. I'd never seen it 

used before. But I supposed it was convenient. Then they took me the long way around to 

the captain's quarters, and skirted the foredeck where most of the crew was. I kept my eyes 

open for someone I recognized, but my guides were moving so fast I barely caught a 

glimpse of anything but wood and cannons. Funny, I didn't remember the cannons being 

on the upper deck the last time I was here. 

They pushed through the door to the captain's cabin and gestured for me to enter 

fust. I did, and froze in place. This wasn't the right cabin. The carpets were gone, the walls 

were bare, there was no well-stocked bar along the wall - in fact, there was nothing, save 

for a crudely designed wooden table in the center of the room. A candelabra rested on it. 

Had they redecorated? Then I noticed that the doorway, the one into the captain's 

bedroom, was on the opposite wall. 

I was on the wrong ship. 
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The door to the bedroom swung open and a man strolled out, a faintly unpleasant 

smile on the comers of his mouth. He was tall; his head nearly brushed the high ceiling as 

he walked, and he was thin but wiry. His dark brown hair had a touch of gray at the edges, 

but not as much as his piercing eyes, which were the unsettling color of tarnished silver. 

Those eyes reminded me of something. And there was an air about his smile; something 

I'd seen before but couldn't quite put my finger on ... 

"You've been following me." His smile widened. I noticed that his teeth were not 

only blindingly white, but also slightly pointed at the edges, as though they'd been filed. It 

no longer looked familiar. 

''I'm sorry, I thought... Yes, I have been." I changed my mind mid-explanation. 

Admitting how foolish a mistake I'd made didn't seem the best idea. 

"And why is that?" 

"I am looking for another ship, similar to this one. I thought you may know of their 

plans." 

"You will be disappointed to know of my disinclination to associate with other air

faring people, then, Miss ... ?" 

"Esmeralda," I answered his unspoken question, and immediately regretted not 

giving a false name. "And you are?" I went on, anxious to cover up my anxiety. 

"Esmeralda, it is a pleasure." He held out a hand and waited until I placed mine in 

it. His palms were surprisingly warm, and his fingers clasped tight around my hand to raise 

it to his lips. "I am Captain Irving." 

My lips parted slightly in surprise. He didn't miss it. 
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''You have heard of me?" His smile widened, his grin almost wolfish now. 

"I... Yes." A little bit of truth lends credit to a false tale. "On the very ship I'm 

looking for, in fact." 

He raised his eyebrows. "Indeed? And what fair vessel might this be, then?" 

"N ot a fair one, sir," I corrected hastily. A plan was forming in the back of my 

mind. Irving was the captain of The Islander, and May-belIe's cohort. If they had left The 

April Shower together, there couldn't be good blood between him and Captain Somoa, 

especially not ifhe'd sent May to spy. 

"No? Whatever was such a lovely lady as yourself doing aboard it, then?" 

"The same thing I seek to do again." I raised my chin slightly to meet his eyes. "I 

was spying." 

"You admit your actions very freely, my dear." But he was still smiling. 

"I think you can guess what ship I mean, sir." 

"I believe I might be able to, my lady. But why don't you tell me, just to be sure." 

"The same ship you left to build this one," I told him. "Captain Somoa's." 

He nodded once, still composed, a ponderous expressfon on his features. Then he 

suddenly lunged forward and grasped the collar of my shirt. lie wrenched me closer to 

him, his face shoved in mine. His breath stank of recently-devoured meat. "How do I know 

you aren't working for him?" 

I choked, more from the stench than anything, and he released me. I stumbled 

backwards. "Well I wouldn't've told you I was looking for his ship if! was working for the 

guy, would I?" I cried indignantly. 
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"Who are you working for then, dearest?" He was completely calm again. I 

shivered. 

"The diviners." 

"Ahh. A half-blood, then?" 

"Yes." 

He crossed his arms, and his serene expression acquired an air of superiority. 

"Predict something for me." 

I grinned in an attempt to appear cocky. "You're going to tell me how to find 

Somoa's boat." 

"Oh?" His expression didn't change. "And why would I do that?" 

"Because I can get what you want from them." 

"I want something from them, do I?" He laughed. 

"You want information. What they're up to, where they were headed the last time 

you managed to get a spy on board." With each sentence I spoke, my courage grew. I 

could bluff my way out of this, surely. And if not, well, what would it matter? If his men 

attacked me, I'd just have to phase out for the required month or so. It would save me 

from having to see Darius until the end of it, too, a voice in the back of my head noted. 

Still, I felt a part of me mentally sizing up the two men who had brought me here, both of 

whom had remained standing across the only exit to the cabin. lowed it to Caroline to at 

least try ... 

Irving looked vaguely surprised for the first time since I'd walked into the cabin. 

"I've sent spies before?" 
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''Yes.'' He didn't bother denying it. I gritted my teeth. "And now you know that I 

must have a pretty good in on his ship, to get such information. I didn't give myself away 

when I left last time, there were just ... things, in reality, that I needed to take care of, so I 

told them I was going away for a while. They've still no idea who I am." I hope. 

"And this 'last time' you talk of - what good did you do then? If you had to leave 

the ship, I would assume your operation did not go as planned. Why should I hire 

someone who has already failed once?" 

"I was there to send details of the captain and crew to The Shower's target prior to 

an attack, which I did. That was all I was required to do." I shrugged. Let him assume I 

was still working for the same people back then. 

"What proof do I have of that?" His tone was light, as though we were chatting 

about what we'd had for dinner the night before. 

What a lunatic. "You can believe whatever you want, I'm telling the truth." I glared 

out of the window and tried not to let my annoyance show. That would ruin the whole 

thing. 

"Yes, so you are ... " 

I glanced back at him, confused. 

"Too much of the truth, in fact, my dear Esmeralda." His eyes looked past me. 

"I thought you wanted the truth." I clenched my hands. Hopefully he wouldn't 

notice they were shaking. My eyes drifted to the cabin door, where his two crewmen still 

stood, arms crossed. I couldn't take both of them at once. Maybe if I distracted one of 

them somehow ... 

167 



"Oh, you misunderstand me - I'm not complaining at all. I'm merely suggesting, in 

the future, you may want to be more careful with such ... ah ... coercions." 

I licked my lips, which suddenly felt very dry. Probably because the majority of my 

body's water was currently being sweated out through my palms. "I should, huh?" I asked, 

my tone too carefree. It sounded almost squeaky. 

"If you wish to succeed, I would suggest it." 

The answering voice did not come from Captain Irving, but rather from the 

entrance to his bedroom door, the one he had shut behind him when he'd entered. I 

hadn't even heard it open again, but there in the doorframe, smiling darkly, was a sight 

that made my blood run cold. 

"You didn't think I wouldn't tell my Mickey all about every shipmate of Somoa's, 

did you?" May-belle simpered, a look of satisfaction on her perfectly proportioned face. 

"That included you, my dear." 

I hoped my brain would somehow collect my thoughts on its own, because I 

couldn't think. When I didn't say anything for a minute, Irving interrupted. 

"Apparently the girl hadn't planned on that..." He shook his head. "Poor tactics; 

you must consider the risks of every operation you undertake." 

"Hang on a minute, if I'm attempting an operation," I began hotly, "Why am I 

asking you how to find his ship?" 

"To gain Mickey's trust, of course." May-belle answered for him. "Then he would 

invite you back here once your 'mission' was complete ... You know, once you'd finished 

funneling back what would probably be incorrect information about Darius." 
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I winced at the sound of his name. She smirked, but didn't say a word. "Oh please, 

like I want to be on any boat where you are," I muttered. 

"N aturally you'd want to get rid of me fIrst..." She strode across the room to 

Irving's side and slid an arm around his waist. "But my Mickey here would never hear of it, 

isn't that right darling?" She was nearly purring in his ear. I wanted to gag. Anger suddenly 

outweighed my fear. 

"Look, you two self-centered morons!" I shouted, shocked at the sound of my own 

voice. But I kept talking. "I don't give a damn about this ship, or either of you. I've got a 

mission to accomplish, and I'd prefer to get it over and done with. I offered to cut you in 

on the information trail - you don't want it, fIne. So either you can tell me where to fInd 

The April Shower and help me' out, or I'll get off this boat and fInd it my own damn self." 

They both stared at me, stunned. The room was deathly silent. The two guards 

behind me advanc~d, and I didn't need to tum around to know they had their weapons 

drawn. But at the moment, I was so frustrated that I didn't even think to run. 

"Five or six miles northwest," Irving said after an awkward silence. I heard the 

crewmen back away, the rustle of their clothing as they lowered their arms. "They're 

supposedly storing the haul they got from their last attack, surely you heard about -" 

"The Aqueous, yes." I was glad I hadn't let him know just when I'd been spying last 

time. Apparently my warnings did nothing for Chauncey. Guilt tickled at the back of my 

mind yet again. Was there anything I'd done right? "Why do you think the Diviners sent 

me here?" 

"Ah, of course. Naturally they will have had stores in the bank as well." 
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So Saioa hadn't been lying. "Naturally." Guilt turned into a sickening feeling of 

betrayal. Darius had lied to me. 

"Mickey," May-belle interjected. "You aren't saying you believe the creature?" 

"Not saying I do, Belle my darling, but if we never allow her to set foot on this boat 

again, it won't much matter to us even if she is lying." He narrowed his eyes at me. "And I 

trust you will not return." 

"Hell no." Like I'd really want to visit you two psychopaths again. 

"Good, then we have an accord." He smiled. "As for any information you wish to 

relay to us would be welcomed. We would not, necessarily, take it at face value," he went 

on quickly, before May-belle could speak, "But we will take it into consideration in plotting 

our movements." 

"You say they are sailing northwest of here?" I asked, and my eyes shifted focus to 

the portal farthest from him along the wall. It was open, and though small, it should 

work ... 

"Yes," he said. 

"Then why would I tell you anything?" I leapt and my body shot forward, propelled 

both by my own kick and by the movement of the ship beneath me~ I threw my arms over 

my head to aim straight for the porthole opening. At the last second, I shut my eyes. 

The metal edge jarred me as I passed through and hit my shoulder blade hard. I 

winced but kept kicking. An instant later I was free and clear on the other side, and flying 

as fast as I could. I glanced over my shoulder for the pursuit I was sure would come, but 

no one emerged from the cabin window, or even appeared on the deck of the ship. 
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Through the porthole, I could just make out a pair of eyes watching me icily. May-belle. 

Then the eyes closed and she vanished. Phasing out. I shivered. I didn't want to know who 

she was contacting out in the real world. Probably someone to tail me. But I had more 

important things on my mind. 

Why hadn't Darius told me what the Aqueous really was? Didn't he trust me? I 

guess he was right not to. I had lied to him. Why did it matter so much that he had done 

the same? 

Night fell without much warning, but the stars were so bright out here it hardly 

made a difference. I gazed up at the moon as it climbed through the sky, and marveled at 

how exactly it modeled Earth's satellite, right down to the smiling-face-shaped crevices 

across its surface. Where did this world come from? This free, alternate universe that I 

took for granted. Was it imaginary after all? The skies, the seas, the deserts, the sailing 

ships ... Darius? 

Caroline had come here too, but what did that really prove? Just that she was as 

crazy as I was. And she'd avoided the topic so much since it happened, I was beginning to 

wonder if I had just imagined her there. I flew faster, trying to outrun my thoughts. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Rise Against - Roadside 

An hour or so later, the light flickered and changed. I squinted up to see if clouds 

had rolled in. Rain would be just what I needed right now. 

There were no clouds, but there was something better. The galleon hung over me, 

icicles draped on its masts in the cool air. It was flying much higher than usual, which was 

probably why I hadn't seen it. Adrenaline leapt through my veins. 

But I had learned my lesson about jumping to conclusions. I didn't move until the 

ship passed beyond me and the moonlight illuminated its wooden siding. The name, 

embossed in silver, glittered at me. I sighed in mingled relief and anxiety. The April Shower. 
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Now or never. I gritted my teeth, and flew straight up into the freezing air. "Hello?" 

I called out hesitantly. My voice caught in my throat. The wind blew harder here, but it 

wasn't unbearable. "Anybody home?" 

The blade appeared fIrst, pointed directly at me, followed by the top of someone's 

head as they peered over the side. "Who goes?" he shouted, and I recognized the voice as 

one of the crewmen. He sounded nervous, which struck me as unusual. I'd never seen a 

man on this ship sound the least bit concerned before. 

"It's Esmeralda," I called back, and watched him carefully. His reaction would let 

me know what kind of reception Darius was likely to give me. 

The man lowered the sword with a sharp exhale. "Don't scare me like that, girl. 

Nearly gave me a heart attack. Git yerselfup here." He waved an arm. '''Fore anyone sees 

ya." 

Unable to keep a grin of relief from my face, I drifted up to land beside him. 

"Captain's in conference with Prometheus at the mo', but he'll be done shortly if 

ya wanna wait fer 'im." 

"I'll wait." I still disbelieved my good fortune. It seemed no one here suspected 

anything, even after the abrupt departure I'd made. 

The ship looked almost the same as ever. Almost, because although the familiar 

deck and cabins and masts had not changed, every one of them was covered in a soft, 

glittering frost. I only just then noticed the goosebumps covering my arms. I rubbed them 

with both hands, but my fIngers were even colder than the air, it seemed. My breath came 

out in short, steamy puffs. 
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"I didn' mean wait out here, crazy woman!" the man called. I wished I could 

remember his name. Something with an M? The name-game had never been my strong 

point. 

I followed him through the entrance of the crew quarters, where 1 was immediately 

suffused with warmth. "How ... ?" 1 began to ask, but he was already explaining, clearly 

proud of the innovation. 

"Wood-burning stove." He beamed. "Electricity don't work over here, but 1 figured, 

no reason not to try this." 

Exceptfor accidentally setting the ship onfire? 

"Works a charm; I phased it in a couple'a weeks ago, now we've got one here an' 

one in captain's quarters. Gotta place a guard on each, a'course, make sure they dun catch 

any more wood on fire than they ought." He chuckled. "But they been workin' jus' fine so 

far. 'S the reason we can travel so high - we never used to, you'll remember." 

I nodded. He seemed to be waiting for something more. "It's a great idea. What's 

the advantage of flying this high up though?" 

His grin widened. "Well now, there's the real beauty of it. Captain's idea. I take it 

you didn' stop to glance over the underside of our hull much, while you was down there?" 

"I didn't look too closely at it, no. Just the name." 

"Ah, tha's cause ya were high enough yerselfto have a decent vantage-point. An' 's 

dark. But for anyone too far below - we've painted the bottom-side, see? Color of the sky 

on a clear day. Anyone on ground-level looks up ... Mebbe they'll see us. Ifn they try real 

hard. But mostly we're as good's invisible." 
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I thought of fish, with their light underbellies and dark backs. When you looked 

down at them, they blended in with the murky depths, and when you looked up, they 

blended with the lit sky over the ocean ... But he hadn't answered my real question. What 

did they have to hide from, that they were taking all these extra precautions? 

The door to the deck flew open, and Prometheus strode into the hallway where we 

stood talking. 

"Conference done with?" inquired M-something. 

"Aye, just finished, Marcus. Need something?" 

"N ot me. This 'un." Marcus nudged my arm, and I smiled sheepishly at 

Prometheus. 

He raised his eyebrows. "Captain told us you wouldn't be coming back." 

"I didn't think I would." I lowered my eyes to the floor. 

"It's good to have you, anyway." Prometheus patted my shoulder. "Hope you've 

worked out everything with your family and all. Darius said you were having a hard time of 

it, that's why you left ... " 

I swallowed hard. I hadn't expected him to tell anyone, except maybe to complain 

about what a fickle bitch I was and declare them better off without me. "Yeah, it's ... better 

now." 

Marcus and Prometheus both smiled, then Theus disappeared into the private 

cabin at the end of the row, the one Darius used to inhabit. Marcus nudged me again. 

"Captain's free now." 
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"I know, I'm going. Thanks." 1 gave him a slightly forced grin before 1 trudged up 

the steps to the deck. 1 felt as though 1 were walking to my execution. 

My hands were shaking again, and my knees didn't want to function. 1 focused all 

of my energy on walking normally, and pushed through the door onto the deck. A lone 

figure stood behind the helm, wrapped in so many blankets 1 couldn't tell who it was. They 

were clearly on watch, though. 

1 approached the door to the captain's cabin tentatively. That could be Darius on 

watch ... I'd try here first, 1 decided. 1 knocked softly, and could barely even hear the sound 

myself. 1 tried again, harder, and winced as my already-freezing knuckles connected 

harshly with the wood. 

"Come in!" called someone from inside. 1 tried not to think about whether the 

voice was familiar or not. 

1 pushed open the cabin door, grateful for the rush of warm air that greeted me. 1 

didn't know how the sentry could stand it. Even a couple of minutes out there had me 

shivering all over. 

Then again, the shivering might not have been entirely due to the cold. 

He had his back to me, but 1 knew it was him instantly. That perfectly straight hair 

(which hung almost to his shoulders now - had 1 really been gone that long?), the slight 

hunch in his shoulders, it was impossible to mistake. "Shut the door, will you?" he 

protested, absorbed in something on the table. 

Solitaire, I noted, before 1 closed the door, still silent. 1 wasn't sure 1 could have 

spoken if 1 wanted to. 
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"Well? Did you need something?" He finally turned around. Our eyes met, and he 

froze in place. 

"H - hi," 1 stammered. He was even more handsome than 1 remembered. His 

amber-brown eyes were wide with shock, but even so, they were entrancing. He looked 

strange without a smile on his full lips, though. It wasn't often that 1 saw him unsmiling. 

"So, the prodigal returns?" He went back to his card game. 1 stood rooted to the 

spot. "I thought we were never going to see you again. 1 thought it was better that way." 

My shivering worsened. It couldn't be the cold this time. 

"Well?" He spun to face me again, and in doing so, sprayed cards across the table. 

That Was when 1 noticed that his hands were quivering too. 

"I was wrong ... " My voice was only a whisper, but 1 didn't trust myselfto speak any 

louder. 

He stood slowly, but didn't approach me. 1 resisted the urge to move toward him, 

but when he took a step, 1 couldn't help mirroring him. He took another and so did I, my 

eyes locked on his. Another step and we'd be close enough to touch. 1 tightened my leg 

muscles to steady them. 1 clenched my stomach too, and wished it would stop lurching. 

Darius's eyes flickered to something behind me. "Why did you come back?" He 

whispered as well, but he didn't wait for an answer. He backed away toward his desk at the 

same moment that the door to the deck swung open. 

"Hey honey, 1 brought you some -" The voice froze mid-sentence. 

1 spun around to find Double A standing in the entrance, a plate of something 

steaming and delicious-smelling resting on her hands. She glared back at me with a malice 
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bordering on hatred, and 1 cringed in surprise. Of all the cheerleaders, she had always been 

the nicest to me. 1 still remembered her mending my foot. Why was she so angry now? 

She crossed the room without another word and laid the plate on the table where 

Darius had just been sitting. 

"Thanks." He smiled at her, and she leaned over to kiss him quickly. 

Oh. 1 bit my lip to prevent it, but 1 knew tears had welled in my eyes anyway. 

Stupid. You don't deserve him anyway. 

"I've just got to finish up here, I'll come and get you when I'm done," he said in a 

low voice, and she kissed his cheek, then shot me a look of triumph and slipped out of the 

cabin. 

We were alone again, and the silence re-enveloped us. 1 stared at the floor, while 

his eyes bored holes into my head. 

We both coughed at the same time. "So ... " 1 began, the first thing that came to 

mind. "You and -" 1 stopped when my voice threatened to crack. 

"Me and Tessa, yeah ... " He spoke slowly, as though the idea were a novelty to him. 

"How long?" 1 couldn't resist asking. 

"A few days. A week, maybe. 1 knew she fancied me, but..." 

"But what?" 1 replied automatically. Part of me dreaded the answer. 

"I was waiting on someone else ... " 

1 couldn't help meeting his gaze then, and the forlorn look in his eyes made me 

want to throw my arms around him and never leave his side again. 1 didn't move. "What 

happened?" 1 said, though 1 knew perfectly well who he meant. 
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"She told me she wasn't coming back ... " His voice was less than a whisper now, 

just a breath. Without thinking, I stepped forward, and he did too. Suddenly, somehow, 

there was only an inch of air between us. Still I couldn't take my eyes from his. "But just 

when I accepted it... Just when I thought she was gone ... She did." 

''I'm sorry ... I'm sorry, I'm sorry," and I just kept saying it, until I was only 

mouthing the words, over and over, until he wrapped his arms around me. I leaned my 

cheek against his chest and bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying. ''I'm 

sorry," I said again when a minute had passed and neither of us had moved. 

"Me too ... " he murmured. But that only made me feel worse, because I knew he 

had nothing to be sorry for. 

He'd lied about the Aqueous and flirted with nearly every girl on board the ship. 

But none of that mattered right now. Everything about his embrace felt honest, vulnerable, 

full of warmth and emotion and ... I folded my arms around him and squeezed gently. He 

held me tighter. I felt his lips press to the top of my head, and I leaned up to kiss his 

shoulder tenderly. His lips moved, to my temple, down to my cheek. I sighed and closed 

my eyes as tendrils of pleasure snaked through my body. I felt impossibly weak and 

inhumanly strong, all at once. 

Then I thought about what I'd done to him already, what I was doing now, my 

promise to Saioa. To Caroline. I leapt back at though I'd been shocked. He let me go 

without protest, but the hurt in his gaze magnified. 

"I'm sorry, that was ... I shouldn't have ... You have Tessa, I won't get in the way of 

that," I mumbled quickly and backed away. "I'll go. I shouldn't have come back, I -" 
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"No!" he shouted, and the vehemence of his cry startled me into freezing again a 

few steps from the door. "No, don't go," he repeated, softer, his expression apologetic. 

"That was my fault, I assumed that you ... It doesn't matter. But you don't need to leave. I 

won't do it again." 

"It wasn't your fault." We stared at one another across the several feet between us, 

and it felt like a chasm a million miles wide. "I'm going now," I said. "But I'll be back. I 

promise." 

Forcing myself not to look back, I pushed through the door and out of the cabin. 

Across the deck, Double A (Tessa, I mentally corrected myself) stood at the entrance of 

the crew cabin, her eyes narrowed at me. I shut my eyes to block the last few minutes from 

my mind as I phased out. 

At home, the lights were still on the way I'd left them, and no startled mother was 

peeking through my door wringing her hands. It was only ten. Book club must have run 

over time. Thank goodness for small favors, I thought as I rolled over and fell asleep, 

exhausted. 

Mom and Ricky were both hanging around the house the next day, so I headed for 

Caroline's. Since winter break had just started, I was surprised to find her ensconced in a 

flurry of scribbled notes and print-outs when I arrived at her house. "I don't think I've seen 

you study this much even when school's in session," I commented. "What's up?" 

"Just checking out some schools that looked interesting." She shrugged, her eyes 

locked on her laptop. 
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1 snatched up the nearest printed flyer and read the heading aloud. "University of 

Minnesota? What happened to looking for a school somewhere nice and warm?" 

She didn't remove her gaze from the computer screen, but 1 could see a blush rise 

on her cheeks. "I was just looking at the courses, that's all." 

1 read another print-out. "St. Paul's. Okay, where's that one?" 

"Minnesota," she mumbled. 

My gaze roamed over the remaining sheets of paper. None of them had course 

listings. 1 narrowed my eyes at her. She didn't notice, because her eyes hadn't left the 

computer. 1 leaned around her to peer at the screen, but she minimized everything on it 

before 1 got there. "Ok, Care, what's up with you?" 

"What do you mean?" She glanced at me, wide-eyed and innocent. 

"You're not letting me see whatever it is you're doing so intently on there." 1 

gestured at the computer. "You're looking at all of these schools in Minnesota, of all 

places, where it gets freaking freezing in the winter-time, and you don't even seem to be 

looking at the class criteria for them - seriously, what is going on?" 

''I'm just not sure 1 want to stay near here after 1 graduate," she said with a twitch 

of her shoulders. 

"Right, that's why we were going to go down south, remember? Where it's warm? 

Who are you talking to all of the time?" 

"What?" 

"On the computer. One of the windows you minimized was blinking." 
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"My god, you're nosier than my mother." She tossed a pillow at my head, and I 

ducked out of the way. 

"Come on, Care, I'm not your mother. Tell me what's up." 

She sighed, but I noticed her eyes drifted to the closed cover of the laptop again. 

''I'll tell you later. Let's go to the mall or something, I need to get out of this bed. I feel like 

a sloth just lying around here." 

I didn't argue. It was one in the afternoon, after all. 

We walked the two miles to the mall, despite the misty rainfall outside, because 

Caroline wanted to stretch her legs. As we sat in the food court, and munched on our 

"fake-anese" food from Sarku Japan, I tried to find a subtle way to bring up the real reason 

I'd wanted to talk to Caroline so badly today. 

"So ... I phased in again the other night," I began, careful not to clarify that it was 

last night, and I was so eager to discuss it that I couldn't wait twenty-four hours. 

"Really?" Caroline didn't seem to care, but at least she didn't change the subject. 

"Yeah, figured I'd check up on what was happening ... " 

"So where'd you go?" 

"Well I phased back into the forest, since you just phase ,back wherever you were, 

unless you're drifting." 

She suddenly looked up, more interested than I'd ever seen her before. I carried 

on, encouraged. "And I noticed a ship passing overhead, and I tried to catch up to it, cause 

I thought it might be Darius's, and ... ". I trailed off for a moment. Had I told her about May-
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belle? I couldn't remember. I certainly didn't want her to lrnow that I was spying again, 

though. "And it was," I finished lamely. 

"So, did you go on board?" 

"Yeah ... And, he was there ... And we ... " 

'You what?" she asked. I had stopped for too long. 

"He's dating one ofthe girls on the ship now," I said all in a rush, and stuffed a 

couple fries into my mouth. 

"Are you still spying on him or whatever?" I was glad my mouth was still full, but 

my blush told her the answer anyway. "Why? I don't get it, if you like him ... " 

I swallowed hard. "Doesn't matter now! He's got someone, so I'm out." 

Caroline shrugged. "Who knows, that could change. And then you could just stop 

relaying information, and it could work out." She seemed more hopeful than I felt. Odd, 

since just a few weeks ago she was telling me I shouldn't ever go back. 

"Maybe." I didn't add the reason I had to keep spying. Then Caroline changed the 

subject. 

Later that evening, I stood on the deck of the ship, peeking through the window on 

the door of Darius's cabin, too nervous to enter. 

He sat alone with his back to me, bent over something spread out over the table. I 

could tell it wasn't cards this time, but other than that, it was difficult to make out. 

Something flat and colorful... 
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I was just about to inch closer to the door and risk him seeing me when a slam 

from the other end of the deck startled me. I spun around to watch Tessa stroll out of the 

crew quarters, bundled up in a fluffy white sweater and thick mittens. 

The ship was still flying high, hence the reason most of the crew were indoors. 

Since I'd only just arrived, I wasn't quite frozen through all of the way yet, but the thin 

jacket and skinny jeans I wore didn't do much against the cold. I could feel my fingers 

aching already, and I flexed them to try and keep the blood flowing. I'd have to go inside 

soon. I'd been planning to knock on the cabin door just as soon as I worked up the nerve, 

but now Tessa strode past and shouldered me aside. Beyond that, she didn't even 

acknowledge my presence. 

The cabin door opened with a creak and I heard his familiar voice spill out. I was 

already too far away to make out the words, since I was striding as fast as I could in the 

other direction, but I heard the pleasure in his tones as he greeted Tessa. My heart sank. 

The crew quarters were the only other warm shelter on the boat, but once inside 

the hall, I wasn't sure where to go. I hadn't seen myoid room since I'd left, so I had no 

idea if I'd been replaced by another tenant. I felt no inclination to find out. I wandered up 

and down the hall a few times and eventually settled down on the floor beside the wood 

stove with my knees hugged to my chest to warm up. 

I was still there a long time later when the door to the deck opened again and sent 

a swirl of icy air down the hall. Tessa slipped inside, her eyes not pausing on my corner. I 

watched her curiously as she stopped at the third door along the hall and vanished inside. 

