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   FREE GIFT 
 
      
 
    Dear Light Rider! 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my book!  
 
      
 
    Before you continue, be sure that you have read the first book in the Lightkey series. Else, this one won’t make as much sense.  
 
      
 
    You can get the first book in the series, “Witchlight (Lightkey: The Intrepid Lucy Duceaul, Book1)” in eBook format, when you join my newsletter here: https://bf.elonvidal.com/1vifjyxtne. Absolutely FREE, of course!  
 
      
 
    Just click below to sign up and download the book. Start reading it immediately. 
 
      
 
    Click Here To Get Witchlight 
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    If you prefer, the paperback version is also available here (at the market rate):  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08WJZC8DL  
 
      
 
    Happy Reading Light Rider! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ONE - FRAGMENTS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even the dust particles passing through the errant rays of flickering overhead lights seemed disinclined to join Ella as she went deeper into the cavernous backrooms of the Scorpina Public Library. It was rare that anyone frequented the dark alcoves to enjoy the scent, touch, and sight of tomes with actual paper pages, but Ella felt compelled to root through every possible option. Every second that passed was a second further she was from finding Q.T. She pulled a few giant, cloth-clad books from their centuries-old shelves and dropped them onto a table. A thud echoed back through the winding passageways of the underground library.  
 
    Did anyone hear that? Does anyone even know I am down here?  
 
    Only Athos will care… Assuming I’m late to training again…  
 
    Ella glanced at the crystal transmission device on her wrist as it buzzed up to clarify the time and she grimaced. She only had an hour until she was due at the training grounds, but she was certain she would be more careful this time.  
 
    This time.  
 
    Time had started to take on a different meaning as she distributed priorities in a more meaningful order. Her search for her mom and, in a way, her best friend, had to take priority over everything: including her Durgic and physical training.  
 
    Ella flipped through another one of the old tomes. She found it surprising that there were still some texts that hadn’t been digitized, but, here they were. And if any of them, even one of them, provided an answer, or even a lead, as to how she might get to the dimension to where her mom was, to where the banyans grew plentifully, then she had to find it.  
 
    Or maybe one of them would teach her how to better use that blasted Eye.  
 
    Ella nudged her shoulder bag under the table with her foot as she thought of the relic nestled amongst snacks she would never eat that her father sent with her because she was too often skipping meals. The snacks that rested next to a scarf that she wore when sandstorms swept up if she was caught out on her monocycle and had to take cover in the toplands in the afternoon. That scarf that was right next to the whetstone for the blades Hamit had given her that she never went without, now that she knew there were dangers lurking ever closer to her destruction.  
 
    She gave the shoulder bag another nudge. You know, the important things…  
 
    On one of the time-faded pages, a definition she had never seen before caught her eye.  
 
    “Anionic.” The word tasted strange in her mouth. She flipped to the cover to confirm: Durgic Parallels and Paradoxes. “Hmm… Anionic creatures…” The flavor of chemistry and physics, not mysticism. She read the definition again.  
 
    Anionic creatures are negatively charged within the durgic system. In reality this refers to a lack of connection with the durgic root of light, the pull to the nucleus of life. Crystal of Repulsion can be healing, though all Crystals may be necessary. Also referred to as “dark.”  
 
    That was it for the definition, but after some further reading, Ella found that the book referred to werewolves, certain fae, vampires, demons, and sirens as anionic.  
 
    Ella was surprised she had never heard the word “anionic” in this particular context before. It did intrigue her to see a reference to a Crystal and it made her heart hurt… Every second she spent hunting for a way to use the Eye to find her mom she felt like she was betraying QT. because she wasn't directly trying to find him…  
 
    She flinched as she remembered him being dragged through the portal behind the Underworlder, lost to her with the Chaos Crystal, as Nerka and her had watched helplessly from the surface of the moon…  
 
    Ella shivered and swallowed, turning her hands to fists.  
 
    There was new purpose to her life…  
 
    How was she supposed to balance her commitments? While she wanted to continue her Durga and physical training, the Festival Arena games and cross-world race from North to South seemed much smaller and faraway now that her best friend was imprisoned in the Underworld and her mom was still trapped in a dimension far from her reach. 
 
    She also needed to work up the courage to ask Hamit to see Lunardia Turum… Ella had high hopes that the social media princess would know something about why her father had been killed. Did she think Sintila Labs had anything to do with it? Was there any possibility that another Crystal of Reality was hidden in Rohgen Turum’s mines, like Heroki Sintila had suggested? Maybe Luna knew something about that. And maybe another Crystal would help lead Ella to her mother. Or help get her to the Underworld to find QT.  
 
    I just don’t know! There are too many “maybes”! Ella knew she should be confiding in Nerka, or Athos, or Hamit, or her dad, or even the snarky, all-powerful entity Saion about all the endless studies she had been doing. She shouldn’t be trying to find answers to an Underworld portal or to her mom’s dimension alone, lurking in libraries or on network forums. But Sintila Labs had killed Methulans, ravaged the Equatorial Forest, and the Underworlders had taken her best friend. Obviously, this was too dangerous to confide in anyone.  
 
    The flickering of the rarely used lights over her head made strange striations across the desk and bookshelves in front of Ella. She peered at it a moment, then flickered her fingers in front of her.  
 
    In the way she had grown accustomed to, a tiny aurora appeared at her fingertips and there was a familiar tug at the light source inside of her. Just like in the forest with the Maven, just like in the training arena with Athos. Ella grinned and flipped her digits one way and then the other, pooling the dreamy oil spill of lights as it sparked and scintillated, spreading colors that shouldn’t be in the yellow and white dust pool from the electrical light.  
 
    She knew to recognize the way her pulse started to calm, the way her frustrations faded and let her breath ease. An idea formed.  
 
    Now…  
 
    Ella reached into the shoulder bag and slipped the little tiara of the Eye of Evermore Sight from the leather satchel. The silver chromital was chilly to the touch. She slipped it onto her head, cushioning it against her hair and tucking it tightly.  
 
    The aurora apparition in the dust continued as she kept her eyes and hands moving in sync with the play of the lights. So far, keeping calm and focused was the only way that she ever succeeded in controlling the Eye. That and when under extreme stress… Like when her life was being threatened in the Equatorial Forest.  
 
    Ella continued to practice the box breathing that Athos had taught her, over and over again. Breathe in for eight seconds, hold for eight seconds, breathe out for eight seconds, hold for eighth seconds, repeat…  
 
    The lights still scintillated at the edges of her fingertips, little sparklers that ignited into a flurry of nebula starbirth… then the Eye stuttered to life.  
 
    Images flashed before her mind’s eye.  
 
    It was fragmented. Splintered. As if seeing through the many facets of the warm orange sunstone pressed to her forehead. It was the visions of other people. What they were seeing or thinking. It just was people nearby. People in the library. People the Eye could attach to.  
 
    But, Ella wanted to control it. She wanted to target it…  
 
    So, Ella breathed out. Easy… Easy…  
 
    And willed it to see her mother…  
 
    The banyan tree’s canopy mushroomed over her mom’s head, the vines twining around her body like a friend cradling her in its embrace. She swayed with the gentle movement of the breeze, the vines mimicking her back-and-forth. The entire vision was draped in blue and felt faraway, felt foggy and full, as if Ella was being hugged by the banyans, too