That was the crew room she and lance shared. 
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So she's not sleeping in the captain's quarters yet, 1 noted, and my chest swelled in 

spite of my protests. There might be a chance, then. 

No, there's no chance. 1 wouldn't become so obsessive that I'd hurt someone else. 

That couldn't end well. 

Nevertheless, 1 only waited in the hall long enough to make sure she didn't emerge 

from the room again before rushing back up to the deck and across it. 1 didn't stall this 

time, not now that 1 knew 1 would only have slim intervals to make my visits. 

My knuckles hit the door a little harder than I'd planned, and 1 winced. 1 cradled 

my fist in my free hand as Darius called for me to enter, then 1 slid inside. The thing he'd 

been poring over earlier, still spread out over the table, was a map. 

"Forget something?" he asked congenially as he turned around. But his expression 

faltered when he saw me. 

"Yes, in fact," 1 answered, fully aware that the question hadn't been meant for me. 

"I forgot to tell you that I'm sorry ... " 

He blinked, and pushed back his chair to stand. Before he did, he made sure to 

grab the map, rolling it into a hasty tube and shoving it into a wooden crate below the 

table. "Sorry for what?" 

"For leaving," 1 said. "I shouldn't have gone like that, without a real explanation; 1 

shouldn't have let you think 1 would be gone for good ... " 

He bobbed his shoulders in what 1 supposed was meant to be a shrug. It looked 

more like a flinch. "You were in a rush. It's okay." 
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"But still. I'm sorry for it. I didn't... I never wanted to hurt you," I finished in a 

. 
) rush. I stared at the floorboards. The Oriental rugs were gone. So was most everything else 

in the room aside from the bar, but even that was no longer stocked save for a couple of 

bottles here and there. I hadn't noticed when I was here before. 

"I know that," he answered. When I stole a glance at him, I saw that he was 

avoiding my gaze just as much. His eyes were fIXed on the door behind me, but I imagined 

he was looking through it, into a certain room of the crew quarters, at a certain someone ... 

"I'm gonna stick around," I said, more out of a desire to break my train of thought 

than anything else. "I meant it; I'm not leaving again. Maybe I'll miss a day here and there 

when I've got to finish all the college applications I have piling up, or if I need to cool off 

for a bit, but I'm not... I won't be gone that long again." 

"It's okay; you do what you need to do. That world has to come first, after all." 

) 
This time when I looked up, he was smiling at me. My insides were an ice cube suddenly 

confronted by a volcanic eruption. 

"Friends come second though." I smiled too, and didn't look away this time. 

"Friends," he repeated, as though testing the word. "Definitely." Suddenly he was 

closer than he'd been a minute ago. "You really won't leave again?" 

I shook my head hard. "Not unless you kick me off." I grinned. He laughed, but I 

wondered at the same time if he would, if he ever knew what I'd done ... 

"N ot in a million years." He winked at me. 

I felt myself relaxing. "Be careful what you wish for," I teased. 

"Oh, don't worry; I know exactly what I'm wishing for." 
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"What's that?" I jested. 

But he had fallen silent, and his eyes strayed to the wide windows at the other end 

of the cabin. I followed his gaze, to watch the moonlight glitter on the treetops below. We 

were. still over the forests. He cleared his throat softly. 

"Something I can't have," he murmured. 

"Why not?" I rested my hand on his shoulder gently. The motion felt natural, but 

as soon as my hand touched him, I panicked again. He'd think I was trying to use him, 

he'd think I was just like May-belle, he'd think I didn't respect him and Tessa, and -

"Because it's too late ... " 

I tried to quell my thoughts long enough to concentrate on what he was saying. 

''I'm sure it's not really too late ... You'll think of some way around whatever the problem 

is, you're smart." I wasn't really thinking about what I was saying. I was thinking about the 

fact that he'd just reached his hand up to rest on top of mine. His fingers squeezed mine 

lightly. 

"Not this one, I don't think ... " 

"How bad could it be?" I tried to sound lighthearted, but the solid rock in my chest 

was the opposite of lightweight. 

"Sometimes ... It doesn't matter how much you want something, if it's the wrong 

thing to do." His voice was heavy, too, but then he shrugged it off. "We shouldn't dwell on 

that though. So, what's been going on with you, the last couple of months?" 

Something caught at the fringes of my memory. A month ... There was something 

about a month here, that I should remember. .. "Oh!" I exclaimed. 
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He raised an eyebrow. 

"The captain, shouldn't he be back soon?" As soon as 1 saw Darius's face, 1 

realized how silly that question was. The missing carpets, the empty bar ... "Wasn't he 

planning to come back?" 1 asked. But they wouldn't clean out the whole place if he was 

only going to be away for a little while ... 

"He's had a ... change of heart." Darius sighed and glanced around the cabin a little 

wistfully. "He came back, but only long enough to collect the things he'd left here, what he 

could take with him." 

"Does he have another ship?" 1 was still confused. 

"No, he didn't leave the ship, Ez; he left this whole ... " he waved his arms to 

indicate everything around us. "World." 

My lips parted in surprise. But then, 1 had left for a little while, and hadn't been 
I , 

immediately dragged back. Perhaps it just took a while. "Maybe he'll be back?" 

Darius shook his head with a frown. "He can't." 

"Why not? He'll eventually get pulled back anyway, right?" 

The room was quiet for a while as Darius dug around in the crate below the desk, 

pulled out a pack of cards, and rifled through them uneasily. 

"Why can't he come back?" 1 insisted after several minutes of watching the 

graceful arc and slide of the deck he was shuffling. 

"He's dead." The cards kept arcing and falling. 

"I don't understand, 1 thought - but you said he came back to get his things! Surely 

he didn't die after that, in real... how would we know if he ... " 
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"Not in reality," Darius quickly corrected. "He didn't die there. He died here." 

"But you said people don't die here. They phase out and rest for a month ... And 

you said he came back. So obviously he wasn't accidentally killed." I remembered it. I 

remembered Darius's question, the minute the men had told him about the captain's fall. 

Voluntary phase or no? 

"It was no accident." Closing his eyes, Darius laid the cards aside. "Sometimes ... 

People get too attached to this world, and they forget about the other." He pulled another 

chair next to his. I understood the wordless gesture and took a seat. "We've seen it happen 

before - people stay here for so long that they forget to return and feed themselves, or 

bathe or drink. .. People have died - I mean really died, in reality, because they've gotten so 

addicted to being here ... It's rare. Normally someone here will notice, warn them about it, 

or someone back at home will try and pull them out of it." 

"What happens to you here, if you die in reality?" I asked when he paused for a 

moment. 

"You just ... fade away. You can't exist here without a body back there." 

"And the captain ... ?" 

"The captain's time away made him recognize he'd been here too much. He's got a 

wife, you know, at home. Kids, a family, everything. But he'd been spending night after 

night going to bed at six p.m., only phasing back in to go to work in the morning, then 

coming right back here. He knew that much more of this and he'd become one of the 

ghosts." 

"Ghosts?" 

189 



"The people who let themselves die just to stay here. Right before they ... Well, 

when their human bodies begin to fade, they do too. Get sort of ... insubstantial, looking. 

Almost see-through. That's why it's rare for someone to completely fade, because one of 

us'll usually notice at that point, say something like 'mate, I can see the wall through your 

stomach, get home before I kick you there.' But it's still not a good place to wind up. All 

kinds of health problems come with letting yourself get close enough to shake Death's 

hand. Captain didn't want to let himself get that far gone. So, he made sure he never 

would." 

"How?" 

"He killed himself." 

I drew in a sharp breath. I couldn't help it. 

"Not out there. Just here. It's done sometimes ... " 

"BuL." I trailed off. He waited for me to continue, but I couldn't remember what 

I'd been saying. 

'<y" ou remember I told you, if someone phases out voluntarily when they're 'killed' 

here, they come back?" 

"Right?" I answered uncertainly. 

"Well, if they don't, they do die here ... Not in reality, they're safe there. It's like the 

foot thing: injuries don't transfer from here to there, only there to here. But, when they die 

here ... They can't come back. Ever." 

"So he killed himself here ... to make sure he couldn't get pulled back in and 

become addicted again?" 
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"A bit extreme, certainly, but it's not unheard-of. Sometimes there's no other way ... 

Addictions take over your life, Ez." He opened his eyes, and mine were immediately 

riveted to his gaze. 

"What... What happens to you here, if you kill yourself?" I inquired, hesitant. "I 

mean ... Do you become a ghost then, too?" 

He shook his head. "Your body, the one that's here ... It stays here." 

I shivered. He made it sound like no big deal, but to die at your own hand, to leave 

behind remains ... It was dying, and here or there made no difference. To me, this world 

was just as real as the outside one. 

"That's why we're up so far north," he waved a hand at the window. "Captain 

wanted to be buried with our fool's treasure. Said he'd guard it for us," Darius added with 

a fond grin. "Crazy bloke ... Good man, but off his bloody rocker." 

Something about the way Darius said it, though, made me realize he'd mourned for 

the captain ... Was probably still mourning him. Maybe that was why he hadn't redecorated 

the cabin yet. He was still wishing its previous owner would come back. I remembered the 

way the captain had helped me, though I wasn't really part of his crew, and I felt regret 

too. Violent as he was, the captain had a good side to him. 

Both of us looked so dejected as we thought about it, that I cast about for a change 

of subject. "What's fool's treasure?" I asked. 

"You know, wealth generated this side of the border," Darius said. 

I raised an eyebrow at him. 

"God, didn't they teach you anything?" 
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"Didn't who teach me anything?" 1 narrowed my eyes playfully at him. 

He grinned innocently. "Whoever was meant to train you," he said, then laughed 

when I glared. "Ab, right, 1 s'pose that'd be me." 

1 rolled my eyes. "Good job so far." 

"Hey, not my fault you went gallivanting off to who-knows-where, completely 

disregarding any critical information I tried to give you as to why you should've stuck 

around for that battle ... " He stuck his tongue out at me. 

"Well, it's not my fault you're so slow at doling out info that 1 didn't know 

anything by the time I left," 1 answered in a fake-haughty voice. 

He snickered. "Only taking the necessary time to make sure you weren't trying to 

wheedle information out of us." He reached over to prod my shoulder, but he pulled his 

hand away before 1 could grab it. "Wouldn't want to be housing a known spy in my 

humble abode here, now would I?" 

All of the heat in my body, which was plenty thanks to the burning stove a few feet 

behind my chair, suddenly rushed to my face. I stared out of the window and prayed he 

wouldn't notice. 

"Aww ... I've made you blush." 1 could see his sly smile out of the corner of my eye 

as he reached over the table again, this time to brush the back of his forefinger along my 

cheekbone. My face could probably have started a small forest fire at that point. 

1 shoved his hand away, desperate to keep a grin on my lips. "So, you were about 

to tell me about this fool's treasure stuff, before you got sidetracked by your inadequacy at 

teaching. " 
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"So I was!" He flashed me a wider smile, then put on a laboriously pensive faT)ade. 

"I'll need some incentive, of course, to remember all of the details ... " 

It was my turn to reach over the table this time, and swat at his arm. 

He laughed. "Alright, alright. You know how you can change things as you're 

phasing?" 

1 stared blankly. 

"Urn ... Like when you phase in, you can imagine yourself wearing whatever you 

want to be wearing, and you'll appear in that instead of what you left honie in?" 

1 glanced down at my jeans and jacket. "Are you sure?" 1 asked skeptically. 

He pointed to himself. As usual, he was wearing clothes that looked straight out of 

the same century this boat could've been built in - a white tunic-blouse with a slightly 

frilled collar and brown leather slacks tucked into the tops of his knee-high suede boots. 

"You think 1 wear this kind of stuff every day?" 

"I just figured Brits were weird." 1 grinned at him. 

"Haha. We're not quite that weird. Try it, go on. When you're about to phase in, 

just imagine yourself wearing something else. Anything, whatever." 

"What, now?" 

"Why not?" 

"I think you're the one off your rocker," 1 teased and phased out before he could 

say anything. The house was quiet. My clock read one in the morning. 1 stared at the 

ceiling of my bedroom and tried to think of a good outfit. 1 vaguely remembered a dress 

I'd seen some Hollywood starlet wearing at the Oscars, a floor-length red affair with a 

193 



billowing skirt around the bottom, long enough to hide her feet, and a scarf-like piece in 

the back that trailed from the high collar of the dress all the way to the ground. I held that 

image in my mind, concentrating on it as I reached to open my third eye. It would have 

been difficult had phasing not become second-nature to me. An instant later, I stood 

beside Darius's chair and gaped at my body. I was swathed in red silk. 

I marveled at the way it shimmered in the fIrelight from the stove, and the way the 

hem just barely brushed the floor, so it looked as though I were floating above it. My 

auburn hair was swept up in a knot on the top of my head. I couldn't see my face without a 

mirror, but I had a feeling I was wearing make-up. I glanced down at Darius. 

His mouth hung open, though he snapped it shut when I looked at him. His eyes 

glittered, but with what emotion I couldn't tell. "Not halfbad," he said after a moment's 

silence. 

"Why thank you, that's the highest compliment I've ever received," I said dryly. 

But my heart was beating a harsh staccato against my ribcage so loudly I wondered if he 

could hear it. 

"Shame." He caught my hand before I move. "Such a gorgeous lady deserves better 

compliments than a mere mortal such as I could give." He pressed his lips to my knuckles, 

and all at once the staccato beat stopped. It felt as if the whole world had stopped, in fact. 

His lips, so soft on my skin, were the only thing I could feel, and I had the sudden urge to 

press mine against them ... 

"My, how humble we've gotten all of a sudden," I whispered a minute later, after 

I'd reordered my disobedient thoughts. 
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"What are you implying?" he replied in a bad imitation of the haughty tone 1'd 

used earlier. "I am the most humblest of creatures on this green earth!" 

"Awfully proud of our humility, aren't we?" I grinned. 

"Shaddup." But he was grinning too. 

"Make me." He scratched his chin elaborately, as though debating it. I immediately 

sought a subject change. "So, fool's treasure works like this dress?" 

"Yes and no ... " 

"Helpful." I rolled my eyes. 

"Well, you can't just imagine it into being, that only works with clothing. A few 

really talented people can conjure up a necklace or bracelet or something, but if you left 

that in a corner alone for a few minutes, it'd fade away. Vanish, like the ghosts. Whereas, if 

you were to take off that dress -" 

I coughed, and we both blushed. He continued. 

"If you folded it up and left it in the corner here, it wouldn't fade. Clothing never 

does." 

"But you said something about guarding the fool's treasUre ... How can you guard 

something that's going to vanish in a minute?" 

He shook his head. "No, no, fool's treasure isn't something you imagine into 

existence. That's what I meant; you can't just think up boundless treasure rooms and 

become rich." 

"What's fool's treasure then?" 
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"It's gold or jewels/rom here, not from the outside world or your imagination. But 

because it's from this world, you can't phase it out into reality with you." 

I pondered that for a moment. "So in fact, fool's gold is not actually anything like 

this dress, and you were just hoping I'd show up in lingerie or something when you had me 

try this, weren't you?" 

"It's a little bit like the dress," he said. I raised an eyebrow. "Okay, not at all." He 

flushed. "It was worth a shot?" He dodged when I swiped at him. 

"But how did the treasure get here, then? If it's not something you imagine into 

existence, and it's not from reality ... " 

"Same way gold got to the our world," he said reproachfully. 

"You mean ... People mine here?" 

"A bit. Not too many, after they realized you couldn't take the gold back to reality. 

But since more people started falling through, and since this world sort of got its own 

economy, miners've started springing up here and there again. The catch is, of course, you 

can't tell the difference between fool's gold and real gold." He grinned. "Not like pyrite, 

anyone could spot that a mile away. So one's as good as the other, until you try and phase 

out with it." 

A thought occurred to me. "Wait. But ... That means there's real gold here." 

"Well sure. You can phase almost anything with you, if you're holding on to 

whatever it is when you phase in." 

"Why would anyone bring gold here?" 
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"Oh it's not done often anymore. I s'pose in the past it seemed like a good idea, 

back when this world was mostly unpopulated. Now that there's loads of people here, it's 

not such a good move. There are thieves here, you know." He winked. "But still, you get 

people who try it, wanting to hide contraband money or a family heirloom or something 

here where they think no one will find it." 

I eyed him sideways. "That's who you target, then?" 

"Sometimes," he admitted with a casual lift of his shoulders. "More often than not, 

though, we're stealing it off people who stole it off someone else." 

"So naturally it's your job to rid them of their illegal burdens?" 

"Now you've got it!" He beamed. 

I rolled my eyes, but his smile was contagious. I caught myself sneaking a glance at 

him just to see the way his eyes crinkled. 

As if reading my thoughts, Darius strode to the windows to peer outside. The 

moon was setting off to one side, at an angle. I resisted the urge to go stand next to him 

while he watched it. 

"It's getting late," he said. 

"A little." I gave in and moved closer to him. It couldn't hurt just to stand and look 

over his shoulder, as long as I was careful not to touch him ... I drew in a deep breath. The 

slightly musky scent that rolled off of his shoulders was intoxicating. 

"What are you thinking about?" he asked quietly. I looked up, startled to find him 

turned away from the window and staring straight at me. 

"N othing," I lied, not about to admit where my mind had really been. 
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'You can't be thinking about nothing. Everyone's always got at least one thing on 

their mind." His left eye closed just a shade more than his right when he smiled, and I 

noticed every tiny fleck of color in his irises. 

Why am I close enough to see his irises? Startled, I took a step back, but he moved 

with me. I realized I was holding my breath and I let it out slowly. But it was hard to 

appear casual when I was forcing myself to breathe. 

"You have such beautiful eyes," he murmured. I closed them and turned away, 

unable to look at him any longer or I knew I'd make a mistake, go too far ... His fingertip 

touched my jaw just barely, but it sent a jolt of electricity through my entire body. "I've 

never seen anyone with eyes so green before ... " He let his hand drop back to his side. 

My eyes flew open, the spell broken for the moment. "They're not green." I huffed, 

offended. 

He raised his eyebrows. 'Yes, they're quite green actually." 

"They're brown. They've always been brown." 

Then, inexplicably, he laughed. 'You've never looked at yourself in a mirror here, 

have you?" 

"What? Of course I have!" 1 said, annoyed at the amusement in his voice. 

"Come with me." He grabbed my elbow and steered me toward the side door of the 

cabin. The captain's bedroom. I froze. 

"No, I can't." 

"I just want to show you something!" 
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I glowered at the floorboards. "Fine, but try anything funny and I'm gone." I 

squinted at him in the growing darkness as we moved away from the windows and 

struggled not to trip on the hem of my dress. 

"Me? Try something? Whatever are you implying, my good lady?" 

"Oh, I think you know what, sir," I answered, but I was smiling anyway. Damn 

him, I couldn't stay annoyed for more than a few seconds. Even when he was leading me 

straight into certain temptation ... 

"What are you laughing about?" Darius nudged me as he opened the door to his 

bedroom. 

"Nothing." I stuck my tongue out at him as I passed into the room. I halted inside 

the doorway, impressed despite myself. 

There was an enormous four-poster bed in the center of the main room, which lay 

at the end of a short hallway. The covers laid across it looked like silk, as did the sheets, 

exposed where one corner of the cover had been tossed aside. A mountain of pillows 

graced the top of the bed, and the last remaining Oriental rug was positioned at the foot of 

it. 

But Darius ignored the bedroom and steered me to the side. A small door off of 

the hall led to a bathroom, or something like one, though there was no toilet. A small 

bucket of water sat in one corner, and what appeared to be a water trough ran along one 

wall. 
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Above the trough, a long mirror hung sideways, black in the dark room. Darius 

vanished from my side, and I stumbled in the almost pitch-black room until he returned a 

moment later, a lit candle flickering in one hand. 

"Take a look." He held the candle up. The mirror was illuminated dimly. 

My eyes widened. It was hard to tell in the dark, but my eyes were much lighter 

than they should have been. I grabbed the candle from Darius and held it directly beneath 

my chin. The heat tingled uncomfortably. 

My face lit up, and I could see very clearly that the eyes widening and narrowing in 

the mirror whenever I widened or narrowed mine were not my own. Darius had been right 

about one thing though, they were beautifuL They shone a brilliant emerald color in the 

candlelight, a brighter green than I had ever seen before, much less in someone's eyes. I'd 

always envied my green and blue-eyed friends, bored of my own dark brown irises. But no 

one had eyes like this. I touched a fingertip to my eyelid hesitantly. 

Another motion in the mirror caught my eye, and I glanced over to see Darius 

smiling at me. "Told you," he whispered. 

"I don't understand ... " 

"Is that the only thing that's different?" He looked impressed. 

"Of course. Why would anything be different?" 

"I mean, you look the same? You look like yourself." 

"Yes," I repeated, staring at him. 

"Hmm ... " 
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"What?" I snapped, a little irritated at the way he dragged every little question out. 

'\ It was almost as if he liked torturing me. 

) 

He grinned mischievously and reached for my cheek again. I backed away and 

blew out the candle. He laughed. "Oh fine, have it your way. When you phase in, usually 

something, or a lot of things, about your appearance change. Y ou'lliook the way you want 

to look - anything you're unsatisfied with, any traits you don't like about your physical 

appearance, those will change. Most people look completely different here than they do in 

reality." 

My mind flashed back to a stranger's face, talking to me with Caroline's voice. 

"Then ... Why don't I look different?" 

"You must be more comfortable with your appearance than you think you are," he 

answered. I still couldn't see him in the blackness, but I knew he was smiling. 

"Do you look different?" I asked in a whisper. 

He was silent for a long moment. Suddenly, a loud knock on the outer door of the 

cabin interrupted us. He reached for my arm again, but missed and grabbed my waist 

instead. I gasped, but he ignored me. 

"Stay here," he hissed. 

"Who is it?" I demanded, but I knew the answer already. It had to be Tessa, that's 

why he was panicking. 

"I'll just distract them for a minute, then you can slip out." 
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"Hang on, we're acting like we've done something wrong." I tried to grab his 

shoulder. I missed and hit the side of his cheek. "Oops, sorry. But why don't we just go out 

there, and explain to whoever it is what happened?" 

I could feel him shake his head through my hand. I left it pressed against his skin. 

"It doesn't matter what we have or haven't done, hun, it's how it looks." 

I winced and withdrew my hand, then backed away to the far end of the little 

room. Did he think I wanted to hurt him? Why did I have to be a secret? Questions flew 

through my mind like misfiring neurons as he left the room. 

As soon as he was gone I moved back to the doorway and strained to hear. The 

bathroom door was open, but the door between here and the main cabin was shut, so the 

voices that reached me through it were low and muffled. I couldn't make out any words, 

only the higher voice of a female mixed with Darius's measured, familiar speech. Of 

course it was Tessa. I'd been so stupid. She wasn't sleeping in the crew quarters, she'd just 

gone to change her clothes or whatever it was she had to do, and now she was coming 

back here for the night. I'd be trapped in this little room until morning, forced to listen ... I 

stopped that train of thought immediately. I could phase out, but then I'd have to phase in 

again at some point, and I'd never know when the coast was clear. What if I phased in 

right on top of her as she was washing her face in the morning, how would I explain that? 

"Oh sorry, your boyfriend and I were in here looking at my eyes in the mirror - have you 

noticed how weird they are?" I bit back the hysterical giggle that threatened to rise in my 

throat. 
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In the other room, I heard a door shut again, and knew it had to be the outer cabin 

door. Had she left? Or was she stepping inside for the night? A closer creak let me know 

that the inner door, the one to the bedroom, was opening now. I backed away to the far 

end of the room, my eyes on the doorway warily. But the shape that eventually moved to 

block it was too large to be Tessa's. 

"Ez?" Darius called uncertainly. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. ''I'm here." 

I heard him sigh, too. "That was Tessa." 

"I figured," I said, and my voice sounded far too bitter even to my ears. 

"You should probably ... " 

"Don't worry, I'm already on my way." I pushed him aside as I exited the room. 

"Esmeralda, 1..." 

I turned with an expectant frown. It wasn't fair to blame him, I knew, but it felt 

good to have someone to blame. This wasn't fair. I'd never felt like this about anyone, and I 

knew he felt the same for me, he had to, and yet ... 

"I'm sorry," he whispered. 

"I know," I said, just as faintly. The silence felt like it lasted forever. "You should 

go get some sleep or something, you know." I spun around to the exit. 

"Yeah, probably." He followed me back into the main cabin. "I haven't phased out 

in ages, should probably check up on things ... " 
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"How long is 'ages?'" 1 said, more to keep him talking than anything. 1 just wanted 

to hear his voice again before 1 left, because 1 knew 1 wouldn't be able to come back. Not 

after tonight. It was too hard it was to resist him for just a few hours. 

He looked thoughtful. "I think ... A day or so? Maybe more? Back in reality, 1 

mean, not a day here, those are awfully long ... " 

1 gaped at him. "How can you not phase out for so long? What if someone's 

robbing your house right now? Don't you have work or college or something?" 

''I'm off for a couple of days!" He dodged when 1 tried to hit his arm. ''I'm allowed 

to be lazy!" 

"You were just telling me how easy it is to get addicted, you know." 1 glared at him, 

and he snickered. "Ugh." My eyes rolled heavenwards. "You're impossible." 

"I know." He sidled closer and trapped my head between his hands before 1 could 

react. He leaned down to kiss my forehead. "But you love it." 

''You wish," 1 grumbled. 

"Don't leave again," he begged out of nowhere. 

Had he known 1 was thinking it? The sudden desperation in his voice tore at me. 

"I know it's weird ... " His hands drifted down to my sides before wrapping around 

me tightly, embracing me. Warmth flooded every inch of my body. "But, we can be 

friends. We will be friends. And it will work out, we'll get used to it." 

"You don't need me," 1 joked weakly. 

"Yes 1 do ... " he whispered. 
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1 sagged against him and he caught me in his arms to hold me upright. "I won't 

leave," 1 whispered back, defeated. We stayed motionless; my arms limp at my sides, his 

still clutching me tight. 1 didn't want to ever move from that spot. And at the same time, 1 

wanted so much more ... "Well, 1 lied, I'll leave now," 1 said fmally and pulled away with a 

forced lightness in my voice. "But 1 won't leave leave. Only, in return, you have to promise 

to phase out every now and then, okay?" 

He grinned. "Alright, deal." 

"Have a good night." 

"You too, darlin' ... " he murmured, and his last word sent my heart flying as 1 

hurried out of the cabin. 1 waited until 1 was halfway across the deck to shut my eyes. Back 

in my room, 1 stared at the ceiling and wished 1 was someone else. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

Franz Ferdinand - Take Me Out 

The phone rang and startled me out of sleep. It was already past noon. I groaned 

and stretched. My limbs felt as stiff as though I'd run several miles the day before, even 

though technically all I'd done was walk to the mall, then lie around in bed. 

The phone was still ringing. 

"Isn't anyone gonna get that?" My voice was weak with sleep. Noone answered 

me, probably because they couldn't hear. I fell to the side of my bed, then struggled to 

extricate myself from the covers to run for the phone. It stopped ringing just before I 

reached it. 

"Ugh," I grunted, annoyed at having been woken for nothing. But, I was up, so I 

staggered into the bathroom to rinse my face. When I staggered out, the phone rang again. 

I grabbed it quickly. "Hello?" 

"Is Christina there?" inquired an unfamiliar male voice, about my age. 

I blinked. "Er ... Speaking." 

"Hey, Christina," the person on the other end said awkwardly, as though I should 

recognize them. 

"Hi?" 

"Oh, sorry. This is, uh, Jamie ... " When I didn't respond, he went on. "Argot, you 

know, from school..." he went on uncertainly. 
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"I know," I said, breaking the speechlessness of my shock. I hadn't spoken to him 

since the fainting incident. I didn't even remember seeing him in school recently. But then, 

I suppose I had been distracted ... "What's up?" I tried to sound casual. 

"Well, I was, uh, just wondering ... " 

At least I didn't sound as awkward as him. "Wondering ... ?" I encouraged him. 

"If you'd like to go to the Winter Formal with me," he fInished, all in a rush. 

If I'd been surprised before, that was nothing compared to now. My eyes widened 

at the wall, and I was glad Mom and Ricky appeared to be out of the house. If either of 

them had stumbled across me in my stunned state, they'd probably have thought I was 

paralyzed and forced me back to the hospital again. 

"Hello?" he asked. 

"Sorry, I'm here. 1... would love to go," I answered automatically, before I'd even 

decided. My head swam with confusion. Jamie had rejected me when I sent him that awful 

letter years ago. My cheeks burned just thinking about it. And now he was asking me out? 

And sounding nervous? Perhaps I had discovered yet another alternate universe, I thought, 

and couldn't hold back a chuckle. 

go." 

"What was that?" 

Oops. He'd been talking. I pressed the phone closer to my mouth. "I said I'd love to 

"N 0, I heard that part, but you said something else?" 

"When is it?" 
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"Next Friday, right before break ends. Shouldn't you know that?" he teased, 

apparently recovering some of his speech abilities. "We have it every year." 

"Yeah, but I've never been before." 

"Dh ... Well, it's usually pretty fun ." 

"I'm sure it will be - hang on." I covered the receiver with my hand and pretended 

to shout something down the stairs. "Listen, I have to go. Parents, you know." 

"No problem. I'll call you later about times and stuff?" 

"Yeah, sure. See you." As soon as I'd placed the phone back on the receiver, I 

started laughing hysterically. The boy I'd been crushing on for years had just called to ask 

me out ... The day after I'd finally realized I was in love with someone else. 

In love. My heart thrilled at the thought, while my mind panicked. I couldn't be in 

love. He was taken. 

I forced myself to think about this dance instead. Shit, I'll need a dress. Who knew, 

maybe it would be fun. Maybe I'd enjoy being with Jamie and I'd forget about my 

impossible crush ... It's not love, I insisted. But when I closed my eyes, I couldn't even 

remember what Jamie looked like, whereas Darius's face floated in perfect detail behind 

my eyelids. 

Just to try and get it all out of my mind, I returned to my room and sat down at my 

desk amidst the pile of applications awaiting me. I hadn't bothered to touch them in a 

month, even though the deadlines for most of them were in a week or two. With a sigh, I 

pulled the nearest one closer to me. I'd fl1led out the tedious parts; all I really had left were 

the essays. 
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Mter descending to steal some breakfast from the kitchen, and confirming that the 

hous'e really was empty, I retreated to my room and honestly attempted to fmish working 

on my latest essay, which I had entitled, Why you should pick me over the other 31,659 

applicants. And by attempted, I mean sat and stared at a blank sp.eet of paper with the title 

written on it for a few minutes, then laid back down. 

Before I'd even consciously decided to do it, I had phased back in, this time 

abandoning the ball gown in favor of a floor-length fur coat. The sky over the ship was just 

beginning to tum gray with the first light of dawn. I grinned up at it and ignored the cold 

chill that seared my lungs. At least my limbs were warm this time. 

I glanced back at the cabin. The lights were still on, but then, Darius had probably 

left the wood stove burning so it would be warm when he got back. But if he hadn't phased 

out in days, I assumed he would be gone a while. 

My eyes drifted around the deck. Someone else was on watch now, his broad back 

facing me as he stared out over the bow. Any second now he would tum to scan the 

horizon and see me. I peeked back at the opposite side ofthe ship. The door to the crew 

quarters was shut. 

Before the watchman could turn, I darted under the eaves of the upper deck to 

crouch beside the door of the captain's cabin. No sound came from inside. I stood on 

tiptoe and peered through the window, but there was no Darius crouched over the center 

table. The light seemed even brighter than it had been only a second before. Tell me he 

didn't leave the stove unattended. .. A rush of panic shot through me. This ship was a 

matchbox waiting to happen. 
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The handle wasn't locked. I shoved the door open and raced into the cabin. The 

icy chill that hit me as I opened the door immediately told me I was wrong. There was no 

fire. But there were lanterns hanging all around the room - lanterns I didn't remember 

being there before. 

Frowning, I turned toward the door to Darius's bedroom, unable to shake the 

feeling that something was off. I inched closer and pressed my ear to the door crack. 

Muffled voices reached me, and I drew back hastily. It was probably just 

Prometheus or Tessa (my stomach twisted angrily) talking to him. That latter was 

something I definitely didn't want to witness. 

I turned on my heel to rush back out of the cabin, only to collide with Prometheus, 

who had been approaching the door as I burst through it. He breathed a sigh of relief 

when I turned toward him, and I noticed his hand relax at his waist. "Oh good, it was just 

you." 

"Just me what?" I eyed his thickly layered attire. So he'd been the one on watch. 

"I heard someone go into the cabin." He gestured at the door. ''I'm keeping an eye 

on it since Darius is out." 

"No he isn't," I said, dread already pooling in my stomach. 

"Yes, he left me at the helm," Theus replied. "Said he'd be gone for most of today, 

he had some things to attend to ... " 

I lowered my voice and inched closer to him. "There were voices ... " I nodded back 

at the cabin. 

He dropped his voice, too. "Where?" 
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"Darius's bedroom. I didn't hear what they were saying, I just thought it was him 

and ... someone." I hoped Theus didn't notice how my throat contracted on that last word, 

half swallowing it. "There's all these lights hung all around the cabin, too, I thought that 

was strange so I went in to look ... " 

"Stay here." Theus brushed me aside with one arm. 

"Wait! Shouldn't I get help? There must be more than one, if they were talking ... " 

He paused, his expression dangerous as he glowered at the door, but eventually he 

nodded. "Get anyone who's in the crew quarters, have them bring weapons. But hurry. I'm 

not letting any raiders get away. I'm going in alone if you aren't back." 

I didn't wait to respond, just shot into the air. I flew across the ship's deck in an 

instant. My feet didn't touch the deck, in case the sound might alert the intruders. Another 

instant and I was through the door of the crew quarters. "All hands!" I shouted, as I'd 

heard cCaptain Somoa do more than once before. 

There was no sound. "Is anyone here? Hello!" Great timing everyone, let's all phase 

out at the same time, that's real intelligent. 

To my relief, one of the doors to my left opened. "Grab any weapons you have, 

we've got to -" I paused, mid-sentence. It was Tessa staring back at me drowsily. I took a 

deep breath. "There's people intruding on the ship; they're in Darius's cabin. Theus is 

guarding the door for now, but he's going to try and take them on alone unless we can find 

anyone to help." 
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Her eyes were hard as they met mine, but she nodded sharply. "Be right back." She 

vanished, and I started to panic all over again. Was she just going to leave me here? What 

about Theus? 

Before I could get up much steam with that particular rant though, she was back, 

two of the cheerleaders close behind. "I don't know anyone else's number," she explained, 

and reached back into her room to grab a baseball bat. Double-D was there clutching a 

meat cleaver, and C-Cup had a hammer in each hand. 

"The boys never let us play." C grinned. 

What have I done? "Give me a second," I said, and phased out. At horne, I rolled 

out of bed and made for Ricky's room before my head had stopped spinning from the 

phase. I knew exactly what I wanted. 

From beneath Ricky's bed, I dragged the heavy, ornate metal box that held one of 

his most prized possessions. Undoing the latches, I lifted the longsword from it gently, 

reverently. It was heavy, much heavier than any of the decorative swords I'd held before. 

But that was probably because this one was forged battle-ready. 

I kicked the box back under the bed and ran to my room, praying that no one carne 

horne to find me lying in bed with the monstrous thing. Then I phased back in, and 

abandoned the fur coat for a leather trench this time. Call it my action-movie instinct. 

"Ready," I announced, but the other girls were already at the door. 

"Bout time." C smirked, and Tessa shoved open the door. 

Across the deck, Theus stood tensely, his sword fully drawn, his shoulders taut as 

he waited with one hand on the door handle. He must have heard our door creak open, 
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because he spun around, gave us a sharp little jerk of his head, and slid the captain's cabin 

door open. 

Another instant and we were alighting softly at the threshold, our weapons poised. 

Tessa went in first, only because she shouldered me aside when I tried to. I decided this 

wasn't the time for an argument. I followed her, C and Double-D trailing me. We all 

padded across the wooden floorboards as lightly as possible. Theus was already at the 

bedroom door of the cabin. 

I shifted so I was across from him as Tessa took up a position at his shoulder. I 

could still hear the voices every now and then, though they weren't as frequent now. Other 

than that, there was no motion from the room. It was as though they were waiting for 

something ... 

I told myself it wasn't fear that made me grab Theus's arm when he reached for the 

door knob. I told myself it was instinct. But whatever it was, Theus ignored it. He slipped 

my grip easily and threw the door open. 

"Freeze!" he shouted. His huge form filled the entrance. We filed in behind him~ 

though I felt a little extraneous compared to him in his fighting stance. Had I been the 

one in that room, I'd have died of terror before he even touched me. 

A flurry of movement sounded from the bedroom at the end of the hall, but I 

couldn't see what was happening from behind Theus's broad shoulders. He charged down 

the hallway, and without hesitation, we all followed. Tessa and I jostled for position in the 

line. 
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We burst into the main bedroom to find four people spread around the room, half

crouched, each of them with two wickedly curved blades apiece. Scimitars? I mentally 

went through the list of sword styles my brother used to ramble on about whenever we 

watched the History Channel as kids. 

Black hoods hid most of the crouching people's faces, save for thin eye-slits. All 

four pairs of eyes were trained on us. No, not us. On me. 

Theus seemed to realize this at the same time I did, because he shifted in front of 

me at the same moment that the four of them advanced. His sword clashed briefly with the 

closest enemy's, but it was only a test strike. The other man retreated a step. 

I tried to peak out from under Theus's ann, but the instant I did, all four of our 

opponents shifted again. It was hard to tell the focus of their shifts 0 they kept their anns 

moving, their hands twisting, the bright metal of their swords throwing reflections across 

our faces from the lanterns hung around this room too. Their entire bodies moved in sync 

with every shift, the pattern carefully coordinated. But I had an eerie feeling that their 

twisting, weaving, snakelike rhythm centered on me. 

Theus moved in front of me again and blocked my view. I let him. I could tell the 

motion of our opponents continued, though, because I could see the silver light dance over 

the walls around us. I thought I understood what purpose the lights served now - that 

flashing was as disorienting as a strobe light. 

"The captain is not here," thundered Theus, breaking the terse silence. Double-D 

and I both jumped. Our opponents didn't lose a beat in their choreography. "Go." 
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The cheerleaders, on the edge of my vision, drew back collectively. Theus didn't 

budge, but I could guess what was happening. The lights on the walls beside me were 

getting sharper. They were advancing. 

The room was not that big. Eight feet separated us from them, if that. I listened for 

the sound of footsteps, but aside from the soft swish of the blades whistling through the 

air, they made no noise. 

Theus charged suddenly, perhaps in the hope of taking them by surprise. I swung 

my sword up from where it rested at my side, point on the ground. My arm already ached 

from the weight. 

A flurry of metal. I couldn't even tell what was happening they moved so fast. I 

looked to my right. C was edging out into the room, to get behind the men, I thought. 

Double-D and Tessa stood still, their eyes on the fight. 

I felt my knees shake. Theus was backing away again, toward us slowly. Bright, 

startling blood dripped from a gash in his right forearm. He was limping. They looked 

untouched. I swallowed hard. 

"Tessa." He didn't finish the sentence. 

I glanced at her, but she didn't catch my eye. In fact, she appeared not to have 

heard him. She didn't look at him or even move a muscle. But then I noticed her back foot 

slide, ever so slowly, toward the door. She shifted her weight along with it, appearing 

motionless all the while she inched toward the exit. Double-D was doing the same thing, 

but C was still in the middle of the room. One of them turned to face her suddenly, swords 
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spinning. She knocked them aside with the hammers clenched in her fists, and the clangs 

echoed deafeningly in the small space. 

I glanced up at Theus, who was glaring in her direction. She deflected another 

strike, and a third ... Suddenly the remaining attackers were charging Theus, all three at 

once. He backed against the wall abruptly 0 or, he would have, had I not been standing 

there. I gasped as his body hit mine and my head connected with the solid wood behind 

me. Stars glittered in front of my eyes. 

"Run!" he hissed at me. I ducked out from behind him and staggered toward the 

door. Two of the three men spun toward me, and two pairs of arms reached from beyond 

the doorway to yank me through. I landed in the main cabin on my hands and knees as 

Tessa and Double-D slammed the door shut behind me and threw their weight against it. 

"What's happenO?" 

"Phase out!" the two women screamed in unison. 

I opened my mouth, about to refuse. 

"Just do it!" Tessa's back arched. The wood behind her began to creak. I could still 

hear clashes in the other room. 

"But you guys are stilL .. " I protested weakly, not wanting to leave Theus in there 

alone. Or any of them, I realized, not even Tessa. Ok, maybe Tessa. 

"It's you they're after!" Double-D shouted. "Go!" 

I wanted to ask how they could possibly know that, but I felt further arguments 

would probably go unheard. I ran to the side of the window just in case they were still here 

when I returned, and then I closed my eyes. 

216 



Chapter Sixteen 

Paramore - Crush crush crush 

Infuriatingly, Mom spent the next week trying to make up for "lost mother

daughter time." She dragged me from one dress shop to another, more excited than I was 

about the upcoming dance. She'd also started checking on me hourly again. It was 

impossible for me to phase in. It felt like the slowest week of my life, probably because my 
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stomach was tying itself in worried knots every time I thought about what could be 

happening back on the ship. 

Finally, almost a week later, Mom ventured out on a grocery trip without asking 

me to tag along. I wasted no time grabbing a baseball bat from the basement (I didn't want 

to risk moving Ricky's sword again - it was a miracle he hadn't noticed last time), 

barricaded my bedroom door (which still had no lock thanks to my "crazy person" 

diagnosis), and phased in. 

Theus sat across from Tessa at the table. She had her arm snaked around someone 

who didn't need to turn around for me to recognize. About ten or twelve others were 

packed into the space, which suddenly seemed a lot smaller than it had when it was empty. 

I recognized the other cheerleaders, and a handful of the men who had been on the crew 

the last time I was here, but the other three or four of those present were strangers to me. 

Darius was in the middle of speaking, but I didn't have time to tune in to what he was 

saying before the people in his line-of-sight started to whisper and point at me. Darius 

turned, his expression unreadable. He didn't say anything. 

"Urn ... What's going on?" I asked, trying to sound casual. I felt a little stupid 

holding the bat and wearing the same leather trench I'd dreamt up last time. 

"Crew meeting," he answered, then turned his back to me. 

I surveyed the room again. Surely this couldn't be everyone. There were so few ... 

"So, now we decide," Darius continued speaking as though there had been no 

interruption. "Do we hold course, or start changing up our route so they won't follow?" 
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"Sir, are you sure ... ?" Theus broke in, but he didn't finish the question. He just 

lifted his eyebrows when Darius looked at him, and leaned his head to one side. 

"Don't worry," Darius replied as if this had been an intelligible query. "It won't be a 

problem. I'll take care of it." 

He glanced back at the assembly. "So. Normally as captain, I make the decisions. 

But since this matter is a little more ... delicate ... " He sounded like he wanted to use a much 

different word. "I leave the choice to the majority vote." 

The group's attention finally drifted back to Darius. Only when their eyes shifted 

did I realize that more than half of them had been staring at me. 

"Those who vote to hold our current course and deal with the issue along the way, 

please raise their hands." I counted three hands in the air, one of which was Tessa's. 

Darius nodded pensively. "And those who vote to alter course continually to dodge 

pursuit, please raise their hands." Theus's hand shot up this time, along with most of the 

people in the room. 

"That's that, then," Darius said. "All hands on deck, back to work. Those of you 

who are off, you may go." 

Suddenly the room contained half as many people as six phased out. Theus had 

gone, I noticed, but Tessa remained, her arm still around Darius. I glanced down and saw 

one of her hands curled around his, too. Her knuckles were white, she gripped so tightly. 

He shifted and she let his hand go, but didn't move her arm until he stood. His 

eyes met hers, and he shook his head once. She shook her head too, defiant, but phased 

out a moment later all the same. 
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For only the second time since I'd appeared in the room, he turned to me, his 

expression a perfect poker-face. 

He waited, motionless, until the remaining people in the room had filtered out the 

door and dispersed around the deck. When the door slammed behind the last one, he still 

hadn't taken his eyes from mine. 

"So, Esmeralda," he said in an almost bored voice. "I understand you have seen fit 

to stab me in the back." 

My mouth was dry, and 1 tasted bile in the back of my throat. There was nothing 

but distaste in his eyes. My heart was beneath a piece of plywood being slowly crushed by 

rocks piling on top of it, like a medieval press used to torture criminals. 1 parted my the 

sandpapery lips to reply. But "Darius ... " was all 1 managed to get out. 

He stood. His chair tipped and hit the floor between us with a crash. 1 jumped. He 

didn't flinch. "Don't bother. 1 had a message waiting for me from May-belle when 1 got 

home the other night." 

1 flinched. "She didn't -" 

''I'm sure some of what she's said is bullshit, sure. But most of it is true. That's the 

thing about May. There are always a few grains of truth to her lies." 

1 tried to breathe evenly, because my head was starting to ache. Spots danced at 

the corners of my vision. 1 kept my eyes on his anyway. 

"The men who came were here for you." He bent to tilt his fallen chair back into 

position beside the table, as though we were having a casual conversation about the 

weather. "The Diviners sent them. Said you hadn't reported back yet, as you'd promised in 
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your contract with your tribe's leader. That is the only reason I am not throwing you out 

that window here and now." He gestured at the broad pane of glass behind me, where I'd 

positioned myself in case I had to run. It looked like I might need to, but not from the 

assailants I'd been expecting to flee ... "That, and the fact that none of the crew were 

harmed in that little assassination attempt. Lucky for you Theus managed to talk them 

down. Had to offer them a piece, but they're freelancers. I'll expect you to pay us back for 

it, nonetheless." He turned his back on me now and paced across the room to where 

Somoa's bar used to stand. Bending, he pulled out one of the only remaining bottles, and a 

large glass. He poured it almost half full of what looked like pure liquor. He didn't offer 

me any. "However much of the debt you can't payoff in coins, you'll work off fighting 

with us. I've sent a message to your leader informing her of this, and informing her that if 

she receives any further communications from you regarding the subject of me or this 

ship, I will consider it an act of war. I will be hitting everyone in your tribe." 

I tried not to let my confusion register on my face. My what? 

"Until further notice, you will be confined to the back room of the crew quarters. 

Your door will be locked at all times, and the porthole sealed shut. Should you endeavor 

to escape before you have worked off your debt, my men and I will find you, and you may 

rest assured that when we do, it will not be pretty. Are we clear?" 

"Who ... " I started to speak, but the anger that burned in his eyes scared me into 

silence for a minute. He just waited for me to continue. "Who is my leader?" 

His eyes narrowed. "Don't bother with pretenses, half-blood." 

My mouth parted. How had he known? 
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"Saioa isn't the only one with spies, though." He still glared. "Send any word to 

her, ever again, about this ship and what goes on here, and you'll have me to deal with." 

Comprehension dawned a little belatedly on me. He thought I was half-diviner. 

Thought I'd been working for Saioa all along ... I had no doubt May had told him about my 

betrayal at the Aqueous. And surely she'd hinted I was sending more information now. 

Even though I'm not, a belligerent voice protested in the back of my mind. Doesn't matter, I 

argued. Either way, he's right. I stabbed him in the back. 

"Darius," I pleaded. "I didn't know what I was doing; I never meant to hurt -" 

"I think you've dug yourself a deep enough grave, darlin', you can stop bullshitting 

me now." 

"But -" 

He glanced at me, and I saw something else beneath the rage in his eyes. 

Something that hurt me more than any of his anger could. "I loved you," he whispered 

weakly. Then his voice hardened. "I loved you, and you were playing me for an idiot all 

along." 

My head swam. He had loved me? He must only be saying it to make the guilt 

worse - I didn't see how it could be true. Every girl on the ship wanted him, he had no 

reason to like me any more than the others ... Still, if it was true ... I felt my eyes sting with 

the saltwater burn that meant tears. I squeezed them shut, embarrassed. If he had loved 

me, there was no way he could now. And it was all my fault. He grabbed my arm roughly 

while I still had them closed, and tugged me in the direction of the exit. There was a 

distant thud of wood-on-wood as I followed him. My feet dragged on the floor and my arm 
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was numb where he held it. I tried to keep my eyes closed, but I had to peek to keep from 

stumbling. When I did, I couldn't hold back the tears that slid down my cheeks. I 

wondered if they would evaporate, if I blushed hotly enough. 

At least we didn't stay on deck for very long. Darius had obviously assumed that if 

he let me see anything, I would be reporting it, so he dragged me by pretty fast. Before I 

knew it, he was ushering me into the room at the end of the crew hall; the same room he'd 

once lived in, the room where I'd seen him drag May-belle, the night she'd come aboard. 

He probably thought I was just like her... 

Was!? 

He shoved me inside roughly. I looked up to find a crew member just exiting, a 

tool belt clutched in one of his fists. My eyes flashed to the porthole, and I saw that he'd 

nailed it shut. The latch of it had been broken off, and lay on the floor beside it. Darius 

shoved me inside and pulled the door almost completely shut. 

In the doorway he paused, his eyes on the floorboards. "I wish I could hate you," 

he murmured. Then he slammed the door behind him. A second later there was the sound 

of a key turning in the lock. I didn't bother to try the handle. 

I don't remember how long I lay curled on the floor before phasing out. Somehow 

I'd managed to fall asleep on the hard wood. When I woke up I was back in my bed at 

home. I wished it had all been a dream. 

Mom came to pound on my door around one o'clock and make sure I was still 

alive. I'd forgotten I had barricaded it. I felt around the bed for the baseball bat, ready to 

push it under the covers if Mom shoved her way inside, but it wasn't there. I racked my 
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memory. I had been holding it in the captain's cabin, the whole time Darius had talked ... 

A distant wooden sound rang in my ears. I remembered hearing it at the same time he'd 

grabbed my arm, and realized it had been the bat falling to the cabin floor. I'd been so 

numb with shock I hadn't even noticed it drop. 

I groaned, and shouted something incoherent to Mom, who apparently decided 

this was good enough evidence I'd not died, and wandered off again. After shoving my 

bookshelf away from the doorknob, I headed downstairs, rubbing sleep from my eyes. 

"Your date called for you," Mom informed me. "You should call him back and let 

him know you picked the blue dress after all, I'm sure he's wondering what color corsage 

to buy. While we're on the subject, have you thought about what shoes -" 

"I'll call him now," I interrupted. Once she got starting on the dance, as I'd learned 

this week, there was no stopping her. I jumped up to head to the phone as she turned on 

Ricky, inquiring why he hadn't asked a pretty young woman to the dance. 

Once I'd reached the phone, though, I regretted leaving the kitchen. What was I 

supposed to say to this kid? I hardly knew him. I tried to recall how I'd felt watching him 

from across the room, years ago when I'd had that "all-consuming" (or so it had felt at the 

time) crush on him. All I could remember was feeling vaguely queasy whenever he caught 

me looking. 

"Ugh." I picked up the receiver, realized I didn't know his number, looked him up 

in the school directory, and dialed. He answered on the first ring. 

"Hello?" 

"Hi, Jamie?" 
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"This is he." 

"It's E- er, Chrissy," I corrected with a blush. I'd nearly said Esmeralda. What the 

hell is wrong with me? 

"Hi, Chrissy!" He sounded much too enthusiastic. 

"Um ... I was wondering about the corsage ... " I said the first thing that came to 

mind, then winced at how dumb I sounded. Oh hi, I'm calling you about the flowers you're 

supposed to buy me ... I rolled my eyes at myself. 

"Oh, I got white, is that ok? I already ordered it ... " 

"That's fine," I answered with a sigh. "It was just my mom bugging me to ask about 

it. She's easily excited." Good, now he also thinks I can't do anything without my mother the 

hyper-crazy-person. 

He laughed. "That's cool; my mom's the same way. She keeps buying me different 

ties to wear. I think I've got about twenty." 

I relaxed a little. "You're lucky. At least there aren't that many different kinds of 

suits. You should see how many dresses they have at just one department store, let alone 

the ten she dragged me to so far." 

He laughed again, and my own smile widened. This wasn't so hard. It was kind of 

like talking to Darius, only minus the racing heart and panicking brain. Come to think of 

it, why was it easier to talk to Darius than this kid? 

"So, what time should I pick you up tomorrow?" said Jamie. 

"What time's the dance again?" 

"It starts at nine, but no one shows up until ten." 
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"I guess pick me up at nine then?" 

"Don't you want to get food first?" he said, confused. 

"Oh, right, duh. How about eight?" 

"Well what time are your friends going?" 

Apparently I had missed the instruction manuals for a number of social activities. 

"Urn ... They're not?" I said weakly. 

"Oh." There was a long pause. "Well that's cool. I think one of my friends has an 

extra opening in his group; his friend got a date after all. They're going to King's at eight, 

want to go there?" 

"Sure, works for me." 

"Ok, I'll pick you up at seven thirty, then." 

"Great. See ya." I hung up, then hung my head. Not only did I sound utterly 

ignorant, but now I was going to be stuck at some dinner thing with a load of people I 

didn't know, trying to make polite conversation about... What did normal people talk 

about? Probably not Anthony's crazy drug-dream "what if' scenarios or the latest rude 

additions to Neko's Japanese vocab ... 

Plus I was going to have to try and eat something while wearing the overly 

expensive gown Mom had insisted looked best on me. Eating gracefully was not one of my 

strong points. 

Great. 

"Did he get the corsage?" Mom called from the kitchen as I tramped up the stairs. 
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'CY eah, it's white. It's fine," I yelled back, and took refuge in the bathroom. I turned 

the shower on cold and high, sat down beside the tub, and phased in. Maybe Darius had 

left my door unlocked and I could run away and hide in the woods somewhere. 

Back in my makeshift jail cell, the door was still shut. Looks like I hadn't dreamt it 

after all. Why didn't they just put me in the actual jail room and save themselves the 

trouble? I sighed. 

"I thought you were going to run away again." 

I nearly leapt out of my skin at the unexpected audience in the dim room. I spun 

around to find Darius sitting with his back against the wall, his face obscured in shadow. 

The only light in the room came from the porthole directly above his head. I squinted to 

try and see him better. 

"Should I have?" I asked. 

"Maybe." 

I suppressed a shiver. I knew what they did to spies on this ship. I remembered 

May-belle. "I couldn't." I knew it was true as I said it. I couldn't leave this world alone. I'd 

tried, and I just ended up right back where I began. Sitting here, staring at him, wishing ... 

"I was an idiot," I said. 

"Can't argue with that." He didn't sound angry anymore. Just resigned. 

"I just ... thought... You guys seemed like the bad guys, when I first met you. And 

you didn't even have a reason to attack the Aqueous, you said it was just for money. I 

thought I was doing the right thing, warning them about the attack." 

"Were you?" 
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"I don't know. Maybe technically I was. I mean, I was warning the underdogs 

before they got mauled. Since I didn't know you all that well, doesn't that seem like the 

'right thing' to you?" 

"The underdogs?" He snorted. "The bastards are anything but. Why did the 

Diviners send you to warn them anyway?" 

I stiffened. "They didn't." 

He rolled his eyes. "I thought you wanted to confess your sins and repent." 

"First you'll have to get my sins straight." 

"You must think I'm pretty thick, Ez, if you think I'm going to buy any more of the 

bullocks you try and feed me." 

"It's not like you've been one hundred percent straight with me, you know." I 

glowered. 

He leaned forward, and the sunlight hit the back of his head. I still couldn't see his 

eyes though. "When have I ever lied to you?" he replied in a dangerous voice. 

"You didn't tell me the real reason you were attacking the Aqueous." I refused to 

let him intimidate me. 

"What do you mean, 'the real reason?' You've just said it, remember? We were 

attacking them for money." 

"You didn't tell me the Aqueous was a bank." 

That seemed to throw him. He sat back, his face blank. "What?" 

"The Aqueous is a bank. Saioa told me. Why didn't you?" 

But he ignored me and leapt to his feet. 
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"What's going on?" I called after him as he side-stepped me to make for the exit. 

He didn't bother to answer, just slammed the door behind him and locked it 

hastily. I listened to the sound of his footsteps. He went halfway down the corridor, 

through another door, and then the ship was silent. 

I pressed my ear to the crack in the door, but I heard nothing. The ship was 

unusually empty. I wondered where everyone had gone. I wondered what it was about the 

Aqueous that had set him off. 

Maybe he had been hoping I didn't know about the bank for some reason. Maybe 

they'd robbed loads from it and he wasn't telling me because he was afraid I'd guess where 

it was buried. Maybe the rest of the crew was away burying the chests of gold. That must 

be it. 

A shout startled me out of my internal conversation, and I leaned as close to the 

door as I could, but there were no more sounds. Finally, just as I was about to give up and 

lay back down on the floor, maybe head home and make sure the shower wasn't 

overflowing, there was another shout, louder this time, garbled. It sounded like words. An 

argument, perhaps? 

Maybe he wanted to throw me off the ship, and someone else wanted to kill me. Or 

maybe they were arguing over the best way to do it. I stood and started to pace, unable to 

sit pressed against the wooden doorframe any longer. I couldn't hear anything intelligible 

anyway, and soon even the unintelligible noises died away. I waited, but when Darius - or 

someone, at least - returned to the hallway, they didn't enter my room again. I listened to 
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the footsteps cross to the exit, thump up the stairs, and slam through the main door onto 

the deck. Sighing, I closed my eyes, and stood up at home to shut off the shower. 

Chapter Seventeen 

Scooter - Fire 

The next morning, Mom was up and running by eight. "Come on!" She banged on 

my door. "You still have to get your toenails done before your hair appointment!" 

''I'm wearing close-toed shoes," I grumbled. 

"Fingernails, then! Yours are a mess." 

The rest of the day was a blur of torture. We trudged back and forth to various 

disreputable members of society who claimed the titles of beauticians, make-up artists, and 

manicurists, all fronts to legalize their true calling in life - being paid to inflict pain in 

creative new ways upon teenage women. 

"Isn't this fun?" Mom asked from two chairs over, where her hair was in rollers. 

Mine was currently piled on top of my head under an incredibly hot hair dryer that 

probably could have been used to bake bread. 

"Are you sure this thing wasn't stolen from a torture chamber somewhere?" I 

slouched in my seat to escape the heat. Mom rolled her eyes. 

But seven hours later, when I stood in front of my mirror admiring the final, 

product, even I had to admit it was ajob well done. Not worth that much physical 
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anguish, of course. But I supposed I might do it again. If someone put a gun to my head. 

Maybe. I spun around, admiring myself from every angle. Ok, maybe not a gun; just a knife 

might be enough incentive. 

"Gorgeous honey." Mom leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. "You'll be the belle of 

the ball." She smiled fondly. "The boys won't be able to keep their eyes off of you." 

"Thanks." I smiled back weakly. But the only person who I really wanted to see me 

was a universe away and probably not speaking to me. 

At seven thirty on the dot, a car pulled up outside. I watched nervously through the 

window as Jamie descended our front steps, his blond hair bright in the sunlight. I 

immediately disliked it; it was too pale. And he parted it all wrong. 

The doorbell rang, and I answered it with a nervous grin. His eyes widened 

appreciatively. 

"You look ... good," he finished lamely. "I mean. Really good." 

"Thanks, you too." I hoped I at least sounded sincere. "Want to come in for a 

minute? Mom wanted to take pictures." I grimaced. 

He laughed sympathetically. "No problem." 

Fifteen horrifically embarrassing minutes later, we were out the door and on our 

way. I'd never been alone in a car with a member of the male species before, I realized as I 

dropped into the passenger seat. My brother didn't count. 

I noticed Jamie's car had a similar smell to it though: plastic and old soda. I 

wondered if all males had such large piles of CDs stuffed behind the passenger seats. As I 

bent back to peer at one of them, Jamie noticed my interest. 
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"Like the collection?" 

I'd never heard of any ofthe bands. "Not bad," I bluffed. 

"What do you want to listen to?" He took the next comer a little too hard. I 

tumbled sideways and my head hit his arm. Reaching up reflexively to make sure I hadn't 

messed up my hairdo, I glared at the side of his face. I suspected that tum had been on 

purpose. 

"I don't know, you pick." I turned back around in a safer position. 

"No, no, ladies' choice tonight." He grinned sideways at me. He was trying to be 

cute, I assumed. It only annoyed me more. 

"Toad the Wet Sprocket, then." I named the only CD I'd glimpsed that I 

remembered, because it was so ridiculous. 

"Good choice." He slid the CD into the player. 

I immediately disagreed, as 90s folk-guitar music flooded the car speakers. Another 

thing he had in common with Ricky - he kept the volume on the stereo permanently set to 

deafening. I stared out of the window until we reached the restaurant, so he couldn't catch 

my eye and try to communicate something like "Isn't this fun?" 

We entered the tunnel leading to the outskirts of town, where we were meeting his 

friends. Suddenly, I found my reflection staring back at me in the blackened window. I 

tilted my head back and forth slightly, admiring the elaborate bun-twist in my hair and the 

elegant makeup expertly applied across my face. It made me look like a different person. 

Only my eyes were still the same. My brown eyes. I sighed softly. I wished that I were 

staring at a different mirror now, a mirror in which they'd appear green ... 
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The music stopped without warning, and I looked around with a start. We'd passed 

out of the tunnel and into the parking lot while I'd been daydreaming. 

"You ready?" Jamie asked, or at least, I think that's what he said. My ears were still 

ringing too loud for me to hear much besides the rush of the freeway beside us. Really 

romantic spot. 

"Sure, let's go." 

The restaurant was packed, mostly with kids in suits and overly revealing gowns. I 

grinned at a couple wearing outfits entirely made of duct tape, but stopped when Jamie 

snorted and pointed out 'the freak show.' 

"Charming," I said sarcastically. He laughed, assuming I meant the two duct taped 

lovebirds. 

The rest of his friends were just as great. I spent most of dinner staring into space 

while the guys ranted on about some wrestling show they all watched, and the girls made 

snide comments about the outfits everyone who walked past was wearing. I felt like I was 

trapped in middle school all over again. 

From the corner of my eye, I snuck another glance at Jamie. He was now laughing 

loudly as one of the guys did an impression of a nerdy kid in our English class. How could 

I have ever found this guy appealing? I went back to daydreaming. 

I imagined walls close around me, in place of the open restaurant. I imagined hard 

wood beneath my feet, rather than the tiles our table stood upon. And I imagined myself 

sitting, imagined straining to hear a voice, a word, anything. 
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I looked around suddenly, startled. I had phased in without meaning to. Damnit. I 

was starting to lose control - this was going to be like English class all over again; waking 

up on the floor only to be rushed home, maybe to the hospital... I leapt to my feet in the 

tiny cabin, about to rush the door, when the ship suddenly banked hard. 

The wind left my lungs in a shout as I was thrown against the wall of the room, and 

my head cracked on the wood painfully. I lingered there, pressed against the wall, until the 

ship righted itself again and I slid to the ground in a crumpled heap. What the hell is going 

on? I didn't have time to [md out. Without pausing to catch my breath, I phased back out. 

I was still in my seat at the dinner table, though I had swayed until I was nearly 

touching the girl beside me. She leaned away with a look of distaste. I became aware of a 

sharp pain in my left arm. I glanced over to find Jamie gripping my bicep tightly, holding 

me upright. I sat up in the hope that he'd loosen his grip, but he didn't seem to trust me 

yet. 

"Are you alright?" he asked, his eyebrows raised. 

"Yeah, fine. I was just dizzy for a second." I pulled my arm free out of his hand. He 

released me with a look of vague surprise, as though he'd forgotten he was still holding on. 

The conversation resumed after a few minutes of painful silence, during which the 

girls snuck disapproving glances my way and the boys blatantly stared. I could feel my 

cheeks burn, but I ignored it. 

Just wait until we get to the dance. Noone would think it strange if I went for a 

bathroom stop. Just a quick stop, and I could check what was happening over there. Why 
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had the ship been banking like that? Had whoever was steering forgotten how to turn? 1 

forced myself to chew a few more bites of food, but 1 didn't taste it. 

The car ride to the high school felt torturous, and not just because of the even 

worse music selection this time. 1 clenched and unclenched my hands along the hem of 

my dress, my mind already racing ahead to the bathrooms. There was one near the gym 

where the dance was being held, but that would be full of people. The other wings of the 

school were usually locked, though. Maybe one of the janitors could let me in, but then 

someone would know 1 was there, someone would come to look ... 

A sudden grin lit my face. 1 knew where 1 could go. 

"What's so funny?" shouted Jamie over the sound of a banjo (yes, that's how bad 

things had gotten). 

"Nothing!" 1 hollered back, and returned to staring out of the window. 

When we arrived at school, he wandered over to join his friends. 1 followed in an 

attempt to pretend normalcy, but 1 didn't last long. There was a gnawing feeling in the pit 

of my stomach, and 1 knew 1 had to see Darius, had to satisfy myself that what I'd done 

hadn't hurt him as much as 1 knew it had. The image of him running from the room -

running from me, replayed in my head. 

"I have to go to the bathroom." No one but Jamie even glanced my way. 1 smiled at 

him apologetically and slipped out of the room. 

Once in the hall, 1 raced for the cafeteria. There were a smattering of people there 

eating the stale cookies provided by the school for the dance. 1 ignored them, and forced a 

queasy look onto my face so they'd be sure to sidestep me. It wasn't hard. 1 already felt a 
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little nauseous anyway. After all, I was only running toward probable death at the hands of 

the man I loved. 

I shoved through the door at the back of the cafeteria, one I'd snuck out of once 

before. The back hallway was empty, silent. I didn't open the side door to the backyard of 

the school as I'd planned. Here would be fIne. I hunkered down around a corner, in a 

niche hidden from the sight of anyone not directly in front of me. It was a little dirty, but I 

barely noticed as I leaned against the wall. Then I opened my eyes. 

The ship had righted itself, but I could tell from the way the boards beneath me 

trembled that it was unsteady. I stood shakily, my feet unstable. I wondered why, until I 

looked down and realized I was still wearing my dress shoes. I bent to take them off, but as 

I did, the ship lurched again. We were descending. I steadied myself on the wall beside me, 

then staggered to the front of the room to lean on that wall instead. 

I banged at the door with a shout, but no one seemed to hear me. I tried to peer 

through the crack, but I couldn't see a thing. The porthole told me it was still light outside, 

but the light was fading. I could see storm clouds in the sky. Was that why we were losing 

altitude so fast? Were we running from the storm? 

I tried the handle, and much to my surprise, found it unlocked. The door burst 

open when I touched it, driven by the sudden nose-dive the ship took. It straightened again 

and the door almost slammed in my face, but I grabbed it at the last second and flew 

outside. 

"Hello?" My voice echoed in the empty crew quarters. A roll of thunder from 

outside was the only answer I received. 
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I raced up the stairs to the deck and shoved my way outside. Rain was only just 

starting to fall, lightly misting the decks. The icicles along the masts were dripping. Some 

looked dangerously close to falling. 

But my eyes ignored all of these things, for they were immediately drawn to the 

man standing at the helm. I barely even noticed the handful of people circled around the 

ship, their expressions as grim as his, all that remained of a once large crew. There were 

even fewer people here than I'd seen in the captain's cabin with Darius earlier. 

"Hold fast!" Darius shouted, his knuckles white as he gripped the wheel. I saw his 

eyes flicker to mine, but he gave no indication of having seen me until he had weathered 

whatever invisible current had struck us that time. Only when his grip relaxed faintly, and 

the pained expressions on the faces of those around him eased a little, did he loosen a 

hand from the wheel to wave me up. "Lift, Ez!" 

I didn't understand. I leapt into the air to propel myself across the span of deck, 

until I was floating directly in front of the wheel. I grabbed the banister, flipped over it, 

and landed lightly on the upper deck. 

"Lift!" he shouted again. 

N ow I remembered; the anguished lessons, trying to force my consciousness into 

lifeless objects, accidentally lifting the trunk, only to have it come crashing down onto my 

foot. I can't, my mind objected, but I didn't say it. Ijust grasped the banister tightly and 

concentrated. 

The rain grew steadily heavier, until it was coming down in sheets. My dress clung 

to me, soaked and uncomfortable. My gorgeous hair-do hung to my shoulders in wet 
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strands. My head began to ache with the effort I was putting forth, but I didn't feel I was 

doing any good. 

The ship shuddered again, and I threw my body around the railing as our end of 

the ship dipped, almost flinging me backwards. Automatically, I turned to fIx my eyes on 

him. He was sagging against the wheel, more drained than I'd ever seen him. It was a 

wonder he was even holding on at all. 

A surge of emotion rushed through me. I wanted to run to him, to hold him in my 

arms and take away the pain, everything bad that he was feeling. I wanted to lift it all from 

his shoulders. Without warning, our end of the ship lurched upright and leveled itself. I 

realized with a jolt of surprise that I had Lifted it. 

I caught the wheel as Darius sank to the ground, though what I was doing with it, I 

had no idea. Thankfully Theus was already hurtling up the stairs toward us. 

"Hold her straight!" he screamed over the rushing wind. I could hear the masts 

creak, the sound ominous in its volume. I braced myself against the wheel, but it didn't 

matter how hard I held on, I could feel it turn slowly in my grip. 

Just as my hands slipped, Theus grabbed on from behind me. I ducked out of the 

way, relieved. But my relief didn't last long. Darius hadn't moved from where he'd fallen. 

Theus stood straddling him and nudged Darius out of the way with his boot. I grabbed 

Darius's arm and dragged him off to one side. 

Rain whipped across my face, stinging my eyes, and I had to squint to make out 

Darius's face through the blur of water. His eyes, on the other hand, were closed. "He's 

unconscious!" I shouted to Prometheus, but I might as well have been speaking to myself 
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for all he could hear. I hope he's only unconscious. I bent down to press my cheek to his lips 

in an attempt to feel the puff of air that would mean he was still breathing. But it was 

impossible to feel anything except wet and freezing and terrified. 

Something hit my back. I ignored it and groped with my fingers along Darius's 

neck to feel for a pulse. It hit me again and I spun around angrily. Theus's leg was lifted 

mid-kick, but he glanced back and saw he had my attention this time. He gestured his head 

at me, and I frowned in confusion, until I realized he couldn't take his hands from the 

wheel. I stepped closer to him. 

"Take him inside!" he called into my ear, and I nodded. I couldn't see the rest of 

the ship through the rain now, it was so thick. I wondered if the others were still down 

there or if they'd been thrown overboard by the winds yet. 

I knelt beside Darius and threw his arms over my shoulders in a bid to get the 

maj ority of his weight onto my back. I raised myself up on one knee, dragged him with me, 

and fell back with a crash as the heel of my shoe snapped. Groaning, I shoved layers of 

soaked dress aside to fight with the buckle of my shoes. I cursed propriety for dictating I 

wear these, cursed Mom for buying them, and cursed Jamie for asking me to that stupid 

dance. 

Theus swung his leg at me, probably to say I should hurry up. I waved frantically in 

his direction, and finally succeeded in undoing the shoe-straps from hell. Tossing the 

stilettos aside, I tried to lift Darius again. He weighed more than I did, but not by too 

much, I assured myself. Still, I could barely move under the burden. 
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I glanced sideways at Theus, a pained expression on my face, and he rolled his 

eyes. I narrowed mine at him angrily, then realized what he was getting at. I shut my eyes, 

extending my consciousness into Darius's body, around him. A moment later, his weight 

shifted, lightened, and nearly vanished altogether as I Lifted him. 

Moving fast now, I pulled him along with me, down the stairs. One of the 

cheerleaders was positioned on my right, facing out toward the rain clouds. I couldn't tell 

who it was through the storm, but I prayed it wasn't Tessa. 

The door to Darius's cabin was open, nearly fallen off of its hinges. Something had 

struck it, though I couldn't tell what. I shoved it aside and Lifted Darius in behind me. My 

mind felt heavy with the strain of carrying him in addition to the portion of the ship I'd 

already picked up, but I ignored it and dropped to the ground beside the table. Darius 

came to rest beside me, his eyes still closed. 

I tried to wipe some of the water from his face with my dress, but that only made 

him even wetter. I pressed my cheek to his mouth again. A faint sigh of breath touched my 

soaked skin, and my knees went weak with relief. 

Smelling salts. I tried to think of something pungent that would be here, or back at 

the school. Maybe in the cafeteria, if there was any leftover milk from the end of last 

semester. .. I grimaced at the very thought. Then my eyes fell on the apparently empty bar 

as I recalled Darius taking a swig of something from there. 

I raced around to the other side and threw open the cabinets. In one of them sat a 

lonely bottle of brandy. I pulled it out, uncorked it, and winced at the smell. If that didn't 

do the trick, I doubted there was anything here that would. 
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Back at Darius's side, I knelt and tilted his head forward to hold the bottle under 

his nose. A minute passed before his nostrils wrinkled reflexively. Then he coughed and 

rolled onto his side. I let the bottle fall, ignoring the amber liquid that pooled on the floor, 

and fought the urge to throw my arms around him. I settled instead for rubbing his 

shoulders gently. 

After far too much time, he opened his eyes. It took a while for his pupils to focus 

on me. "What -" His voice came out a harsh whisper, and he cleared his throat loudly 

before trying again. "What's going on?" 

I shook my head. "There's a stann ... The ship's really shaky. You passed out at the 

helm, Prometheus is up there now -" I didn't get any further, because as I was talking, 

Darius scrambled to his feet. He took one step toward the door and his legs sank beneath 

him. I caught him just as he landed on one knee. I strained to hold him back. "Hold on, 

hold on - wait!" I shouted when he shoved at me. "You have to take a minute to get your 

bearings. You'll be dizzy from the shock." 

He glared at me, but sat back down, his breathing heavy. "They left." 

"Who left?" I frowned. Had he hit his head when he'd fallen? 

"The rest of the crew. Almost everyone who didn't already leave, after we lost at 

the Aqueous. There's maybe five or six of us left." 

"I don't understand." 

He glowered at the floor. "You haven't noticed how many fewer people there are 

now?" 

"I did, but I thought ... they were just phased out or something." 
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He laughed once, harshly. "Most of them fell at the Aqueous. When they'd served 

their month away, they didn't feel like returning to a warship that fought a losing battle." 

"But I thought you won." I flinched as he turned a fierce eye on me. 

He shook his head. "Your leader forgot to mention that little fact when she sent 

you back, eh?" 

I didn't bother to protest that I had no leader. I was too stunned. "But you said ... " I 

trailed off. His eyes dared me to continue. 1 steadied myself. "You said it was a sure 

victory. When I warned you and the captain, you said it didn't matter that they knew we 

were coming. You said it didn't matter that they knew who you were." 

His expression softened. Then he shook his head and sighed. "1 was wrong. We 

were outnumbered, outgunned ... I didn't know why, our sources told us they didn't have 

many guards. But it makes sense now ... I didn't know it was a bank. Of course, a bank 

would have its own security detail - and anyone investing there would have donated some 

extra fighters, since they had a warning about the attack ahead of time." 

I reached for his hand automatically, but drew back before my fingers touched his. 

1 didn't want to make him even angrier. "I'm sorry ... " 1 murmured. The ship shuddered 

beneath us. One of the wide-paned windows cracked at the force of the gale pounding 

against it. He struggled to his feet again and I leapt up beside him. 

"They need me." He started for the door. I followed him. "There aren't enough 

people to hold up the ship, not enough to keep her flying ... We were looking for 

somewhere safe to land, when the storm ... Usually we can drive away a storm this bad -

the girls know how to do that. But there's too few of them to do it..." The look in his eyes 
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as he spoke scared me more than anything he was saying. I'd never seen him so lost 

before. He shoved open the door, which creaked and then crashed to the ground in 

protest, its last hinge gone. He ignored it and raced outside. 

I was right on his heels, and gasped as the freezing rain drenched me again. After a 

few minutes in the relative warmth of the cabin, I'd forgotten how cold the water was. If 

any part of me had dried while we were in there, it didn't matter, because it was soaked 

through again in an instant. 

I'd already lost sight of Darius in the downpour, but I knew he'd be up at the helm. 

I headed for the center of the ship. There had been no one Lifting there earlier. My elbow 

suddenly stung, and I realized I'd walked straight into the mast without seeing it a foot 

away from me. I hunkered down beside it, huddled into my dress as I extended myself as 

far as I could. I Lifted every inch of wood and metal and cargo I could find. 

The ship felt a little steadier since Darius had awoken. I'd swear I could feel the 

difference as he accepted the helm from Theus to steer us down slowly. I couldn't see 

anything but the rain and the wood of the mast, but I trusted Darius would find some way 

out of this. 

The creaking in the mast got louder. I pressed an arm against it, as if I could keep 

it upright. The rain started to lighten, enough that I could see around the deck. Three 

people were close by. I could just make out their silhouettes in between the rain drops. 

Then the creaking came again, accompanied by the sound of snapping. I rolled aside and 

flung my arms over my face. But nothing hit the deck, though the whole ship was 

shuddering. I strained to Lift more than I already was, but a sharp spike of pain in my 
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forehead stopped me. I kept a nervous eye on the mast. I cringed, but didn't cover my eyes 

when the snapping sound came again. The sound wasn't coming from the mast, which was 

swaying but otherwise intact. 

Something huge scraped along our underside loudly. I squinted at the side of the 

ship, but all I could see was rain and mist and cloud. Then ... I screamed, but the wind 

whipped it right out of my mouth. I spun to look at the opposite side of the ship, but it was 

all around us; thick green closing in. We were setting down in the middle of a forest. 

A gouging, tearing sound jolted me to my feet. The ship shivered once, and then I 

heard the collective shout of everyone on board as the hull was pierced. I dodged into the 

air without thinking, but when I lost contact with the ship I lost touch with the portion I'd 

been Lifting. The whole craft sank another few feet. A spiked tree trunk, its leaves and 

branches shorn off so that it was now nothing more than a thick, heavily-rooted javelin, 

exploded through the deck a few feet away from where I'd been standing. More trees 

scratched dangerously at the underside of the ship. I flew toward the helm, unable to see 

Darius yet. Another sheet of rain passed before I could make out his form crouched beside 

the wheel, still hanging on. Beside him, Theus was adding his weight to the wheel, though 

which way they were trying to turn or what they were trying to do I couldn't tell. 

The wind buffeted me easily from side to side. I struggled to grab at the railing 

around the upper deck where they stood, but I missed and was thrown past it, hurtled back 

toward the mast. I managed to dodge the mast itself, but lost another chance to grab a 

handhold in the process. I threw myself back in the direction of the helm in a bid to get 

my bearings, when suddenly the wind shifted. It tossed me off-course as easily as it would a 
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leaf. I screamed, but the wind covered the sound.The next thing I knew, I was shooting 

past Darius and Theus, past the wheel... I grabbed at the railing of the upper deck, but 

missed. The wind threw me away from the ship, toward the forest. 

Darius caught sight of me as I blew past, but though I saw his mouth moving, I 

heard nothing over the wind. He stretched a hand toward me, the last thing I saw before 

the trees closed in around me, their sharp, wet branches whipping at my sides. I fought to 

grab hold of one, but those within reach were nothing but spindles, and snapped as soon 

as I grasped them, slicing my palms open. Still the wind carried me on. 

Green suffused my vision. The dripping leaves sent all the water pooled in their 

centers cascading down my back. I collided with something heavy, and snatched at it. It 

was a tree limb. I fastened my arms around it tightly. My spine ached where it had struck 

me. From the corner of my eye, I could see that my arms and legs were bleeding from a 

hundred tiny cuts and scrapes, courtesy of the spindle-branches. My dress was in shreds. 

The wind still tore through the trees, which swung back and forth dangerously, but 

the storm seemed to be dying down now. Over the howling of the gale, I could hear a 

horrendous cracking, grinding sound, which I assumed was the ship sinking further into 

the mire of the forest. I remained where I was, frozen with shock to my tree branch. Every 

muscle in my body ached. 

I don't know how long I hung there; I only know that it wasn't until my ears started 

ringing with the sudden absence of sound that I realized the rain had slowed, the wind had 

died down, and the distant scream of wood-on-wood had ceased. I had to force myself to 

let go of the trunk. My body shook as I eyed the forest floor far below. Inexplicably, I felt 
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as terrified of the height as I had been before I'd learned to fly. My arms wouldn't listen to 

sense, so instead of flying, I edged along the branch to get a glimpse through the trees of 

what had become of the ship. 

An ominous creak sounded. For a second I thought it must be the ship. But it had 

come from much too near. With no further warning, my branch snapped and sent me 

plunging toward the ground. I kicked upward, flailed my arms, but nothing happened -

gravity just dragged me farther down. A startled scream left my lips, another tree branch 

hit my side. I spun wildly on my way to the earth below ... And then I landed in midair, as 

softly as though I had hit a pillow. My heart thundered in my ears, terrified. I glanced 

down. I was about six feet from the ground and what would have been certain death. I 

peeked back up at the tree from where I'd falien, and felt like an ant looking up from the 

base of a redwood tree. 

Breathing a soft sigh of relief, I tried to fly again. But I still couldn't. My flailing 

was as useless as it would have been in the outside world. I rolled over to face the ground, 

bewildered, and discovered I couldn't move down either. I kicked at the pillow of air, but 

to no avail. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the air pocket vanished, and I thudded 

face-fIrst into the mud. 

"You're welcome," said a voice I recognized from nearby. 

I wiped wet earth from my eyes to blink at Tessa. "Thanks," I whispered, in what 

would have been a sarcastic tone had I enough air in my lungs to force it out. I could feel 

more bruises form from the six-foot nose-dive. 
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She stood with her arms crossed and glared at me until I'd managed to sit upright. 

I wiped the worst of the mud from my face. Then she rolled her eyes and offered me a 

hand up. "Don't worry about your damn hair, princess, we've got bigger problems." 

Chapter Eighteen 

Trapt - Headstrong 

I followed her back to the base of the ship, or what was left of it. The hull was torn 

into three or four pieces, having been speared by as many trunks. The upper deck sagged 

from the rear of the ship and the bow hung limply at the opposite end, where it had 

snapped off. Four people were visible as they hauled boxes from the storage space at the 
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heart of the craft, and 1 spotted one more - Prometheus, judging by the broad-shouldered 

stance - inside the hull tossing boxes to those balancing on the ruined deck. Darius stood 

on the ground to catch the lighter boxes and direct the placement of the heavier ones. 

Tessa rutted to his side, and immediately one of the weightier boxes flew out of the 

arms of the crewman carrying it across the deck. It drifted over to settle beside Darius's 

stack. It wasn't until then that 1 remembered Darius talking about the distance-Lifting 

some of the cheerleaders could do to pick up objects they weren't physically in contact 

with. 1 grimaced, impressed and jealous at the same time. 

It was at that moment, naturally, while 1 was covered in mud, soaked to the bone, 

and shivering with hypothermia, that Darius looked over at me. 1 managed a weak smile, 

which probably looked more like a wild animal baring its teeth than a gesture a human 

being would make. Much to my surprise, he waved me over. 1 approached him cautiously. 

After all, 1 had phased in fully expecting him to gut me as 1 arrived. 

"Ez!" he shouted when 1 was within hearing distance. He sounded oddly relieved. 

"I was so worried when you got thrown over." He murmured something to Tessa, who 

gave a single jerk of her head, before he jogged over to my side. "Are you alright?" 

My arms were wrapped tightly around my sides to try and stop the shivering, but it 

was impossible at this point. 1 peered up through the dirt-filled hair clinging to my face and 

raised an eyebrow at him. "Never better." 

He laughed and offered me a towel. 1 accepted this in the way that a dying child in 

the desert would accept a large bottle of cool water. But once 1 had dried my face, arms, 

and what 1 could of my torso, 1 began to worry what this meant. Did Darius just want me 
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dry and comfortable before he tortured me for whatever information he thought I knew? I 

took my time to wrap the towel around my dripping hair before I met his gaze again. 

When I did, though, I was surprised to find a smile on his lips, his eyes kind. 

"Thanks," he said in a low voice. 

"For what?" I asked, bewildered. 

"For staying." He waved an arm at the remainder of his crew. "The rest of them 

took off as soon as we realized we weren't going to be able to outrun the storm." 

We stood still. The ship groaned as its weight shifted, and occasional shouts from 

the crew rang throughout the forest. Darius kept his eyes fumly planted two feet over my 

head, and I stared obligingly a~ the ground. Eventually someone shouted his name, and he 

nodded at them. I caught his arm before he could leave. 

"Darius, I'm sorry. For everything. I came back fully expecting you to kick my ass, 

and I wouldn't blame you if you still -" 

But I fell silent when he put a hand over my lips gently. "It's in the past. If you 

were still spying, you would have run with the rest when the storm hit us." 

My heart lifted so rapidly it could have burst from my chest and flown away and I 

wouldn't have been surprised. Nothing was surprising next to Darius's forgiveness. 

"Are you coming or what, you lazy bastard?" roared Theus from behind us. Darius 

smirked and waved a hand at him, then winked at me before he went. 

"Calm down, ye git," he called back, still grinning. "We'll get this moved in plenty 

of time, it's hours yet until dusk." 
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A man I didn't recognize shook his head and dropped the box he'd been carrying 

at the edge of the torn deck with a crash. "They're already on their way," he said, loud 

enough for me to hear as I jogged after Darius. 

Darius swore loudly and surveyed what we'd already unloaded. Tessa moved to his 

side and said something. He shook his head once, sighed, then glanced back at the crew. 

"Take what you can carry, leave the rest," he said. 

A few shouts of protest broke out, but he interrupted them with a wave of his 

hand. "It's that or die here trying to protect a few coins and trinkets." 

"So instead we should abandon what little treasure we have left to run off and die 

poor and homeless?" one of the men I recognized argued. The two others nodded in 

agreement. The man I didn't know stood off to the side of the argument, silent. 

"Better to live with a little than die with a lot," Tessa replied. 

Theus struggled out of the hold. "Darius is right. It will take too much time to 

empty this and move it all to safe holdings, and there are far too many of them to defend 

against." 

"So we just leave the only scraps of our treasury that Somoa didn't run off with 

lying here for the taking?" snapped one of the dissenters. 

"Bury it," I said. All heads turned in my direction. I shrugged. "Didn't you say 

Somoa always buried his winnings?",! asked Darius. 

"That would take too much time as well." 

The three in favor of dying for their treasure, though, disagreed. "We could just 

bury the heavier trunks here and make off with the lighter ones," one of them offered. 
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Darius stiIllooked dubious. "I don't know ... " 

"Well decide," said the man I didn't recognize, his voice forcefuL "One way or 

another, we have to get moving. Now." 

I raised my eyebrows at him, fully expecting one of the crew to slap him for 

impertinence. Instead they sprang into action. The men Lifted the rest of the cargo piled 

on deck, not bothering to be careful with the trunks. The stranger glanced at Darius, who 

smiled faintly and went to help his crew. But for once my eyes didn't follow Darius. I 

tracked the stranger and noted that he didn't Lift with the others, but stood off to one side, 

his eyes strangely clouded as he stared into space. 

All of a sudden they focused on me, curious. I looked away rapidly and pretended 

I hadn't been staring. A few yards away, Tessa was glaring at me as she Lifted more boxes, 

the heavy wooden crates floating around her tiny form in an apparently effortless 

maneuver that made the men around her stare enviously. 

Taking the hint, I hurried to the side of the deck. "Need help?" I called up to the 

nearest crewman, one I recognized as a long-time member of the tribe. 

"Catch." He tossed a crate at me. My body leapt back automatically to dodge it at 

the same time my mind reached out to catch it. Much to my amazement, it floated in 

midair in front of me. "Nice one." He grinned, and turned back to grab another. 

Meanwhile, I stood staring stupidly at the floating box. I'd never been good at 

Lifting, yet I was now distance-Lifting something. Off to the side, Tessa snorted and rolled 

her eyes in my direction. 

Darius heard her and glanced up at me too, but his gaze was approving. 
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The stranger whimpered suddenly, and all eyes turned to him. He didn't move a 

muscle, his eyes fixed straight ahead. 

"Move!" Darius grabbed the nearest crate and took off running. 

I kept hold of the one I was carrying and, much to my surprise, found I was able to 

Lift another one nearby as well. Holding those two, I sprinted after Darius toward the 

trees, the rest of the group close behind. Tessa balanced a box under one arm and Lifted 

three more crates at once, all of them drifting after her like huge wooden balloons. They 

probably weighed at least a hundred pounds each. 

Under the cover of the forest, Darius dropped his crate and pried the lid open to 

extract a pair of shovels. He tossed one at Theus and the two of them dug in while the rest 

of the men scrambled to find thick branches to roll the mud aside. I extended my mind 

into the dirt and narrowed my focus to Lift it away, but it was too insubstantial. It 

crumbled away at my mental touch. 

"It's going to take too long," I groaned, though only Tessa could hear me. She 

didn't respond. 

I wrenched open the two crates I'd carried, but found only extra sail fabric, 

wrapped around a few nuggets of what looked like some kind of precious metal, unrefined. 

At the bottom of the cases, there were a few roughly crafted coins, and a couple stacks of 

paper money. I stared at these, which were a medley of English £100 notes and American 

$50 bills. There must have been almost a thousand dollars in each stack, and there were 

four stacks. 
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"Close it," snapped Tessa from beside me, her eyes on my hands, which had just 

reached for the nearest stack. 

"I just wanted to -" I began to protest, but she slammed the lid onto the crate 

before I could finish. 

"Those are our stocks, not yours. Don't open it again." 

I swallowed hard, and glanced back at the men. The hole was barely deep enough 

for one of these boxes, let alone the more than dozen we'd brought. The crew worked 

furiously nonetheless. The stranger stood off to the side. He didn't dig, just stared at the 

sky, his eyes still oddly glazed. They looked like the eyes of a dead fish in the grocery 

store. I shuddered involuntarily. 

When the hole was deep enough for one crate, Darius leapt out of it. I frowned as 

he ripped open his crate and dumped the contents into the dirt beside the hole. The others 

began to do the same thing, up-end their crates and pull out the nuggets of gold, the coins, 

valuable-looking vases and china in some cases, and stacks and stacks of cash. 

I reached for my crate, but Tessa kicked my arm aside. "What?" I snapped. 

"I told you not to open it." 

I'd never been in a fist-fight before, unless you count that time in kindergarten 

when I beat up a boy with a toy truck because he'd hit Ricky, but Tessa was shorter than 

me and just as skinny. I was debating it when Darius stepped between us, opened the crate 

himself, then looked pointedly at Tessa. "Let her be." 

"But -" 

"I said let her be. We haven't got time for petty games." 
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I smiled gratefully at him as she stormed back over to her own pile of crates, but he 

didn't see me. He was already rushing to the next person's stack of goods to pile them in 

his crate. I emptied all of the gold and coins from mine first and carried those over to 

Darius's box, which was starting to strain at the bottom with the weight of everything we 

were putting in it. I understood now why the heavy metals had been spread throughout the 

various containers. 

"Theus, Marcus, start getting rid of the empty ones," Darius called. 

Recognizing the name, I turned to give Marcus a quick grin before he left, swathed 

in layers of the now-muddy shipping cloth we'd tossed aside in our search for the 

valuables, and carrying three of the emptied crates over one shoulder. I rushed to empty 

my second crate. 

By the time I was finished, almost everything had been cleared away. Darius and 

those men who weren't hauling off our trash to hide at strategically disparate locations in 

the woods hurriedly refilled the hole, then stamped the dirt into place around it so it 

wouldn't look conspicuous to passersby. 

The fish-eyed man wasn't helping at all, and he grew increasingly more nervous as 

time went by (an accomplishment, considering he'd already been as high-strung as a kitt~n 

on cocaine). 

"No!" he shrieked suddenly. We all jumped. Darius was at his side in an instant. 

The man shook his head violently. "They're here. They're at the ship." 

Darius spun around. "Theus, Tessa, spread out and find the others. Tell them to go 

in small groups and meet us there. I'll take these two." He nodded at the man and me. 
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"Where are -" I started, but he had already leapt into the air. 

"Keep to the trees. And no more talking," Darius added over his shoulder. Fish

eyes jumped up after him as absently as he had done everything else today, his mind 

completely elsewhere. 

I hopped as well. But I fell right back to the ground. 

"Hurry up!" Darius hissed overhead. 

''I'm coming!" I growled back, irritated. I set off at a jog and kicked away from the 

ground in a solid leap. I only crashed back down a second later. 

"Dh for chrissake, what are you -" Darius flew back down toward me. 

I screwed my eyes shut tightly with a prayer that this would work, and jumped as 

high as I could. In a moment, I'd landed again. My ankle twisted hard underneath me, and 

I yelped in pain. Darius froze in mid-air above me. 

"It doesn't work anymore," I said in a weak voice, and hopped feebly on my non

twisted ankle. 

He swore and grabbed my elbow. I felt a tingle in my arm, then a sensation like a 

pillow swallowing my entire body, and I was Lifted into the air beside him. He directed us 

both up into the canopy of leaves and didn't stop until we were at least fifty feet above the 

ground. I made the mistake of looking down to judge the distance, and felt a wave of 

nausea sweep over me. We were so high up ... 

"What's the matter?" he whispered anxiously. 

I shook my head, my eyes fixed on the ground beneath us. 

He stifled a laugh. "You're still afraid of heights?" 
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I broke out of my stupor long enough to glare at him, and noticed Fish-eyes had 

caught up, and was drifting along beside us. "In case you haven't noticed, they appear to 

be a little more problematic for me now," I muttered. 

Much to my irritation, he laughed again. 

"It's not funny!" I groaned and then blinked rapidly, because tears of frustration 

had suddenly stung my eyes. 

He sighed a little and brushed a hand over my cheek. It was a minute before he 

remembered himself and pulled it away. He ran his fingers through his hair instead. "This 

happens occasionally, it's just a minor setback. Happens more often with half-bloods than 

others, their abilities are usually more changeable." His eyes flickered to Fish-eyes and 

back. ''y-ou'll get it back in a little while." 

"But I was able to Lift all of those crates and everything," I protested. 

He frowned. "Yeah ... That's the strange part." He shrugged, then his gaze fixed at 

something over my shoulder and he made a strange gesture with his free hand - the one 

that wasn't holding me up. "Theus," he explained when I looked confused. "They're 

, 
starting for the meeting-place. We just have to wait and make sure Tessa's on her way." 

"Who are we running from?" I expected him to avoid the question. 

But he surprised me again and met my eyes with a hint of a glare. "I was hoping 

you could tell me." 
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Chapter Nineteen 

Radiohead - Jigsaw Falling Into Place 

"How can you not know?" 

We were holed up in one of the many safe houses Somoa had set up ages ago, just 

in case his crew ever had to bail after one of their "completely justified" attacks on villains 

who just happened to be filthy rich. Unfortunately, this particular "house" was more like a 

hole in the ground. Darius called it a cave. I wouldn't grant it that dignity. 

"Well they didn't exactly mail us invitations, Ez," Darius replied sarcastically. 

Beside him, Tessa snickered. 

"Then how did you know they were coming in the fIrst place?" I looked pointedly 

at Fish-eyes and back to Darius. 

"Oh as if you don't know." Tessa glared at me. 

I frowned in confusion. 

"Ladies," Theus warned from his seat a few feet away. 

"As it happens," I directed my reply to Darius rather than her, "I'm not a psychic, 

so no. I don't know." 

Tessa snorted, but I hardly noticed, because a startled laugh broke out on the 

opposite side of the hole (which wasn't very far away, considering the whole thing was 

about eight by eight feet). I raised my eyebrows. Fish-eyes was sti11laughing raucously, 

more animated than I'd ever seen him. No one else in the room even cracked a grin. I 

returned to glaring at my primary target. 
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"Darius." 

"Later," he muttered. 

"So," Theus spoke up, a little louder than perhaps was necessary. We all flinched. 

Sound has a tendency to echo in enclosed stone spaces. "We can take a pretty good guess 

as to their plans. They'll search the ship, spread out, try to detect us ... Sooner or later one 

of them will piece together where we're hiding. Then what?" 

Darius shook his head. "It's not that simple. We're too predictable in a large group, 

we need to split up. Tessa, you can take Marcus, Spenser, Rudy and Troy here," he paused 

to nod at Fish-eyes, Marcus, and two of the crew members 1 vaguely recognized. "Theus, 

you take the rest. Try and divert them, will you? Make a lot of sudden decisions, don't plan 

anything in advance; same with you Tess, only try to lie low if you can. I'd rather have 

them tailing Theus than you." 

"And what about you?" she inquired coldly. 

''I'll take Ez -" He stopped to wave a hand at Tessa, who had opened her mouth to 

protest. "I'll take Ez somewhere she won't be able to cause trouble, and then I'm going to 

go track down Saioa." 

"That is the stupidest plan 1 ever heard," Theus announced. 

"Well do you have a better one?" Darius shot back. 

"And shouldn't you take Troy if you're going to do that?" added Tessa. Fish-boy 

(or Troy, apparently) nodded. 

"No, 1 want him with you," Darius replied. "I know how to track a landlubber, 

Theus, Diviner or not." 
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"Saioa's the one tracking us?" I said without thinking. 

"Who the hell else would it be?" snapped Tessa. 

"But you just said you didn't know who it was." I glared at Darius, not her. 

"We don't," he said. "But we can make an educated guess." 

"Why would it be her?" 

"We've got her girl in custody, and she wants her back, obviously," Tessa said. 

I groaned. ''I'm not her damn -" 

"No time for this," Darius shouted. Everyone winced again. "Sorry," he mumbled. 

"Look, as soon as Troy gives us the go-ahead, we're leaving; we need to have the plan set 

before we go. So does everyone understand what's happening?" 

N ods came from every corner. 

"Good. Troy?" 

"Give it a minute," he said, his eyes glazed again. I watched him curiously. "They'll 

be leaving the ship area in five nllnutes. If we go in one minute, we should be able to avoid 

them. It's hard to tell if all of us ... " 

"But it's our best shot?" Darius said. 

''Yes. The best odds are in ... Well, thirty seconds now." 

"You heard him." Darius went to the entrance. I moved beside him. "Can you fly?" 

he asked in a low voice. I tried to hop inconspicuously, but I just landed right back on my 

feet. I shook my head. 

From behind me, Tessa snickered again. 

"Twenty seconds," said Troy. 

259 



"Listen, I want you to try something." Darius still whispered, not that it mattered. 

Everyone could hear everything, the way sound amplified in the hole. But I appreciated 

the effort. "Grab one of the logs over there or something." 

Theus kicked one toward us. I stared at the log. "Now what?" 

"Lift it," said Darius. 

With little effort, I extended my energy and hauled it into the air. "Okay?" 

"Ten seconds," announced Troy. 

"Now stand on it." Darius grinned. 

I stared at him for a second. Then comprehension dawned on me. If I could Lift 

the log, I could Lift myself on the log, and then it wouldn't matter that I couldn't fly. As 

long as I could still Lift. .. 

"Five! Four!" 

People started gathering into position around the exit, which was barely large 

enough to let one of us pass through at a time, let alone all of us. Darius seemed to 

recognize this problem at the same time I did. 

"Three!" 

"Theus, you go fIrst, then those following you. Tessa, you and yours are next. Ez 

and I will bring up the rear." 

"Two!" 

"Get on the log, Ez," Darius ordered. 

"One!" 

"Now!" A couple voices shouted at once. 
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1 threw myself onto the floating wood, just as Theus shot out of the exit, followed 

rapidly by his team. Tessa was hard on his heels. 1 looked down at the ground, a few feet 

below me. It was working. 

"Are you good to go?" Darius asked, as Troy flitted out of the hole, the last of 

Tessa's team to depart. 

"I think so?" 1 answered nervously. It wasn't as easy as flying. 1 had to consciously 

direct the log, which made steering jerky. Not to mention 1 had to exert the constant force 

required to Lift it. "I'll adjust. Let's go." 

Darius shot out of the hole gracefully. 1 followed a little more slowly. The front end 

of the log knocked against the edge of the cave's exit as 1 went, and sent me into a tailspin 

for a moment before 1 righted myself and followed him. 1 laid down on the log and 

wrapped both of my arms around it as tightly as 1 could. 

"You alright?" He aimed for a course that led us straight into the forests, 

presumably to stick to cover while we could. 

"Never better," 1 muttered and shot after him. This proved to be a mistake, as I 

immediately collided with the nearest tree trunk and was thrown to one side, nearly losing 

my grip. 1 tried again, a little more slowly this time. 

"Darius." 

He slowed his pace until he was drifting at my side. 

"What do you think really happened at the Aqueous? Why did Saioa tell me you 

guys won?" 
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He shook his head. "I don't know, darlin'. Surely she must have known what really 

happened, if she was an investor ... " 

"Is that why we're tracking her down now? To fmd out?" 

"At some point we will. But we're not going to look for her right now." 

"But you said -" 

"I know what I said Ez, but the people following us have got Diviners. The more 

people who know the plan I've actually got in mind, the more likely it is they'll predict it 

before we can even get there." 

"What's the real plan then?" 

"Didn't I just explain, no one should know?" 

"But you said you don't know who's tracking us. Now you know they've got 

Diviners? How?" 

"We know literally who's tracking us, but we don't know who sent them." 

"How can you know who they are and not know who sent them?" I was lost now. 

"Because Troy can only See so much," he said, as though it were obvious. I stared 

blankly. "You don't recognize him at all?" Darius asked dubiously. 

"Where would I recognize him from? You had me locked up practically the whole 

time I've been on the ship, remember?" 

"Yeah, and you got the nice room because he was in the jail cell. I meant, haven't 

you ever worked with him before? I'd assume they would have sent someone who knew 

you, when they tried to kill you." 

"What. Are. You. Talking. About?" 
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Darius rolled his eyes. "He was one of the half-bloods the Diviners sent to get you. 

The assassins. Theus managed to catch him. I tell you, was a bloody fuss getting him into 

the holding cell. And he didn't know enough about the contract to be directly helpful 

anyway; they hadn't told him a damned thing aside from your name and description, and 

that you were wanted for breaching contract. But we did fmd out how much they were 

paying him." He shook his head. "Stingy gits. We're practically broke and we still had 

enough to buy him off." 

"How do you know you can trust him?" I said. 

"Same reason I know I can trust you." Darius glanced sideways at me and held my 

eye for a heartbeat longer than was necessary. "He stayed." 

"During the storm?" 

Darius nodded. "And alerted us to the people tracking us during said storm. Which 

by the way, sprung up handily just in time to cover any hint of their approach." 

"How do we know he was telling the truth? What ifhe's been bluffing all along?" 

"That's what we're here to find out," Darius announced and took my arm to stop 

me in my tracks. I looked around, confused. Then I caught a glimpse of something 

through the trees ahead, something made of too much wood to just be a tree. 

"But Darius -" 

"Shh!" He waved me silent. 

"But -" 
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He put a hand over my mouth. I glowered at him, but he wasn't looking at me. He 

had his eyes trained on the clearing ahead, which we were slowly approaching. The 

clearing made when a ship fell out of the sky just a few hours earlier. 

Something moved ahead and I tensed at the same instant that Darius halted in 

midair. His one hand remained on my mouth and the other one drifted in front of me 

protectively. I would have been touched, if I wasn't so busy being annoyed at how stupid 

this idea was. Theus was wrong. Tracking down Saioa wasn't the dumbest plan ever. This 

was the dumbest plan ever. 

Darius inched forward. I placed a restraining hand on his shoulder, but he 

shrugged it off. Figuring I had no choice, I crept after him, glad at least that my log 

provided some cover if they happened to glance skyward. My head was beginning to ache, 

though, with the strain of the Lift. 

"Once they're gone, we'll get you something lighter to sit on; a plank of wood or 

something," Darius whispered, as if he'd read my mind. 

''I'm fine," I lied, because venturing out into the open seemed even dumber. 

"Who's down there?" 

Figures crawled on the ruined deck and peeked into holes along the way, 

presumably to look for cargo we'd left behind. Or people, I thought, and shivered. 

"A few Diviners, not Saioa's tribe Troy says, and one of the northern forest tribes 

and one of the southern ... But mostly Water types as far as we can tell." He lowered his 

voice further as we approached them. The figures grew slowly more distinct and unfamiliar 
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faces became visible. "Strange to find them this far from the ocean, but 1 suspect they were 

planning to hit us a little later - once we reached the shoreline, probably." 

"Why didn't they wait?" 1 whispered back. "They must have had to travel far to 

reach us here." 

"Not so far," said Darius softly. "We're only about a day or two on foot from the 

shore. But we were speaking of changing course the other night. The more often you 

change your mind, the harder it is for Diviners to predict what you're going to do, and 

since we're so much more mobile than they are, 1 assume our course change spooked them 

into acting sooner. So they sent that storm ... " 

"You can do that?" 1 gasped. "Call up a storm like that?" 

He frowned. "One that strong? It's not common. You'd need a huge number of 

people to do it, and members of all the elements ... Which means they've got some Air

bound people helping them too." He sighed faintly. "I don't understand it. I've never seen 

anything like this before. You almost never find even a handful of people from all four 

dedications together in one spot and not trying to kill one another; to see this many, so 

united ... " 

"And why come after us?" 1 didn't expect an answer, and he had none. Without 

meaning to, 1 reached for his hand and squeezed it gently. At least we were in it together. 

A shout below startled us back into attention. But they weren't looking at us. 

"Let's move!" hollered a woman, her eyes strangely fixed, her clothes a cloud of 

multicolored fabrics. Diviner. She seemed a great deal more possessed of herself than Troy, 

though. "Team A, follow the girl's group, we'll track the others. Remember, any sign ofthe 
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captain's intentions and we both shift to follow him." Darius let out a breath of relief 

beside me, and 1 knew why. They hadn't detected us yet. 

More people - more than I'd ever seen at one time in this world - swarmed out of 

the ship's shattered woodwork to line up at opposite ends of the clearing. 

"Should we do a perimeter scan?" asked a woman in the skimpy leather get-up I'd 

come to recognize as a forest tribeswoman's garb. 

The Diviner shook her head. "We'd have sensed them if they came back this way." 

Darius smirked. "Let's go!" she shouted, and both sides moved off. 

But as a group of forest women split off to follow the Diviner north, one of them 

glanced sideways into the forest, a grin on her lips. Her eyes didn't find us, but mine found 

hers. That smile; that short, spiky hair, colored a shocking blue you couldn't mistake ... 

"Caroline!" 1 gasped. Darius slapped his hand back over my mouth. 

No one below seemed to notice, and mere instants later the clearing was empty. 

But my mind was reeling too fast for me to notice or care. No wonder Caroline didn't talk 

to me about this realm. She was too busy hunting me with her newfound friends. 

Darius withdrew his palm from my lips cautiously. 

"Bitch!" 1 spat. 

He tried to replace his hand, but 1 dodged him. They were gone anyway. "She's got 

some damn nerve." 

"I take it you know her?" Darius responded dryly. 
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"Know her? 1 thought she was my best friend! Hell, I'm the one who brought her 

here." 1 glowered at the spot where she'd stood. "And in return, she hunts me down 

alongside the dear darling tribe that forced her to join to them?" 

"Sucks, doesn't it?" he murmured. "Having someone who you thought cared about 

you stab you in the back ... " His eyes were narrowed when they met mine. 1 avoided his 

gaze and he took off toward the ship. 1 waited for a long moment before 1 followed, my 

heart heavy. 

She's the reason I came back to spy again, 1 wanted to say. But 1 couldn't force the 

words out. 1 slid off of my log and onto the ground, relieved to let the heavy log fall from 

my mental grip. 

Darius was already scaling the side of the ship. He paused only to toss me a thin 

plank, one that would hold my weight but didn't have much of its own, and then he 

ascended further. 

Neither of us spoke. 1 watched him dig through the crates left behind. He didn't 

emerge with any gold or money though. 1 could only assume that whatever we hadn't 

taken, they'd made off with. Finally he returned to my side, sawdust all over him. 

Before 1 could think of a way to break the awkward silence that had fallen, he 

spoke up. ''You never know. Sometimes things aren't always what they seem." 

"Sorry?" 1 looked up at him in confusion. 

"I mean, you betrayed me, but she might not be betraying you," he said. "Only one 

way to find out." 
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"What, capture one of her tribe and beat the answer out of them?" I replied 

sarcastically. "That's how you'd do it, right?" 

"I was going to say phase out and ask her," he answered coolly. "But if you'd prefer 

violence, I'm sure I could get a confession out of her. Maybe find out who's following us 

and why. Oh no, but that would hurt her. How unkind of me, to injure someone trying to 

kill us." He rolled his eyes. 

"Who says she's trying to kill us?" I snapped, irritated at his sudden mood swing. 

"You just did. If she's helping them, and that's what they're doing, then she is, in 

essence, trying to kill you." 

"You don't know that's what they're doing! Maybe she doesn't even know I'm 

here, maybe that's why she's helping." 

"Why don't you find out then?" His eyes glittered. 

My gaze traced the angry curve of his lips, an unexpected longing tugging at my 

chest. I ignored it and shook my head. "Fine!" 

"Fine!" 

"Feel free to run off without me while I'm gone," I muttered. ''I'm sure you'll be 

glad to get rid of the burden. Since, you know, you apparently do think I'm still spying on 

you." I threw down the plank in my arms, which were trembling with contained emotion. 

Anger, and a desire I didn't want to be feeling. "Why did you bother pretending you'd 

forgiven me? Just to hurt me because I hurt you? Well congratulations, it worked." 
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From the corner of my eye, I could see his stricken expression, but I didn't stick 

around for any more of his bad acting. He wouldn't care anyway. I closed my eyes tightly, 

and the world around me went dark. 

Chapter Twenty 

Ween - Friends 

"If you could live anywhere you wanted, just for one day, where would it be?" 

"The White House." 

The voices near me were cloudy, as though I was hearing them through a sack of 

cotton. Something smelled very strong, something herbal and pungent. 

"How uncreative," answered the first voice. Male. "I'd choose Utopia, man." 
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I groaned and shifted my weight. My entire body felt cramped, and my legs and 

spine burned. It took an incredible effort just to shift my thighs enough so I could sit up 

from my slumped position. My palms were pressed against cold tile, and I could feel more 

of it behind my head. Everything was dark. Possibly because my eyes were still closed. 

"Shh, she's waking up," hissed the second voice. 

My eyelashes fluttered weakly, but I couldn't force them open just yet. A dim 

flicker of light caught my eye, and the smell grew stronger. 

"Cut it out man," said the fIrst voice. "She's been through enough." 

"What d'you reckon she took?" asked the second. They were beginning to sound 

vaguely familiar. 

"Nothing, man. Remember? She's a traveler." The fIrst sounded offended. 

"What the hell does that even mean, traveler?" 

"She travels between worlds." 

"So can I, on enough weed," the second one laughed. I recognized the smell now, 

and started to choke. 

Someone, the fust speaker I presumed, patted my back softly. I swallowed hard 

and struggled to breathe. "Can you put those out?" I gasped. "I think I'm allergic." 

"Sure, sure," said the fIrst one. The smell didn't go away, but at least it stopped 

getting stronger. "How do you feel, Chrissy?" he asked quietly. 

It wasn't until he said my name that I could place his voice, and understand why it 

was so familiar. "Anthony?" I mumbled. 

"And me!" the second one chimed in indignantly. 
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"Hey Toblerone." I managed a faint grin. "What are you guys doing he - where are 

we?" I squinted around me. Tile floor, tile walls, no windows save for a couple far down 

the hall. 

The hallway. I remembered leaving the dance, coming here, sitting down against 

the wall to phase in ... No wonder my back hurt, I must have been here all night. I squinted 

harder at the end of the hall. That was daylight coming through the windows. "Oh shit!" 

"Remember now?" Toblerone snickered. "You were out, girl. What did you take? I 

want some." 

"Nothing." I shot him a warning glare. 

"See? I told you," Anthony said. "She was in her alternate universe, right Chrissy?" 

He spoke as though this were the most normal thing in the world. I wondered who was 

crazier; Toblerone, leaning against the wall surrounded by joint-butts, or Anthony, who did 

not appear to have smoked anything, yet found nothing abnormal about my situation. 

"Right." I winced as I tried to move again. If anyone knew I was in a back hallway 

of school getting high off of second-hand smoke the morning after a dance, they'd think I 

was crazy anyway, so it wouldn't make much difference if Anthony mentioned that I could 

visit other universes in my mind. 

"Awesome." Anthony sounded respectful. "What's it like?" 

"Huh?" I was distracted by the burning pain that had erupted in my lower back. I 

managed to twist around enough to lie down along the wall, then realized I was stuck. 

"What time is it?" I whispered, my lungs a little crushed by the odd angle at which I'd lain 

down. 
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"Ten a.m.," answered Toblerone. 

"Ugh." I couldn't muster the energy to swear again. "Mom's going to kill me." I 

wondered if she'd called Jamie's house yet. Jamie. I felt a brief pang of remorse for leaving 

him dateless last night. But then I remembered him laughing at the "freak show." He'd be 

better off with his friends. They enjoyed mocking the weirdos, but me, well... I smiled 

fondly at Anthony, who was still watching me in awe. Me, I was one of the weirdos. 

"Help me up?" I waved an arm in the air. 

Anthony scrambled to his feet beside me and tried to haul me up, but once I 

reached sitting position again, I couldn't make my legs work. 

"I think they're asleep." I smacked my feet to test it, and gritted my teeth at the 

shower of painful tingles this caused. They were. The door at the other end of the hall 

slammed, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. "Someone's coming!" I hissed, all-too-aware 

that I was in no shape to outrun the school rent-a-cops, who were probably making their 

morning rounds right about now. 

"Hey, Neko!" shouted Anthony, and I relaxed at the sight of her familiar, mousy 

face. "What's the scoop?" 

"They're finished cleaning the gym." She skipped to Anthony's side and gave him a 

peck on the cheek. I tried not to stare in surprise, but she noticed me and blushed. "The 

coast is clear until the morning shift arrives. We'd best get going." 

I was impressed. I'd never seen N eko string so many words together without 

throwing any random Japanese phrases in. 

"Can you stand yet?" Anthony asked me. 
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1 tried again, and managed to stumble upright with one hand on the wall for 

balance. Back in his comer, Toblerone seemed to be having as much difficulty as me, 

though for an entirely different reason. 

"Whoa, man, look at the ceiling tiles ... " It was black and white checkers. "That's 

like ... so transcendentaL" 

"I think it's finally hit him," 1 said. 

Anthony grabbed his arm and hauled him up. "Not so fast, man!" Toblerone 

protested, but he followed us toward the exit. 

When we stepped out into the harsh morning sunlight, 1 noticed that the boys were 

both in suits. Surprisingly, they both cleaned up pretty welL More surprisingly, Neko was 

in a dress, jet black with a ruffled red trim and a slit up past her knee. 1 wondered why I'd 

never noticed how shapely she was before. Probably because I'd never seen her in anything 

but hoodies and sweatpants. 

1 glanced down at my own dress, which was a little worse for the wear. Wrinkles 

had appeared where I'd been sitting, and my butt was caked in a solid layer of dust. Don 't 

they ever clean that hall? 1 thought in annoyance and tried to brush it off, but only spread 

the stain further. Then 1 remembered that if they had cleaned that hall, the rent-a-cops 

probably would have found me last night, and I'd be back in the hospital now. That, or I'd 

have been arrested on suspicion of drug usage. 

"Where are you heading, home?" Anthony gestured at one of the few cars left in 

the parking lot. 1 wasn't sure if he meant it was his or he was planning on stealing it; 

neither would have surprised me at the moment. 
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"Caroline's." I steeled myself. It was the last place I wanted to be going, but Darius 

was right. She might know something that could help us. So Darius didn't trust me. Well 

this was my chance to find out what she knew, and prove to him once and for all that I 

was trustworthy. 

"Can do," he said, and hopped into the driver's seat. I hoped Toblerone's drug of 

choice hadn't affected Anthony too, since he'd been breathing it in second-hand all night. 

But N eko climbed into the front seat fearlessly, so I followed her lead and wedged myself 

into the backseat ofthe cramped two-door. Toblerone somehow managed to fold himself 

into the chair beside me, his shoulders pressed against the ceiling and his head stuck 

between Anthony and Neko's seats. 

"Comfortable?" Neko asked. 

"So soft ... " he murmured in reply, and stroked the back of her seat. "It's like a 

kitten with feathers ... " 

The three of us choked back laughter, and Anthony peeled out of the parking lot. I 

sat back to enjoy the ride. And by "enjoy," I mean I held onto the door handle for dear life 

and ducked every time we hit a bump so my head wouldn't crack against the ceiling. 

Luckily, with all the rebalancing I had to do every time we made a turn, I didn't have 

enough breath left over in my lungs to scream bloody murder every time a car, human or 

small furry animal crossed our path. 

"You okay?" Neko leaned around Toblerone, who wore a look of bliss and swayed 

along with the car's movements. 
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"Fi - aaaahhh! - ine!" I called over the roar of the engine as we swerved into 

oncoming traffic to avoid a small rabbit. 

When the car [mally screeched to a halt, it took me several minutes to extract 

myselffrom Neko and Toblerone. Thus, it was a while before I realized we were sitting 

outside of Caroline's house. I resisted the urge to kiss the pavement that I fell onto, and 

stood breathing heavily in front of Caroline's familiar dark red front door. At this point, a 

panic completely unrelated to the car ride I'd just survived set in. I wanted to hear her 

explanation of this, but at the same time, I was terrified. What if she hated me? What other 

friends did I have? 

The honk of a car hom tore through the morning air, and I waved at the receding 

rear window of Anthony's car as he spun around the corner and away. The people I sat 

with at lunch weren't really friends, not in the way Caroline was. I didn't go to them with 

love life problems or family disputes. They made me laugh, but Caroline was the one who 

listened when I cried. 

I took a deep, slow breath. If she didn't want to be my friend anymore, she could 

have told me. Not just let me find out the hard way. I took a few steps up the walkway 

toward the door. It wasn't even noon yet, which meant Caroline probably wasn't up. But if 

her mother answered the door, she'd doubtless be wondering why I was still in my formal 

dress, which meant I'd have to explain that I hadn't been home yet, which would lead to 

her forcing me to call my mother. I couldn't go in the front door. 

I slipped around the side of the house and peeked in their garage. Her father's car 

was missing, but since he was one of our county's few cops who actually made an effort at 
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his job, he was almost always out. Her mother was probably still horne though. I glanced 

at the wisteria creeping up the house to her mother's bedroom balcony. The vines were 

about half an inch thick. Oh hell no. 

Caroline's bedroom was at the back of the house, on the second floor. The dining 

room directly below it had a small sitting room that jutted out of the side of the house; 

little more than a panel of windows with a couch inside and a roof overhead. Still, it was a 

wooden roof, not a glass one, and would probably hold my weight. I cast my eyes around 

the backyard, careful to avoid the bay windows of the sitting room in case her mother was 

there. 

My gaze carne to rest on a rusty sawhorse propped against the brick wall of their 

garage. It looked like it hadn't been used in years, but when I pulled the legs apart it 

moved easily enough. One of the legs was an inch shorter than the other three, so it 

teetered, but it was sturdy. I dragged it with me over toward the sitting room. The couch 

was empty, that was a good start. I peeked through the window carefully, then jumped 

back as though I'd been scalded. 

Her mother sat at the dining room table, a tray of breakfast in front of her, and a 

newspaper propped up on the table. The windows were angled so that she couldn't see me 

if I kept my back pressed against the house, but if I stepped away from the wall, she'd have 

a perfect view of whatever I was doing. 

I stood perfectly still and tried to work out a plan. Through the open window, I 

heard the newspaper rustle and prayed she hadn't heard me drag the sawhorse over. 
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Minutes passed, but I could see no way out of my situation. Even walking back 

alongside the house seemed risky, now that I knew she could probably hear my every 

footstep. I wondered if she could hear my heartbeat, because it was pounding in my ears. 

This is ridiculous, you've faced oil with someone in battle holding only a katana you 

had no idea how to use, and you're terrified of Caroline's mother? The worst that would 

happen if she found me was I'd be grounded by my own mother. 

Nevertheless, my nerves exploded when I heard the unmistakable sound of a chair 

being pushed back and someone rising to their feet. If she decided to come sit on the sofa 

for better reading light, she'd have a perfect view of everything in the backyard, including 

the crazy teenager in the evening gown cowering next to her window with a rusted 

sawhorse under one arm. 

The footsteps died away, but I didn't even have time to relax before they returned. 

There was a clinking sound, like dishes being stacked. She was clearing away breakfast. 

The phone rang. I nearly leapt out of my skin, and dropped the sawhorse in the 

process. Its feet cracked against the cement under my feet loudly, though I managed to 

grab it before it fell over. I froze. 

The footsteps retreated, and a minute later, I heard the murmured tone of someone 

on a telephone. The kitchen phone in Caroline's house, I recalled, was a wired one. Her 

mother would have to stay there for the duration of the conversation. 

Praying that it was some long-lost relative calling to give their life story to her, I 

darted to the window and propped the sawhorse beside it. I slid a couple rocks underneath 
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the short leg and hauled myself up. The skirt of my dress caught on the rusted edge and 

made a faint tearing sound. I ignored it. 

There were few handholds on the roof of the sitting room, not to mention no 

footholds at all on the bay windows beneath it, but luckily I'd taken rock climbing lessons 

as a child, and I was fairly decent at the long-arm hang in gym. I grasped the edge of the 

roof with one hand, latched onto the round decorative stone marking the pinnacle with the 

other, and pulled. The sawhorse collapsed noisily beneath me, but the murmured 

conversation in the other room didn't pause. 

I kept pulling, my teeth gritted. Eventually I managed to get one leg over the edge, 

and from there swung the other one around. After another several nerve-wracking seconds 

of untangling my dress from the gutter it had wound itself around, I turned to face 

Caroline's window, two feet above the sitting room roof. I grasped her windowsill for 

support and knocked on the frame. There was no reply. I knocked harder. 

Downstairs, I listened to her mother set down the phone in the kitchen and cross 

to the front door. While she was doing that, I knocked again. 

The curtain in front of my face suddenly flew upward, and I nearly fell backwards 

in surprise. But if I was startled, Caroline was ten times so. It took a minute for the ashen 

color to drain from her cheeks, and for her eyes to shrink from dinner plates back to their 

usual size. She shoved the window upwards and yanked the screen out of the way. 

"What are you doing?" she hissed, glancing around the backyard as though worried 

I'd brought others to climb in her bedroom window as well. In doing this, she noticed my 

dress. "Oh God, what did Jamie do? C'mon in," she stepped back from the window. 
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The latter, however, was easier said than done. I swung one leg in first, but this 

proved to be a bad idea, since I had nothing to balance against. A moment later I was 

upside-down clinging desperately to the windowsill, one bare foot inside Caroline's room 

wildly and the other one swinging through the air outside, bruised from where it smacked 

against the brick wall. It was at this point that I remembered I'd left my shoes aboard The 

April Shower. 

Caroline grabbed my leg and threw her weight onto my thigh. Her counter-balance 

gave me enough time to slip my torso inside, then drew my other leg in after me. I landed 

in a crumpled heap on the thankfully carpeted floor of her room. 

"What the hell, Chrissy?" she gaped at me. I noticed she was on the floor too, bent 

over to catch her breath. "Does your mother know where you are?" 

"Do you think I would have come in your window if she did?" Only anger gave me 

the courage to meet her gaze. 

"I'm assuming the dance didn't go so well." 

"You could say that." 1 kept my eyes locked on hers. The innocent act wasn't going 

to fly with me. 

"What's the matter?" She bit her lip, concern written all over her face. 

My confidence wavered, and I shifted my gaze to the ceiling in an attempt to stay 

mad. "I think you already know that." 

"How could I? You just showed up knocking on my window at - God, what time 

of the morning is it?" She was getting annoyed now. 1 could hear it in her tone. 

279 



Good. 1 smiled harshly. "I know. 1 was surprised 1 woke you, really. 1 thought you 

might be sleeping too deeply to hear me." 1 glanced back at her pointedly. 

She narrowed her eyes. "What's this about, Christina?" 

"I love how, no matter how much I've tried asking you about that day, you still 

refused to talk about what happened when you phased in that fIrst time. 1 thought maybe 

you were shaken by it, just didn't want to go over it again in your head. That was 

understandable. 1 was even trying to fInd you a way out of the blood-tie they forced on 

you. 1 went back to spying just to try and get you set free." 

The anger had faded a little from her face, replaced by hurt. "Chrissy, 1 -" 

"And then," 1 interrupted her. "I discover that not only were you purposefully 

leaving me in the dark about that day; not only were you phasing back in, probably on a 

regular basis, without telling me; not only were you getting even more buddy-buddy with 

the people who forcibly enslaved you ... " 1 waved her off when she tried to protest. "But 

you've also been helping them hunt me, the person who showed you that life in the fIrst 

place. The person you claim to be best friends with. What did you think I'd do when I 

found out? Or were you never planning to tell me?" My hands shook with fury. 1 clenched 

them tightly and hid them beneath the folds of my skirt. 

There was no anger at all on Caroline's face anymore. She simply looked stricken. 

I waited in stony silence for her answer. She cleared her throat weakly. "But... They told 

us ... " she trailed off. 

"Who told you what?" 1 snapped. 

280 



She barely reacted, just stared off into space. "I asked about the captain ... Because 

you said that guy had taken over captainship. They told us he'd retired. I assumed he'd 

moved to a different ship - they said that a bunch had split off from that ship's crew 

recently ... They said the one we wanted wasn't the captain, it was the one running the 

show now ... " 

"You didn't think to ask me and perhaps clarify that?" I said. 

She shook her head slowly. "I... I assumed they knew best. I asked about you, you 

know. No one knew a Chrissy, or a Christina, or anything like that ... I described you, they 

said you'd been there before, but no one had seen you for ages, said you probably left with 

the captain, so I thought... I'm sorry." Her cheeks flushed a deep red. 

In spite of my efforts to remain irritated, my conscience squirmed as I looked at 

her. She was even newer to that world than I was. And didn't you do the same thing? my 

subconscious helpfully supplied. Didn't you act before knowing more about Darius? 

I sighed. "The captain who left was Somoa. That's when Darius took over. He's the 

one your people are looking for. I wasn't there because I wasn't phasing in much." 

"Oh ... " 

"Who told you all of that? Do they have spies on the ship?" 

She shook her head again. "They used to. Not anymore. They had ... people 

watching it from a distance; I don't quite understand how ... " 

"Diviners. What do they want?" 

She gave me an exasperated look. "As if you don't know?" 
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"Uh ... How would I know? We weren't the ones sending out spies; that was your 

side." I rolled my eyes. 

"Hey, it was. the people we're working with okay, not my tribe!" 

"Oh, it's your tribe now? They brainwash awfully fast." 

''You're the one running around with a guy you've told me yourself is a jerk, 

attacking innocent people for no reason! You didn't bother to stop him from robbing the 

Aqueous blind and putting most of the rest of us into debt over it, so I don't want to hear 

it, least of all from you." 

"What the hell are you talking a -" my shout was interrupted by the harsh jangle of 

her cell phone. 

She turned her back on me and marched over to her bed to answer it. I glared at 

her backside. It was a moment before I realized she wasn't talking, but reading. When she 

turned back to me, her face was pale. 

"What?" I asked automatically, concerned in spite of the anger. 

"Speaking of your jerk ... " she murmured. 

"What about him?" I felt the blood begin to drain from my face. 

"They've just captured him. He's being sent to the Tribunal." She met my gaze over 

the top of her cell phone, her fmgers motionless on the keys. 

"The what?" 

Caroline grabbed my hands and pulled me up from the floor. "They caught him in 

Siren territory, that tribe has claimed the rights to try him in their court." 
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My fingers shook in her grip. I still remembered my encounter with the Sirens. 

"So, what does that mean for him?" My throat threatened to close in panic. 

"The Sirens almost always give the same ruling in their court. Join or die." 

"But..." My throat closed all the way. It took a moment to force the vocal chords 

into vibrating again. "But, he can't join them; he's purely Air-bound, how could he join a 

forest tribe? Do they let other elements in?" 

"No," she said, her face a deadpan. "That's the exactly my point." 

"We have to do something! He didn't rob the Aqueous, their attack failed!" 

Before Caroline could answer, another phone rang, shrill and far away. "Caroline!" 

her mother hollered from downstairs. 

She tore open a drawer and threw a handful of shirts at me. "Put this on, I'll be 

back." Before I could answer, she was already in the hall, slamming the door behind her. It 

opened again almost immediately, and she stuck her head inside. "And don't phase in yet, 

wait until I get back." 

I opened my mouth to protest, but she pulled the door shut. I listened to her tramp 

down the stairs, and eyed the pile of shirts in my hands. I wanted to phase in right that 

second, but I knew if they'd caught Darius, they'd catch me too. I'd appear right where 

they discovered him, and surely they'd have someone on watch in case ... 

I dropped the pile of shirts on the bed, returned to the drawer to fish around for 

some shorts, and then started to undo the zipper of my dress. Mter several minutes of 

cursing and hopping around the room trying to reach the middle of my back, I finally 

managed to extract myself from the gown, which by now was a mess. I kicked it behind the 
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bed just as footsteps started up the stairs. I yanked on pants and a shirt quickly, sitting 

down on the foot of the bed. 

Caroline burst in, their cordless upstairs phone in her hand. "Yep, she's right here, 

one moment." She held the phone out to me and covered the mouthpiece. "Act tired, it's 

your mother." 

I gulped and accepted the receiver. "Hello?'~ I tried to sound groggy. 

"Where on earth have you been? I was a minute away from calling the cops; we've 

been worried sick, Jamie's mother said he told her you disappeared in the middle of the 

dance, do you have any idea what we thought -" 

I held the receiver away from my ear to let her rant for a while. Caroline, 

meanwhile, was digging through her cupboard and pulling out piles of blankets to arrange 

them on the floor. At fIrst I watched her in confusion, but when I heard her mother's 

footsteps on the stairs, I understood. 

She stood aside, and I dove into the covers spread across the floor. 

"Christina, are you listening to me? Where have you been?" screeched the phone. 

"At Caroline's, Mom. I'm sorry, I forgot to call. I thought I told you I'd be 

spending the night here." 

"How could youforget to call? Do you even care about us at all? Ricky and I have 

been out of our minds with -" I tilted the speaker away again, only half-listening. I doubted 

very much that Ricky had been perturbed at all. 

Meanwhile, Caroline's m.om peaked around the door now. I smiled up at her 

weakly. She tutted and shook her head, but otherwise left it to my own mother to scold 
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me. From the look on Caroline's face, I could tell her mother had used up enough energy 

yelling at her anyway. I bit my lip guiltily. 

"What about the dance? Why did you leave?" Mom snapped in my ear, but I could 

tell by her tone that her rant was beginning to run out of steam. 

"Jamie was being a real jerk, so were his friends. I went off with a few of my own 

friends; we hung out in the cafeteria mostly. They were serving cookies and stuff." 

"Caroline's mother says she didn't go to the dance. What friends?" 

"Thanks for your confidence in my social skills, Mom. I do have other friends, you 

know." 

"Don't take that tone with me, after I've been up half the night waiting for you!" 

"Some of the kids from lunch who 1 sit with. Anthony and ... a couple other 

people," 1 finished lamely, unable to recall either Toblerone or Neko's real names. 

"What other people?" she asked sharply. 

"Toblerone and Neko," 1 said, for lack of a better answer. 

"Mo?" 

"Some of mine and Care's friends." I looked to her for backup. She was busy 

glaring at her mother, though, who was still in the doorway. "We sit with them at lunch a 

lot. Those're their nicknames." 

"What are their real ones?" she snapped. 

"I don't know, Mom, it's not like they're my best friends in the universe, we just 

talk at lunchtime." 
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"Well, I don't like it. As for you, you are to come home. Right now. And you won't 

be leaving again for a while." 

"What, are you grounding me? I'm seventeen! I can't stay out for one night by 

myself?" 

"N at without telling me where you are. I expect you home in ten minutes." The 

line went dead. I sat staring at it through a cloud of angry tears. 

"I'll take you." Caroline's mother held out a hand for the phone. She was clearly 

expecting me to follow her right then and there. 

"Okay ... " I mumbled. My mind was racing. I had to get to Darius. But if I went 

home, Mom would find out I was phasing, and think I was having a stroke again or 

something stupid. I met Caroline's eyes in despair. Her mother tapped a foot impatiently. 

"Give her a minute to get her stuff together Mom, geez." Caroline pushed her 

mother back into the hall. "We'll be right out." 

I sat motionless in the center of the room, lost. 

Caroline grabbed my shoulder and passed me a backpack. "Fill it with some of my 

stuff so it looks like you planned to come. Where's your dress?" 

I pointed at the bed. She dove behind it to dig it out. I watched as she darted 

around the room and collected an extra toothbrush, a T-shirt, and some toothpaste to 

shove into the bag as well. 

"Listen." She took my arm again. "Where are you?" 

I blinked. "Uh ... Here?" 

"No, I mean in the Astral. Where are you?" 
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"In the what?" I said. 

"The Astral." She stared at my blank expression. "That's what our tribe calls that 

whole ... realm. Anyway. Where?" 

"Next to the ship. Right by where Darius just was." 

She cursed. "They'll probably have a guard over you. Okay, I'm not too far off, we 

didn't move very far before taking a break to let the ... Diviners, was it? The Fire-bound 

ones?" 

I nodded. 

"Well, we stopped to let them look around. I guess that must have been when they 

found him; I'd phased out to get a drink and stuff. And answer the knocking on my 

window." She smirked at me. "So, I'll head back that way while Mom's driving you home. 

When you get home, wait a few minutes before you phase in, I'll meet you there. I can stop 

them trying to snatch you or anything, tell them you're with us. And then we'll go and find 

your man, alright?" 

I nodded again, then threw the backpack on and clutched the straps to keep my 

hands steady. 

I spent the car ride home in a state of panic. Even with my hands pressed flat 

against the car seat, I could feel my palms grow damp with sweat. 

"I didn't hear you come in last night," Caroline's mother said conversationally. "If 

I had known you were coming, I would have made up the couch. And called your mother, 

of course." 

"Sorry, I thought Care told you," I mumbled absently. 
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Caroline's mother shook her head. "I don't know what's been going on with her 

lately. She was always a bit anti-social, but now she hardly ever leaves her room. She's 

always sleeping ... Has she said anything to you, Chrissy?" 

I blinked when she said my name. I hadn't really been listening. "Said anything 

about what?" I asked with difficulty. It took all of the concentration I had not to phase in 

right there. 

Her mom sighed. "Never mind. Here we are." 

I looked up to see my house. 

"Thanks for the ride." I left the car almost before it had even stopped moving. 

My mother was waiting at the door when I entered. "Well?" 

My breath was coming faster now. Tears of panic stung my eyes this time. I tried 

not to imagine what was happening to Darius right now. "Well what?" I yelled. 

"Well, what's your explanation? Don't you dare yell at me." 

"I don't want to talk about it," I muttered through clenched teeth. Why couldn't 

she just get out of the way? 

"We're going to talk about it, unless you want to spend the next month grounded. 

As it is, you're not leaving this house except for school for a week." 

"Fine! A month it is then!" I shouted, and stomped away up the stairs. Before I 

even reached the top, my vision was blurred. What if I was too late? 

I slammed my door shut and ignored her footsteps behind me. I'd probably wind 

up in the hospital again for this. Maybe in the psych ward, this time on forced anti

depressants, unable to phase until they let me go. 
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But some things took priority. I opened my eyes. 

Chapter Twenty One 

Bj1prk - Earth Intruders 

Shouts assailed me from at least three directions. Someone on board the ship 

aimed a net at me. I dove out of the way and landed on something solid. The wooden 

plank Darius had given me. 

I Lifted it with ease and rocketed up into the sky. Much better than the log. 

Leaning over the edge, I peered down at the people on the ship from about forty feet over 

their heads. The majority of them I didn't recognize - there seemed to be about ten or 

twelve. But one of them, I did. Those blue spikes were hard to miss. 

I let myself drop a little closer, until I could hear the familiar tone of Caroline's 

voice as she shouted at them. A few others were shouting back, though some seemed to 

take Care's side. Then another woman I didn't recognize, one clad in the same scant 

leather of the forest tribes, although she was considerably shorter than the other women 

gathered around the ship, strode out of the woods to the right of the ship. She took a place 

at Caroline's side, but that wasn't what surprised me. What surprised me was that they 

were holding hands. 

This woman added her voice to the fray, and even some of the more volatile ones 

calmed under her influence. 
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When the argument at last died down to a few grumbles here and there, Caroline 

waved at me. I dropped toward her a little hesitantly and paused a few feet above her head. 

For all I knew, they might have agreed I could be breakfast. 

"They're letting you come with us." Caroline nodded her head to the woman 

beside her. Now that I was closer, I could see the woman's petite form rippled with 

carefully controlled strength. Her face reminded me of Disney's Tinkerbelle, thin and 

pointed, but when she smiled I could tell she was beautiful. Her hair fell over her 

shoulders in a tumble of blonde, though like most of her sisters it had a few leaves and 

twigs tangled in. 

My gaze reverted to Caroline, and I couldn't help but smirk, even given the 

circumstances. "Well this explains a lot." 

She flushed a deep crimson, darker th~n I'd ever seen her blush before. The 

woman beside her grinned and leaned in to kiss her cheek. "Chrissy, this is Jasmine, 

Jasmine, Christina," Caroline gestured back and forth between us. 

"Though if you're looking for me around here, it's usually Esmeralda," I smiled. 

Caroline raised an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged at her. "We going?" 

Jasmine took the lead, after I assured them that there was no way I'd be able to 

Lift both of them and myself and still maintain a pace faster than a crawl. Our one 

advantage was that the people who'd taken Darius were on foot also, and they wanted to 

do this trial fast, so wherever they'd taken him, it couldn't be far. 

One of the women back at the ship had pointed us in the right general direction; 

from there, we relied on Jasmine's tracking skills (which, Caroline assured me, would have 
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impressed a bloodhound). I tried to walk beside them, but they were both much more 

accustomed to speed-walking over uneven, underbrush-filled, muddy terrain. It wasn't long 

before I resorted to drifting over their heads, stretched out flat on my plank of wood. 

Even now that we were on the move, my nerves still clamored. '~How long ago did 

they take him?" I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer. 

"An hour, maybe two at most," Jasmine answered in her rough voice. It sounded 

like she smoked about five or six packs a day, yet somehow that voice suited her. 

"And how long does the trial normally take? The Tribute thing." 

"Tribunal," Caroline corrected. Aside from that, they were both silent. 

I could feel my heart pounding where my chest was pressed against the solid wood 

beneath me. "How long?" I repeated. My voice shook. 

"Normally? About fifteen minutes, ifthat," Jasmine replied reluctantly. "But that's 

when it's only the Sirens involved. Now there are representatives from at least three forest 

tribes alone here, not to mention all the different Sprites and Diviners and Hawks." 

"The whats?" I blinked. 

She grinned a little. "Sprites are water-bound people. Hawks are what we call you 

guys." She gestured at my floating plank. 

"Thanks?" I raised my eyebrows. 

She snickered. "You wouldn't thank me if you knew how small bird brains are." 

Caroline laughed and I aimed a kick at her head, which she dodged easily. "Don't 

worry," she said. ''I'm sure he's fine. 
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"With this kind of gathering, it'll take them about three days just to agree on how 

to hold the trial, let alone actually get through with it," Jasmine added. 

I let myself relax a bit more. She was probably right. After all, hadn't Darius said 

you almost never found so many different elements working together because everyone 

always argued? 

As if on cue, shouts broke through the silence ahead of us. They echoed strangely 

in the forest; what would have sounded much louder in an open space was muffled and 

dulled by the trees here. The light was growing dimmer too. Before long I had to drop back 

to my feet because my board would no longer fit between the gaps in the trees. 

Jasmine signaled for us to slow, presumably on account of me. She and Caroline 

made hardly any sound at all as they traversed the leaves, but I sounded like a herd of 

elephants on parade. 

"Who goes?" inquired a voice from the lowest branch of one of the trees we were 

passing. I jumped about a foot in the air, but neither Caroline nor Jasmine reacted. 

"Two Bean-sidhe," replied Jasmine coolly. "And one freelance Hawk." 

The speaker grinned, but teeth were all I could see in the gloom. I couldn't even 

tell by the voice whether it had been male or female, though I assumed if it was a Siren, 

she must have been a woman. "Court has almost begun," the stranger said, and an arm 

dropped briefly out of shadows and into our line of vision. It pointed through the paper

thin gaps in the trees ahead. Beyond was a small clearing, still darkened by the 

overhanging trees, but a little less claustrophobic than the space where we were currently 

confined. "Go around by the Western gate. We await the rest of the raiders there." 
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I shivered, but followed in Jasmine and Caroline's footsteps without question. I 

didn't want to seem any more ignorant than I must already look. Neither Jasmine or 

Caroline seemed phased, but that I noticed they were holding hands again. I felt a brief 

pang of jealousy. At least they had each other. 

The trees had gotten so thick that the clearing was almost completely hidden from 

view, save for the occasional slit between trunks. We were walking parallel to the bark wall 

now, unable to move forward any more. The clearing, small as it appeared, seemed to take 

forever to circle. 

Eventually an opening appeared ahead, only wide enough for one person at a time 

to pass through. I could see why the Tribunal had been placed here. Anyone trying to 

attack would be bottlenecked at this entrance. Another shudder ran down my.spine. 

A tall woman stood at the opening, her eyes on us as we approached, though I had 

the sense that her ears were more attuned to the forest around us. Her hand rested 

casually on the shaft of a razor-sharp spearhead. As we approached, I watched her fingers 

tighten around it almost imperceptibly. 

"Who goes?" she said. I assumed that phrase must be a custom with this tribe. 

Then, much to my surprise, Jasmine stepped away from our little trio and dropped 

to her knees. She touched her forehead to the ground in supplication. I stared, and even 

Caroline looked a little surprised. 

"We humbly beg entrance to your court, my lady, for we have a witness who wishes 

to speak on the prisoner's behalf." Jasmine spoke at the ground. 
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"A witness?" The woman looked almost interested for the first time since we had 

approached. She leaned forward and tossed back her tawny mane to peer at us. When a 

touch of green-tinted sunlight hit her, I noticed that her torso was covered in thin blue 

lines. I was reminded of a story I'd once read, about Celtic tribes who painted their bodies 

with woad before battle. I wondered if this paint had the same significance. I prayed that it 

did not. 

"Yes, my lady," said Jasmine, and then I realized what Jasmine was doing. 

My eyes darted to Caroline's. Are you nuts? I wanted to scream. If they knew I was 

here to protect Darius, they wouldn't listen to a thing I said. 

''Very well," said the woman. A vaguely amused smile hovered on her lips. "You 

may pass." 

We filed past her in a line. I jostled past Caroline to cross over second, so as not to 

be left alone with that woman. "I thought the plan was to go incognito," I hissed as soon 

as we were through the gate. 

"Who was that?" Caroline ignored my comment. 

Jasmine glanced back at the entrance, admiration written all over her face. "That 

was Bathsheba." 

This obviously meant more to Caroline than it did to me, since her eyes went as 

wide as a rabbit's in headlights. 

"The chick who cheated on her husband with King David?" I said. 

"The queen of the Sirens," Caroline snapped at me. 

294 



I shrugged, but I don't think either of them noticed. Their eyes drifting back to the 

doorway as they tried to stifle their giggles. I was put in mind of a couple preteen girls who 

had just been smiled at by their favorite boy band member. 

"Can we focus?" I shoved Caroline gently. But then I completely lost any train of 

thought I'd just had, and stared ahead open-mouthed. 

No wonder the clearing had taken so long to walk around; it was immense. The 

shadows were no longer cast by the trees here, but by a low-hanging metal net, chained to 

the tree trunks at the height where the trunks began to thin and separate. It took me a 

minute to understand that this must be their protection against aerial attacks. 

"Iron." Jasmine had noticed where my eyes were. "Don't know if you've ever tried 

it, but your kind can't Lift iron." 

Which would explain the row of iron cages at the opposite end of the clearing, 

lined up against the thickest of the trunks. All but one of them was empty. A whimper 

escaped my throat before I could help it. 

"Easy now." Jasmine rested her free hand on my arm. The other was wrapped 

around Caroline's shoulders. "Won't be long until they start, then you'll have your say." 

I ducked around Jasmine to try and catch Caroline's eye. "I thought you said they 

always find them guilty." 

"Well, this isn't their usual type of trial," she answered. "And if you tell them what 

you told me, I'm sure they'll at least want to investigate it before they decide what to do 

with him." 

"Course, they might try to kill him anyway," Jasmine muttered. 
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Caroline kicked her swiftly. "Even if they try, it'll buy us more time to figure out 

what to do, right?" 

Jasmine shook her head as if in disbelief, but she was smiling. "You're a crazy 

woman. But we'll figure it out, for sure." 

I wasn't entirely reassured, but I didn't have much time to dwell on it. A hom 

sounded from the comer by the cages. People swarmed out of the shadowed edges of the 

clearing and crowded around what, from this distance, appeared to be an invisible circle. 

When we moved closer though, I realized it was a thin line of razor-wire that kept them 

back. In the center was a wide stump, aged and decaying. 

I tried to focus on what I was going to say, but my eyes drifted around the crowd 

anyway. I'd never seen anything quite like it before, except when Darius and I had watched 

them search the ship from a distance. Up close, the mixture of tribes and elements was 

even more striking. 

Over-dressed Diviners stood beside under-dressed forest women. Men and women 

in the oddest assortment of wetsuits, bathing suits and towel-dresses stood in clumps 

around the circle, their hair dripping (though how it could be wet in the middle of the 

forest I didn't quite understand). I was surprised to find I could recognize the other 

"Hawks," in the group. They stood alone mostly, and their dress ranged from 21'( century 

jeans and T-shirts all the way back to the Renaissance-esque clothes Darius's crew had 

favored. But nearly every single one of them stood on tiptoe, arms outstretched, as if ready 

to take flight at any moment. 
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A contingent of Sirens approached the circle from the direction of the cages. A 

dark shape was slumped between them, arms and shoulders limp, legs half-bent as they 

carried him. The only way I could tell he was still alive was that he moved his legs in a 

pitiful attempt to walk. 

Someone else stepped forward to unhook the razor-wire from one of the little 

stakes that held it in the ground. The contingent passed through, then the person 

reattached it and sealed them in. 

They dropped Darius unceremoniously on the stump in the center of the clearing, 

arranged him so he sat upright, his head was slumped over his knees, and backed away to 

the edges of the circle. 

Without realizing I was doing it, I pushed through the crowd until I was at the 

front. My hand brushed the wire and I winced, but didn't spare a glance for my skin, 

though I could feel the blood welling up. My eyes were focused too intently on his black 

hair, draped over his face in a tangled mess. I couldn't see much of him except for his bare 

arms, which were bruised and bloodied in places. I bit my lip. Only a couple hours ago, he 

had been whole and healthy ... 

He moaned weakly, and the sound echoed in the now-silent clearing. It tugged at 

my heart, but I forced myself not to move. Running away with him wouldn't work. There 

were the nets to think of, not to mention the dozens of people here ready to kill anyone 

who tried it. 

The woman who met us at the gate, Bathsheba, leapt gracefully over a portion of 

razor wire and advanced into the circle to a spot behind Darius. "My friends, we are here 
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today to decide the fate of a man who has punished friends and foe alike with his rash 

actions. His greed is only outweighed by his cowardice. Even now, on the eve of his 

certain death, he refuses to admit to his crimes." 

A soft gasp escaped my lips, and a hand closed over my wrist. 1 glanced back to see 

Caroline, then turned my attention to the proceedings again. Somewhere in the recesses of 

my mind, 1 noted the cool feel of a wet cloth on my skin, the sensation as someone bound 

my cut. The rest of my conscious was entirely attuned to him. 

"Thievery, as we all know, is a beloved tradition of this realm," Bathsheba 

continued, that amused grin on her face. 1 hated her for it. "However, there is a fine line 

between thievery and tyranny; a line which this man has crossed." A few shouts of 

agreement went up around the circle. "Thievery is all well and good, but to rob an entire 

world of its prized possessions, of its wealth and treasures, of savings we have accumulated 

through hard work both here and in our home realm ... That, my friends, is the act of a 

man who has no thought but for his own benefit. And that, my friends, is a man who 

should pay the highest price for it." Her eyes swept around the circle again, perhaps for 

dramatic effect. "I motion to put him to permanent death, that he may never return to 

plague us again." 

The world seemed to blur at the edges of my vision. All 1 could see was her, this 

woman 1 now hated more than any other human being on the face of the earth; this earth 

or the real one. Permanent death. My mind was still reeling. How could they? Darius had 

told me no one killed anyone pennanently here. They allowed them to phase out; that was 

the honor of the fight. 
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If he dies, I'll never see him again. 

"All in favor?" Bathsheba was saying. 

"Stop!" shouted someone behind me forcibly. 

The crowd turned as one, but my eyes were on Darius now, my body immobile. 

Belatedly, I recognized the voice as Jasmine's. 

"My lady Bathsheba, we greeted you at the gate but moments ago to inform you 

that we have a witness to speak on his behalf. Will you not allow for the proper pursuit of 

justice?" 

The Sirens at the edges of the circle glared at her, but a few members of the crowd 

began to murmur in agreement. Bathsheba held up a hand. 

"My thanks for this reminder," she said, though her expression was one of 

anything but appreciation. "Of course we will hear the witness. Let her come forward." 

Without waiting for someone to move the wire, I grasped the plank I'd kept hold 

of, gripped the edges tightly, and Lifted myself into the center of the circle. A handful of 

Hawks around the circle snickered, but I didn't care enough to look. I came to rest a foot 

in front of Darius. He didn't move a muscle. 

"What have you to say, stranger?" Bathsheba surveyed me haughtily. 

"He didn't do it." I said the fIrst thing that came to mind. Darius stirred. "He 

attacked the Aqueous without knowing its true purpose - none of those on board the ship 

did." 

"Can you prove this?" Bathsheba interrupted. 

"No." I met her gaze without fear. 
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"Then 1 fail to see why we should -" 

"But 1 can prove that he did not succeed in attacking the Aqueous," 1 spoke over 

her, loudly. "He lost." A quiet intake of air rustled around the circle of onlookers. 

"Oh?" she said mildly. 

"Did you find any treasure on that ship? Any empty caskets to indicate that a great 

stash of wealth had been held there?" 

"N 0, but most of the hold had been emptied by the time our men arrived," 

someone in the circle spoke up. Bathsheba waved them silent. 

"What was emptied were the personal savings of the crew. No more than a few 

hundred dollars and some coins. As for the ship's hold, take into consideration how many 

crew members there were when you found us. Hell, take into consideration how many 

there were at the time the Aqueous was attacked. That was the most crew the ship's 

probably ever had, but they would all have needed super-human strength to Lift the kind 

of loot you all are discussing. And at the same time, to hold open a tunnel of Air long 

enough for them to escape from the bottom of the ocean?" 

Bathsheba shrugged. "I cannot profess to know the intricacies of your kind's ... 

Ah ... talents, stranger." 

"Well you'll have to if you want to be an impartial judge in this case." Some of the 

Sirens around me snickered, 1 assumed at my use of the words 'impartial judge.' My 

stomach rolled over. They were going to kill him no matter what; this trial was just a 

formality. "Listen to me!" 1 advanced on Bathsheba. The snickers immediately turned into 

tense attention as all of the Sirens' hands darted to their weapons, their eyes locked on me 
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for any signs of aggression. "He didn't rob the Aqueous. 1 don't know who started the 

rumor that he did, but your money, your gold, your whatever you think was stolen, 1 can 

guarantee you, he doesn't have it. Killing him will solve nothing." 

"Unless you can prove beyond a doubt his innocence ... " Bathsheba began, but 1 cut 

her off. 

"1 can. Grant a few men to come with me; hell, grant a whole contingent if you 

wish. I will go to the Aqueous myself and find out what happened, if that's what it takes." I 

stared her down. 

For a long moment, the circle was silent. Then she smiled. "The Hawk has 

courage. A group of ten to escort her, and we can postpone the trial until their return?" 

Shouts of protest immediately broke out, followed by shouts of approval, followed 

by shouts of I couldn't say what, because I stopped listening. I dropped to my knees in 

front of Darius. His eyes were open, but he didn't look like he had the strength to lift his 

head. I rested my hand on his cheek and bent forward until my eyes were in his line of 

vision. I smiled at him, but he shook his head limply and closed his eyes. 

Before I say a thing, hands gripped me from behind and wrenched me back to my 

feet. "No contact with the prisoner," one of the Sirens ordered breathily in my ear. I 

scowled at her. 

The heated argument around us, however, didn't show any signs of dying down. 

Content that at least for the moment he was safe, I didn't fight when the Siren clenching 

my arms pushed me under the razor wire and back out of the circle. 
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Nearby, Caroline was engaged in a heated argument with two men and a woman 

with strangely wet hair. Over her head, I caught a glimpse of Jasmine as she let a pair of 

men twice her height with heavy leather biking jackets have a piece of her mind. Caroline 

was probably right. Decisions would take forever in this trial. How so many arguments had 

sprung up so quickly, I couldn't understand, but the noise was getting to me. I covered my 

ears, winced, and wondered if I should just phase out until they'd sorted it. 

Mom had probably broken into my room already. If I was lucky, she'd just sit there 

and watch over me herself. If not, she'd take me to the hospital and force drugs down my 

throat. If I phased out now, there was no saying whether I'd be able to get back or not. 

Groaning, I paced over toward the cages instead. No one was there, since Darius 

was in the circle, so the sound was at least a little bit dulled. I peeked inside the cage 

wh~re they'd been keeping him. It was empty but for a pile of straw on the floor and a 

bowl of water in the corner. Not even a blanket. I sighed softly. In the state he was in, if 

they couldn't make up their minds before nightfall, he'd probably freeze to death before 

morning anyway. I wondered if he'd have the sense to phase out and at least get a 

comforter or something. 

I left the cages and meandered around the edge of the circle. I had a vague idea of 

bolting for the entrance once I reached it, just going to the Aqueous alone. By the time 

they'd sort out if they should wait or not, I'd be back with a more solid answer for them. 

The thought was tempting. Surely if I had a pretty good lead on where their gold was, 

they'd at least all agree that they should investigate it. 
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Unfortunately, there was a new guard on duty. In spite of all the fuss going on, the 

woman standing at the entryway didn't look phased. Her eyes faced the forest, but I didn't 

fool myself. She'd hear me coming if I tried anything. 

I spun around to glare at the net over my head. The board I still clutched under my 

arm felt even heavier now that it offered no escape. 

"Planning to bolt, huh?" someone said nearby. 

I jumped, startled out of my thoughts, and spun around to face the speaker. He was 

almost a head shorter than me, with the same oddly damp hair I'd seen on all of the other 

Water-bound people today. His eyes were a startling bright blue, a blue that reminded me 

of something ... I shook my head. I was beginning to think everyone here looked familiar 

somehow. 

"What's it to you?" I replied. 

"N othing; none of my business quite frankly." His grin widened. "Only, being a 

gentleman, I feel the need to offer any assistance I can to a damsel in distress." 

"You can start by looking elsewhere, then. No damsels here." I walked past him 

toward the crowd in the hope that he'd get the message and back off. He followed me. 

''I'm not claiming to be an expert here, but damsel or not, you look the very 

definition of distress. So I'll offer my assistance anyway." 

"Thank you, but that won't be necessary," I muttered. 

"You want to spring your captain there, don't you?" Only the way he phrased it, it 

wasn't really a question. 

"He's not my captain." 
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"Must be, else why would you know all his doings so well?" He smiled at me 

') cheekily. "No matter, you say you aren't his crew, I'll believe you. Either way, you want to 

spring him. And 1 want the money 1 lost, whereas these clouts seem keener on tearing one 

another to shreds with their teeth than searching for it." He paused to wait for my 

response. 1 stared stonily into the distance. "Thing is," he continued, "I believe you when 

you say your man here didn't take our money. And 1 wanna find out who did." 

) 

My eyes drifted over to him before 1 could help myself. "And?" 1 said. 

He smiled toothily. "And Sheba over here turned me down for a drink, so 1 

wouldn't mind annoying her a bit." 1 glared, and he laughed. "And 1 can get us both out of 

here so we can find the answers to our questions." 

"If you can find your money on your own, why don't you do it? You don't look like 

you need some distressed damsel's help." 

"Ah, see, that's where you're wrong. I do need your help. Get me close enough to 

the Aqueous and I can get in without a hitch, only ... " 

"Only what?" 

He looked uncomfortable for the first time. "Dn1y 1 can't get there by myself, y'see, 

because there's a section ... Ah, well, of ocean between here and there that I can't cross on 

no accounts." 

"Dh, and why is that? Some 'distressed damsel' lurking there to disembowel you if 

you ever cross her path again?" I smirked. 
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"Something like that." He laughed nervously. "Only, more like, a few ah, big 

spenders from that, uh, area, whom I might'a crossed once or twice before, might owe 

them some coin ... Or a limb or two ... " 

"Great. Brilliant." 

"Hey now, don't be judging; whatever I done, I was never such a fool as to get 

myself imprisoned by half the damn realm before." He waved an arm in the general 

direction of the circle. 

"Here I am trying to break my so-called thief out of prison, and the only person 

willing to help me is a gambling can artist." I snorted. "What the hell. I don't trust either 

of you, so let's do it." 

He perked up. "Really?" 

I shrugged. "You said you know how to get out. Show me and you've got yourself a 
\ 

) 

dea1." 

"N at a problem." He faced me with another wink, and dissolved in front of my 

eyes. 

I don't mean he phased out. I mean, his entire body turned to liquid. When I 

glanced down at the grass where he'd been standing, there was only a clear puddle of 

water. Before I could ponder this new development further, the puddle reared up and 

slithered away across the lawn like a long, shimmering snake. I watched it as it headed 

straight for the entrance. 

"If that's the only way out, screw this idea," I muttered. 
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The guard didn't notice anything amiss. Her eyes were focused outward. She 

guarded against intruders, not escapees. Still, once the puddle slipped past her legs and out 

into her line of vision, she'd certainly notice it. 

I stepped forward and bit my lip. He was going to get himself run through with that 

overlarge spear she was holding, and then who was going to show me the Aqueous? At this 

rate, it'd be the end of the century before they even agreed who should take me. 

The puddle came to a halt just behind the guard. I could barely see it now that it 

was motionless, except when a glimmer of sun broke through the trees and the water 

sparkled. 

The change came without warning. One moment I was squinting to make out a 

pool of water soaking into the damp grass, and the next I was staring at the feet of a man 

who'd sprung up seemingly out of nothing. He grabbed the guard, covered her mouth and 

twisted something in her belt hook. I didn't have see it to know that it was her dagger, the 

one every forest woman I'd ever met wore religiously. A second later, she phased out. I 

knew what that meant. Admission of defeat. 

He gestured for me to follow him. I glanced back at the tangle of people still 

arguing. Their voices pierced the otherwise silent woods. I couldn't believe none of them 

had seen that happen, but no one was so much as giving us a second look. 

He waved again impatiently. I dropped my plank to the ground in front of me and 

leapt onto it as I Lifted it about a foot in the air. I skimmed rapidly over the grass between 

us, careful not to fly too high and attract attention. 
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When I drew close enough, he ran at me and jumped onto the back with a short 

bark of a laugh. At this point, I reached the entrance. With a smirk, I banked hard to the 

side and threw myself over the now-vertical board to balance as we squeezed through the 

opening. He fell off and cursed as he ran after me. Still laughing, I righted myself and 

drifted higher, a few feet above his head now. 

"Oh very funny!" he called up at me. 

"Which way's the shore?" 

"I'm not telling unless you let me ride with you." He folded his arms over his chest. 

I rolled my eyes and dropped down beside him. "Wimp." 

He jumped back on. "It's much more fun up here with you than swimming down 

there all by myself." 

"Don't get too comfortable. Now, where am I going?" 

He held an arm out in front of me to direct me. 

I didn't know if this was the right thing to do or not. In fact, I was almost sure it 

wasn't. But it felt more productive to be on the move, so move I would. 

Chapter Twenty Two 

Enya - Caribbean Blue 
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What felt like several centuries later, but was probably about two hours, movement 

no longer felt productive. "How much farther?" I stared at the unending waves beneath us. 

The scenery hadn't changed since we'd passed out of the forest, over the beach, and onto 

the ocean's surface, probably about 300 years ago. 

"Not long," replied Jan, my ambiguously named traveling companion. 

"How can you left?" I asked. The glassy blue surface was broken only by the 

occasional wave or patch of plankton. 

He shrugged his overly tan shoulders, and seemed even more like a generic surfer 

dude straight off a Californian beach. ''I'm guessing." 

"Guessing?" I repeated, my tone dangerous. 

He held up his hands to try and mollify me. He'd quickly become acquainted with 

my dangerous tone on this trip. "I timed it the last time I came this way, okay?" 

"You dragged someone else this same route? That pour soul." 

"Well, it was easier going then. Didn't have to sit here cramped on a piece of 

plywood; we traveled in style. One of those nice big ships, y'know?" 

My insides turned to ice. "Do you remember the name of this nice big ship?" I 

asked through gritted teeth 

He shrugged again, his reaction to pretty much every question I asked. "Dunno. 

There was this gorgeous broad though, Mary-something." 

The ice cube that was now my stomach began to crack under the sudden pressure 

of my clenched muscles. "May-belle." 

"Hey yeah, that's her! You know the girl?" 
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"You could say that," I hissed. 

"Here should be good," he said, his eyes on the surface speculatively. "Now, if I go 

down ftrst and you wait here, then I can -" 

Ignoring him, I dove straight toward the waves. 

"What are you -" 

His shout was drowned out as we hit the water. The force of my dive propelled us 

both a little ways down, and I swam resolutely toward the ocean floor. I had no idea where 

we were, but I wasn't about to let him go on without me, no matter how long it would take 

me to swim all the way down. 

A hand closed over my shoulders from above. I looked up to find Jan trying to pull 

me back toward the surface. I kicked at him. "Let go!" I yelled. 

He dropped me with a gasp. The sound echoed weirdly, as all sounds did down 

here. "You ... you're ... " 

"Halfblooded. " 

He still stared at me. "So you can ... " 

"Breathe down here, yes," I snapped. "Can we move? It's going to take me about a 

year to swim as far as I think we'll need to go." 

He kicked once and darted in front of me easily. He was muscled, true, but that 

didn't explain why his kicks seemed to propel him through the water as though it were 

butter. 

I struggled along for a few more feet. 
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He laughed. "I see the tradeoff now. Well, you gave me a lift this far, only fair to 

give you one the rest of the way." He grabbed my wrists before I could protest, and the 

next instant, we were flying through the water. He lay on his back and kicked without even 

bothering to turn and look where we were going. 

I kept glancing at the water ahead of us, afraid some obstacle would appear 

without warning and knock both of our brains out. 

"Nervous?" he asked with a grin. 

"You aren't even looking!" I flinched as a school offish darted past us. But we 

neatly avoided every single one. 

He winked at me. "Don't need to. That's one of the perks. But, if it'll make you feel 

better. .. " He rolled over and flipped me underneath him so that he was still dragging me by 

the wrists, but now I was the one facing backwards, my anns trapped in his grip. I twisted 

uncomfortably to roll my head back on my neck far enough to watch ahead of us. My eyes 

stung as the water whipped past us, and I couldn't see a thing from this angle. "Better?" 

"No," I gasped. Panic tightened my chest. 

He flipped back again. "You keep watch then." 

"Are we nearing it? Do you recognize anything?" The terrain down here was as 

impossible to distinguish as the waves above. Everything was shifting, constantly changing, 

nothing was fIXed. This part of the ocean didn't appear any different than any other part 

I'd seen. 

"We're close, I think. Once we can see the sea bed, I'll know." 

j , 
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1 was closer to him than I'd been before, and from this vantage point, 1 finally had 

a good look at his face, from his blue eyes to his long blond hair. .. Suddenly 1 realized why 

he was familiar. ''You're A-Guard," 1 said. 

He smiled and didn't deny it. "We only met briefly before." 

Now I remembered. "What Darius's ship attacked the traders at the port ... " 

He nodded. "I was there." 

He was the one who had surged out of the water just in front of me at the battle. 

"Why are you here now?" I said. "Shouldn't you be down there helping the guard?" 

"Ran into a spot of trouble or three. A-Guard didn't want someone with that kind 

of record sticking around to tarnish their reputations. Straight-edge, they are. When they 

kicked me off, I just sort of lingered in the area. Had nowhere else to go, everyone I knew 

lived down here. Then there was the day of that attack. .. " 

"You were here?" My eyes widened. 

"Not at first. I phased in, saw that huge tunnel of air, and I knew something was 

up. I swam as hard as 1 could down to that gate; thought maybe I could at least save a few 

of my buddies, if nothing else. Time I got there though, that ship was already gone. 'They 

took everything,' they said, my buddies. I had a fair bit of stock in there myself. I hung 

around a while more, helped them get the news out to all their customers and such. I got a 

pretty wide social net. And then 1 got wind about the offensive strike some of the former 

customers were planning, to hunt these guys down, and I thought, well that's as good an 

idea as any. I asked a few of my boys at the Aqueous if they knew anyone who'd be willing 

to escort me, and one of 'em said he'd a friend who wasn't joining the offensive, but was 
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passing that way. That's your May-belle's man. He picked me outta the waves and I got a 

free ride to shore." 

"And what did they get out of it?" I asked. 

"What did who get?" 

"The ship. The crew, the captain, they had to have gotten something from you in 

return. I know their captain and believe me, he doesn't do charity work." 

Jan shrugged, yet again. "Nothing I can think on. Probably owed my buddy a favor, 

he's a swell guy, would've been willing to call one in for me like that..." he trailed off and 

froze in place. Water swirled around us at the sudden halt. 

"What?" I hissed, frightened by the sudden tense expression ali his face. But 

almost as soon as I asked, he relaxed, laughing softly. 

; 

"Speak of the devil..." He grinned and released my wrists. I realized his gaze was 

no longer on me, and I followed it to a trail of bubbles ahead of us. The trail led down to a 

dark, fast-moving shape, headed straight for us. As soon as I realized what it was, I 

screamed. 

J an just laughed more while the enormous shark bore down on us, its jaws open. It 

halted with its teeth mere inches from Jan's face. I could feel my heart rushing in my ears. 

We're going to die down here ... I shut my eyes. 

"Beatrice!" cried Jan happily. My eyes shot back open. 

Before I could say a word, a familiar face leaned over the shark's forehead, and 

reached out a hand to Jan. "Jan! Thank gods, I was so worried when I saw someone cross 
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the perimeter, and ... Never mind." He laughed nervously, and spoke too fast. "Come back 

to us, have you? What news from the front? Did we catch the bad guys?" 

"Well, not exactly -" Jan began, but Chauncey cut across him. 

"Oh! You've brought a friend! And who is this?" he asked, just as I slid out from 

behind Jan and into view. 

"Hi Chauncey," I said with a weak smile. My mind raced. Somehow, I hadn't 

thought I would run into him. At least I don't look as terrified as he does. I watched his 

expression run the gamut from shock to fear to confusion and back to fear. 

"Jan, what ... How ... " He cleared his throat sharply. "Esmeralda, what a pleasure. 

I've been worried about you; you didn't get in touch with me when they attacked." He 

went on in that same too-fast speech, so different from the way he'd acted when I had first 

met him, relaxed and at ease. "Are you working with Jan? When he left he was planning to 

help the group tracking down ... the looters." 

I cleared my throat. "Urn ... I'm working with him, but not exactly ... Like that." 

"Listen buddy, let's go inside or something." Jan's expression went tense again. "I 

don't know what's going on here, but I don't think it's something we should discuss right 

out here in the open ... " 

Beatrice shifted subtly across our path. "We're fine where we are." Chauncey's 

voice was hard. "Now, are you going to tell me why you've come back unannounced and 

towing an unauthorized guest?" 

My lips parted in surprise, but it was Jan who spoke first. 

313 



"Unauthorized?" His eyes narrowed. "That rule's outdated and you know it. We've 

never closed off our borders to one of our own. She belongs to the water as much as any 

of us." 

"And she belongs to the sky, too, did you think of that? Why she bound herself 

that way?" Chauncey avoided my eyes as he spoke. "She can't come in. Neither can you. 

We've had to rethink our open-door policy, after those pirates took advantage of it." 

"Those pirates didn't do anything," I snapped. Both men spun to face me. ''You 

know it as well as I do, Chauncey. Their ship couldn't hold half of the gold you all must 

have in the bank. You're going to tell me what really happened." I narrowed my eyes. "I 

warned you, now you can warn me. A favor for a favor." 

"I never asked for your favor." He glared back. "This is Aqueous business, none of 

yours. I'm only gomg to ask you nicely once - leave, now." 

"So you admit that something's going on here," Jan shot back. "What happened to 

the colony I knew? I was one of you; we were better than this. Just tell us what's happened, 

I'm sure it's all a misunderstanding ... " He softened. 

"It's no misunderstanding," I muttered. "They're getting back at the man who 

dared attack them, that's all. They lied about the gold. I bet it's all still down there right 

now." Darius was right. They deserved to be robbed. 

"You don't know what you're talking about," Chauncey growled. "We are not the 

aggressors here; your friends struck us first. Now get the hell out of our territory." 

"And if we refuse?" Jan slid forward, closer to Beatrice. She snapped at him. 
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"Then I will have to force you," Chauncey said evenly. His hand drifted toward his 

waist. 

"Stop!" I screamed the first thing that came to mind and threw myself at 

Chauncey. Beatrice spun toward me and I froze, but Jan was faster. Before I could even 

blink, he had his arms around Chauncey, knocking him from his mount. Beatrice kept 

moving toward me though, unrestrained now. I didn't even feel myself scream until the 

sound echoed around us. 

"Grab her snout!" someone - Jan, I assumed - shouted at me. She lunged, and I 

threw my hand out desperately and closed it around her nose. She froze, though her tail 

swished angrily. 

I glanced at the boys. Chauncey had drawn his sword, but Jan had pinned his arm 

back, so it hung limply at his side while the two of them struggled. "Just phase out, man," 

Jan ordered, but Chauncey shook his head angrily and tried to twist out of Jan's grip. 

"The sword!" I called to Jan, as Chauncey tilted it toward him. I tried to move, but 

the second I lifted my hand, Beatrice advanced, and 1 had to clap it back in place to hold 

her motionless in the water. Jan dodged Chauncey's weak strike and kept his arm around 

Chauncey's in a tight bear hug. He grasped the hilt of the sword with his free hand, 

wrested it from Chauncey and pointed the tip at his throat. 

"I don't wanna do this, bud, but 1 will. If you make me." 

"She needs air!" Chauncey gasped, ignoring the sword for the moment, his eyes on 

Beatrice, filled with concern. "Let her move! She's trained to freeze when you do that, but 

she can't breathe!" 
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"Call her off," Jan ordered. 

Chauncey whispered something, too soft for me to hear, but immediately Beatrice 

relaxed, and the anger faded from her movements. I released my grip hesitantly, ready to 

grab her again if she kept charging. But she ignored me and swam toward Chauncey to 

circle the two of them anxiously. 

''You can either tell us what's really going on here, or you can phase out now," Jan 

was saying. The point of the sword dug into Chauncey's throat. I could see Beatrice's gills 

flare as a tiny trickle of blood floated out into the water. 

"Jan, I'm sorry, you know the code." Suddenly the fight went out of him. 

"Esmeralda ... " He glanced my way, but didn't quite meet my eyes. "I can't betray my 

people. You're right, you did help me, you helped all of us. But I can't. I'm sorry." 

I nodded once, still annoyed. But my anger was fading. I could understand that. I 

wouldn't betray Darius again, not now. 

Chauncey vanished, but Jan kept his hold on the sword. "In case he decides to pop 

back in and warn someone," he explained, and grabbed my hand. We started off once 

more, and went even faster this time. But in a minute or two, we slowed again. I soon saw 

Why. The craggy face of the sea bed appeared below us. 

I gaped at it. I had never been down this far. The closest I'd gotten was diving out 

of Darius's ship as we were descending, but I'd never seen the bottom. Alien shapes 

extended in every direction; strange, twisting mountains and wide, frighteningly deep

looking ditches, covered in odd white plantlike creatures of all shapes and sizes. 
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Somewhere in the distance, a stream of bubbles shot out ofa mountain-like shape. The 

'\) entire scene was cast in monotone dim light, the only colors blue, black and white. 

Something else caught my eye. Ahead of us was a white tornado of froth that 

spiraled up from the ocean bed like an inverse tornado. Jan pulled us closer to it. The 

tunnel of air touched bottom about thirty feet away from us. Through the swirl of water, I 

could see a faint gleam of sunlight hit something vast and brown, completely out-of-place 

here. 

"That's a ship," I said, my eyes wide. "They're Calling the Wind ... But, our ship is 

wrecked, whose ... ?" 

"Could be the one that gave me a lift?" Jan stared as well. 

My innards felt like blocks of ice. May-belle and Irving. What could they be doing 

here? We edged closer along the bottom. I let my feet touch the sandy ground, and 

watched something in the comer of my eye skitter away. I shivered. 

Then the Aqueous came into view on the opposite side of the tunnel. Though I 

could only see part of it from where we stood, I could tell it was enormous. Whether it had 

been man-made originally or not I couldn't say, but even if it had, the sea had long since 

reclaimed its territory. 

Sprawling, labyrinthine tunnels extended off in every direction from its central 

gate, which rose at least twenty feet from the flat bed around it. Towers rose even higher 

than that at regular intervals along the tunnels' paths. All of this surrounded a central 

dome, which rose to match the height of the tallest tower; at least a hundred feet or more. 

The dome was vaguely circular, but the mud and small creatures and plants anchored all 
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along its length leant it a more bumpy and irregular shape. The towers were covered in 

odd outcroppings and branching finger-like protrusions, made by life forms that had 

anchored themselves there. 

But Jan's attention, 1 noticed, was not on the structure itself, impressive as it may 

be. His eyes were fixed on the gate, beyond which 1 could see a set of doors, made of stone 

or something similar. Both doors, twenty feet high themselves, stood wide open, and a 

veritable army of workers drifted in and out, every one of them with a box or crate of some 

sort. 

N either of us spoke as we watched the men and women. They looked like a line of 

worker ants who had just discovered a pile of leftover picnic food. Only, instead of 

bringing their prizes back to the hive, they were removing them from it. They took each of 

the crates straight into the air tunnel. 

1 inched closer to the tunnel and glanced back at Jan. When he didn't move to stop 

me, 1 swam across the remaining space between us from it and knelt in the sand. 1 leaned 

my face in as close to the tunnel as 1 dared without going through it. 

The water continued to swirl around at the edges and threatened to pull me in. At 

the same time it obscured my vision. Everything in the open air of the tunnel blurred. But 

the small patch of sunlight in the tunnel helped, and 1 could see just enough to understand 

that the workers were depositing their cargo at the foot of the ship. From on deck, a row 

of women distance-Lifted the boxes up into their hold. 

"I don't understand." 
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I jumped backwards in shock. I hadn't heard Jan drift up behind me. At least he 

kept his voice low, though. "What's in the boxes; do you know?" I had a pretty good idea, 

but I wanted to hear him say it. 

"Those are the crates we use in the treasury rooms. But what are they doing here? 

The treasury was emptied ... " 

"I don't think it was," I murmured gently. 

He stood staring at the activity for a minute longer. His chest heaved. He seemed 

to be laboriously coming to a decision. "Stay here," he said finally. 

"Where are you going?" 

"I'm going to find out what's going on." He swam confidently toward the entrance 

of the Aqueous. 

Groaning, I settled down among the rocks and sand to wait. Exhaustion hit me 

almost immediately. I couldn't remember the last time I'd slept; it seemed like a century 

ago. I was still too afraid to phase out. For all I knew, I was in the ER being intravenously 

fed anti-psychotics. I wondered how those would affect me in this realm. 

My eyelids drooped. I thought about what they were doing to Darius now, without 

me to defend him. I hoped Jasmine or Caroline had stepped up in my absence. Maybe 

Bathsheba would even listen to them, since they were at least Earth-bound tribeswomen. 

Or maybe their protests had been in vain and he was already dead. My heart 

twisted. No, I thought. He can't be. I'd know. 

Wouldn't I? 
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1 didn't remember falling asleep, but the next thing 1 knew 1 was being shaken 

awake. 1 bolted upright, but it was only Jan, back from investigating. 1 swallowed. My 

mouth tasted unpleasantly salty, and my eyes itched from the water. "What did you see?" 

My voice was harsh with sleep. 

He shook his head. Not here, he mouthed. 

My eyes focused belatedly on the curtain that separated us from The Islander, and 1 

realized it was shifting. The water began to swirl faster, to close in on itself. 1 squinted 

through the blur, like trying to see something through a waterfall, and saw the telltale 

brown of the hull begin to lift from the bottom. 

1 grabbed at Jan's arm, panicked. "1 have to follow them!" 1 gasped. He slapped a 

hand over my mouth, but it was too late. As the curtain began to lift, 1 could see that what 

must have been the entire population of the vast Aqueous stood at the gates to wave to the 

ship. 

The nearest few dozen turned their heads at the sound of my gasp, and the wall of 

air that had separated us from them drifted upwards with the rising ship. I smiled weakly. 

Jan threw me over his shoulder and kicked off hard from the bottom. The workers 

were shouting, and not a second later, a contingent of guards rocketed over their heads. 

They sped toward us even faster than Jan swam. 1 saw why in an instant; a glimpse of the 

ferocious-looking sea-monsters they were mounted on was all the explanation 1 needed. 

The foremost guard even appeared to have chosen a great white for his mount. 

Jan kicked harder, desperate now. I cringed. There was no way we were going to 

outswim them. 
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Then he hurled me forward, into the very edge of the retreating tunnel. My body 

splashed through the curtain of water, and I realized that his intention hadn't been to 

escape them at all. Reflexively, I lunged for the underside of Irving's ship. I managed to 

catch hold of the rudder just barely. The tips of my fingers clenched around it. As I 

strained to hold onto the rising ship, knowing that if I didn't I'd be stranded in this ocean 

until the guards found me, I still couldn't help looking back at Jan. 

The water thickened with foam, and all I could see was a huddle of people. Arms 

flailed in every direction. I closed my eyes and wished my imagination would stop f.tlling in 

the gaps. 

My hands were beginning to ache, and I realized that the way I was holding onto 

the rudder, if the captain turned the wheel at all in either direction my fingers would be 

crushed. My mind was racing. There was nothing around me but rushing water, nothing to 

Lift to carry myself. I strained to fly on my own and prayed the ability would return now 

that I needed it. But the strain only made my arms burn more with the effort of holding 

myself up. 

I gazed up at the smooth wood of the ship's hull. There was nothing but polished 

wood between me and the porthole windows far above my head, not even any rotting spots 

where I might be able to pry a board loose. 

The rudder creaked ominously under my fingertips. Any moment now, we were 

going to reach the surface of the water, where they'd swing around to turn the ship for 

wherever it was going and I'd probably lose a hand. 
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Although. .. I eyed the ship skeptically. Rudders were for turning in water; they 

wouldn't do much good in the sky. Maybe this rudder didn't work like that? I wished I'd 

had a little more interest in how these ships worked, back when I was in a position to ask 

Darius. But I'd only been interested in one thing. 

More out of frustration than anything, I yanked harder on the rudder and pulled 

myself up along it. It didn't budge. Frustrated, I dropped back to a hang. The rudder 

dropped with me, and with a wrenching sound, one of the hinges tore free. I sank another 

foot in the air, nearly losing my grip. I caught a better hold with fIrst one hand, then the 

other. 

As we burst out of the tunnel of water and into the open air, the last hinge gave. I 

Lifted the now-detached rudder and swung myself around to sit on it. But before I could 

get comfortable, I realized I had another problem. The ship, with its entire crew to Lift it, 

was moving much faster than I was. The loss of their rudder didn't seem to have impeded 

them at all, either. 

I struggled to keep up, and scanned the deck at the same time. My eyes landed on 

the ropes strung at regular intervals along the sides of the hull, looped from one railing to 

the next. I sped toward the nearest rope and caught onto it. Immediately my task became 

easier as it pulled me along with the ship. But I was in too vulnerable a spot now, since I 

hung just a few feet below the deck. If anyone looked overboard ... 

I inched along the rope until I reached the base of the deck railing where one end 

of it was tied. Luckily I found myself toward the back of the ship, and there were a few 
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treasury crates piled in front of me. If anyone glanced back, 1'd be hard to see. Still, I had 

to work fast. 

I tugged the knot out of the heavy rope, wound the free end around my waist, and 

retied it there. Only then did I let go of the deck. 

I dropped like a rock, but caught myself at the bottom of the plunge and Lifted the 

rudder under me just enough that I was towed alongside the bottom of the ship now, 

supported by the rope. 

I drifted almost completely out-of-sight beneath the bottom of the hull and let my 

mind wander. 

Forty minutes or so passed until I caught a glimpse of land in the distance. The 

beach was nondescript, but as we drew closer I could see the rows of trees immediately 

beyond it. Twilight had begun to fall. I stared at the trees with a spike of panic. Surely they 

hadn't been discussing Darius this whole time. They must have come to one conclusion or 

another. But what? 

I yearned to rush straight down there to find out, but returning empty-handed 

would just get us both killed. My only chance was to figure out where this ship was sailing, 

and find some kind of proof to bring back, something to convince them that they had the 

wrong man. I daydreamed about kidnapping May and handing her over to the Sirens. A 

cackle escaped my lips before I could help it. 

A voice above me said something sharply. I looked up to discover I was floating 

alongside the ship now, not beneath her. With a gasp, I flung myself back under the hull. 
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But then I heard another voice join the fIrst. The voices loomed closer for a moment, then 

faded away again. They were just talking, they hadn't seen me. 

I kept still, save for my pounding heart, for what seemed like an eternity. Another 

hour passed. I had started to drift again, lulled by the ship's rhythm, when suddenly it 

lurched above me. It dropped so fast that the hull hit my back. I lost my footing on the 

rudder and it fell out from under me. My body weight fell completely onto the rope, which 

squeezed my midsection until I could hardly breathe. Through the fog that clouded my 

vision, I managed to catch sight of the small piece of wood as it tumbled toward the tree 

tops below us, and reached out to Lift it. It zoomed back to my side obediently. I knelt on 

it and gingerly sat up enough to loosen the rope around my stomach. I panted for air. 

It wasn't until I'd recovered that I realized the ship was steadily descending now. I 

looked down at the forest in bewilderment. How were they planning to land here? The 

trees below were beginning to thin, replaced by long stretches of bare rock, but there was 

nowhere near enough space for a vessel of this size to land. I ventured out from beneath 

the hull just far enough to see ahead where we were going. My mouth fell open. 

An enormous mountainside stretched up in our path, out of nowhere it seemed. 

The tip of it was higher than we were by far, its peak a snow-capped pinpoint in the 

distance. Directly ahead of us yawned a wide opening. We flew nearer, straight toward 

this, and its signifIcance dawned on me. The ship was docking there. 

Panicking, I struggled to untie the rope at my waist, which continued to drag me 

along under the ship. lfthey landed now, I'd be crushed. 
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A soft moan of fear escaped my lips as the ship sailed straight toward the lip of the 

cave. I was going to be smashed against the rocks beneath it, and dragged over the lip, 

only to have the entire weight of The Islander and its crew dropped on my head. 

The knots in the rope were too tight, it had cinched when I fell. I dug my nails in 

and strained with all of my might to drag it apart. It didn't budge. The lip of the cave was a 

foot away. I dodged out to the side just as the ship entered the docking bay and landed on 

the rock floor. 

Several dozen faces of the crew members turned to me at once. I smiled weakly, 

still lashed to the ship as she settled into the rock bedding of the cavern with a groan that I 

couldn't help echoing. 

Chapter Twenty Three 

Pink - JVho Knew 
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They didn't even need to tie me up; I'd done that well enough myself. May-belle, of 

course, couldn't resist a little extra - now my hands were tied and one of my feet was 

chained to what looked like a cannon ball - but essentially I'd done the work for them. 

I sat slumped with my head against the hull of the ship. Aside from occasionally 

smacking the back of my skull off of the wood there, I watched silently as Irving oversaw 

the unloading process. The heavy distance-Lifters, I noticed, were almost all female, just as 

in Darius's crew. After the boxes had been deposited beside the ship, the men picked them 

up and carried them out of the cavern entrance and up a path that looped along the 

mountain and out of my line-of-sight. Wherever their destination, it must have been far 

away, because the crew members took a long time going and returning. 

At some point in the process, when the pile of crates to be moved was still greater 

than the number of crates they'd taken outside, I gave in to exhaustion once more. The last 
} . 

thing I remembered before I fell asleep was May-belle standing directly in front of me, 

smirking as I squinted up at her with sleep-blurred eyes. 

"Sleep while you can ... " she murmured. 

I wondered if I dreamt it. 

When I awoke, the world was on fire. I coughed violently, and my first thought was 

that I couldn't even cover my mouth, because something had grabbed my hands. Then I 

realized it was the ropes May had tied. 

Smoke filled the cavern. I couldn't see anything above knee height. Boots rushed 

back and forth, stumbling occasionally. Closer to the entrance, I caught sight of a few 
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other people on my level as they crawled out of the cave. I blinked at them groggily, and a 

vague notion that I should follow them entered my mind. 

I slithered forward on my stomach, then managed to get to my knees. One leg 

resisted. I tried to Lift the cannon ball, but it wouldn't budge. Somewhere in the back of 

my head, Jasmine's voice talked about how iron couldn't be Lifted. I grabbed the ball with 

both hands and dragged it with me as I shuffled forward. About five feet away, I skidded to 

a halt and stared at my waist in confusion. The rope that bound me to the ship was still 

tight around my midsection. 

I squinted back at the ship. I couldn't see much through the smoke, but the flames 

were bright enough that I could tell the masts were on fire, along with portions of the 

deck. I tilted my head to one side and watched in fascination. What a deadly dream ... 

Strong arms wrapped around my shoulder suddenly. I didn't struggle, or even 

register surprise. I watched with an increasingly detached sense of reality as a hand I 

recognized whipped around and sawed at the rope in front of me with a long, jagged knife. 

I swayed back and forth with the knife's motion, awed at the way it frayed the thick rope 

so easily, as if it were cutting butter. 

The tension at my midsection eased as the rope went slack. One of the arms drifted 

to my legs, cupped them and lifted me up. My leg dragged. The hands set me down again, 

the knife went to the rope at my leg, and then the weight there was released, too. The arms 

hefted me again. A chest pressed against my side, and I curled into it. 

We emerged from the smoke and into the sharp, painfully fresh night air. The rush 

of oxygen to my starving lungs set me choking again. Tears stung my eyes with the 
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violence of the coughs that wracked my body. The person holding me was coughing too, 

deeper and throatier. I nudged the chest gently and swung my legs back and forth a little. I 

was set down, and then my savior doubled over, gasping. 

I stood watching tenderly until he recovered enough to look me in the eye again. 

When he straightened, I smiled and nudged my head against his shoulder, my hands still 

bound behind me. "Hey Darius ... " I whispered, my voice ragged from the smoke. 

He smiled back, but didn't reply. His hands caught mine, his skin rough but his 

touch gentle, and I felt the tug as he cut away the ropes. 

Other voices were raised around us, but I hadn't registered them until now. The 

dreamlike quality of the world began to fade, replaced with painful clarity as my brain 

finally received enough oxygen to function again. Swords were clashing somewhere. 

People were screaming. There were splashes on the path beneath our feet, pools the dark 

burgundy color of coagulating blood. 

My gaze darted to the mountain path. Far up along it, I could see groups of figures 

running, in a race to the top. Every now and then, one group would overtake another, and 

blades would flash in the moonlight. Someone else sat, doubled over, not far from us. I 

thought for a moment she was dead, there was so much blood streaked down her arms, 

but she cleared her throat deeply and leapt to her feet a moment later. She raced toward 

the path, but not before I caught a glimpse of her face in the moonlight. Bathsheba. 

"Matthew," a voice murmured beside me. 

I looked back at Darius in confusion. "What?" 

"My name," he said. His hand drifted to cup my cheek. "It's Matthew." 
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"Matthew ... " I repeated, still in a whisper. "Nice to meet you. I'm Christina." 

He smiled again, a wide, mischievous smile, the one I'd seen the first day I met 

him. "The pleasure is mine," he answered huskily, and kissed me. 

Fire sprang up in my heart and I pressed my lips to his deeply. My hands ran 

through his hair, and my body arched forward until it was flush with his. His arms were 

around me just as tightly, and his mouth moved in a slow, smooth rhythm against mine. 

His scent was intoxicating, and my head, already swimming, was overwhelmed. I clung 

tightly to him, even after he drew back from the kiss to brush his lips over my cheek 

faintly. I didn't know what was going on; I only knew I didn't want to let him go again. 

"Thank you," he breathed against my ear. His hands caressed my neck. I closed my 

eyes and sank into the touch. "For going out there, for digging up the truth for me. I'm 

sorry I ever doubted you, darlin' ... " 

My throat felt too tight for speech. If it wasn't for the questions burning at the back 

of it, I doubt I could have spoken. "What happened?" I managed to whisper. "How did 

everyone know where I was ... ?" 

"Jan left a message for one of Sheba's tribe." He disrupted my thought process as 

he nuzzled his face to the side of my neck. His lips touched the sensitive skin just below 

my ear, and a shiver of pleasure ran through my entire body. "She phased out and saw it, 

let Sheba know, Sheba told the Diviners ... As soon as they knew what they were looking 

for, they were able to locate you." 

"The treasure was still there, I saw them loading it onto Irving's ship. They brought 

it here, but I don't know why ... " I trailed off and looked up at the mountaintops. 

329 



"1 talked to Captain Somoa last time 1 phased out. He made a few calls. Turns out 

our 'informant' was a plant. The guy who told Somoa how thin the Aqueous's defenses was 

pretending to be an ex-guard there, but he was really still working for them. They wanted 

him to convince us to attack the Aqueous so they could use us as their cover story. That 

way while the whole world's on a witch hunt looking for us, they run off with their 

investors' gold, and we take the blame." 

1 frowned. "But... When 1 told Chauncey - uh, their guard," 1 corrected when 

Darius looked confused, "That we were going to attack them, he was so shocked. 1 don't 

think he's that good an actor, to be honest..." 

Darius shook his head. ''I'm betting most of their guards didn't know beforehand. 

They might not even know now. I'm sure those running this scam would want the least 

people possible in on it. Cuts down on how many ways you have to split the cash." 

1 bit my lip. But it made sense. I'm sure if Chauncey's tribe leader told him they 

had to pretend the gold was taken while they moved it to a safer location, he'd have 

bought it. 1 sighed. A new thought, however, lit up my mind. "Bathsheba believes you now, 

right? So you're free?" 1 leaned back just far enough to meet his gaze, my eyes alight with 

hope. 

He smiled gently and pressed his lips to mine, and 1 returned the kiss with 

everything 1 had. But all too soon, he pulled away and disengaged my arms from around 

him. His head tilted back down, until 1 could feel his breath on my cheek. "1 love you ... " he 

murmured, and my heart sang. He squeezed my hands quickly, his fingers looped through 
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mine, and then he broke away entirely and backed up the path. 1 walked after him in a 

trance. 

"Don't." He put a hand on my chest and stopped me in my tracks. "Don't follow 

me. I don't want you to see this." 

1 swallowed hard. The battle had moved to the top of the path now, but 1 could see 

it in my peripheral vision as it raged far above our heads. "I've seen fights before." 

"This is different." He shook his head. "I don't want you in the middle of it." 

And to be honest, 1 didn't want to be, either. "If you go, 1 go," 1 protested anyway. 

"No, Ez," he said, then cracked a small grin. "Christina. If you're ever in York, 

look me up." 

1 laughed once. "Urn ... Okay. No way 1 can talk you out of..." 1 trailed off, and 

nodded at the path. He shook his head again. "Didn't think so. Well... Come back in one 

piece, huh? I'll be waiting." 1 stepped forward, before he could stop me again, and threw 

my arms around him one more time. Then 1 stepped back. 

"Don't wait too long; this might take a while." He winked at me. 1 captured that 

image in my mind and held it close as he turned to leap into the air. 

"Darius!" 1 shouted. 

He turned back. 

"I love you too ... " 

He smiled a strange little half-smile, happy and sad all at once, and flew up the 

path toward the top of the ridge. 
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I turned back to the cave. There were still people in there; I could hear them 

screaming for help. And there was nothing I could do to help Darius for now ... Pulling my 

shirt up over my mouth, I dropped to my knees, took a deep breath, and crawled back in, 

careful to stay below the smoke. 

The masts had fallen, one in each direction, and caught on the sides of the cavern. 

They were sagging, threatening to collapse to the ground at any moment. But the 

screaming came from beyond those, at the back of the cave. 

Wincing nervously at the flaming mast balanced precariously overhead, I scurried 

under it and scrambled over the dirt floor to the back of the cave, navigating by sound 

alone, since I could no longer see anything but flames and smoke. Someone lay sprawled 

against the back wall. Something had fallen on him, a piece of the prow it looked like. It 

wasn't on fIre, but it probably weighed as much as he did. 

I hurried to his side and Lifted the wood up and away easily. The sight of his legs 

made me wince. They both looked broken, crushed oddly flat and oozing liquid, the color 

of which I didn't want to know. I leaned my mouth close to his ear. "Phase out," I 

murmured. I stroked his cheek and prayed he'd listen. I didn't know who he was or ifhe 

fought for us or them, but at this point it didn't matter. 

He nodded once, limply, and vanished from beside me. Another scream echoed at 

the opposite end of the cavern and I padded away, still on hands and knees. 

I don't know how long I was in there. It mustn't have been as long as it felt, 

because I didn't suffocate. I tried to shout to the remaining people, but it was impossible 

to hear anything over the fIre. Most of the people trapped there were just too shocked or 
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dizzy from lack of air to think of phi.sing. I went to each of them ~t a time, until I reached 

the last. The young woman refused resolutely to phase out. I dragged her onto my back 

and made for the exit. 

The masts had fallen. I wasn't sure when; I hadn't heard anything but constant 

roars and crackling the whole time. But the flaming wood lay between us and the exit. I 

crept as close as I could, until my eyes watered and my breath stung with heat, but I knew 

I wouldn't be able to leap those flames. They were too high; they'd reach to my chest if I 

stood. 

I flipped the woman off of my back and lay down on top of her. She didn't protest, 

or even show any sign of being conscious, which was probably for the best. 

Closing my eyes and taking my last gulp of semi-breathable air, I Lifted her from 

the ground, balanced myself on her back, and shot up into the air, through the smoke and 
) , 

toward the exit. I was flying blind, and my back felt the pain of it when I misjudged the 

height of the cavern entrance. The low-hanging stone scraped down my spine, ripping my 

shirt and shredding my skin beneath it. But we burst out into open air a moment later, and 

I let us drop to the ground none-too-gracefully. 

I flipped the young woman over and my eyes went wide. It was May-belle. 

She coughed, curled up into a ball, and for a moment I was distracted with a 

hacking fit of my own. But I recovered faster than her, and watched her body convulse 

with pain as she struggled to breathe. 
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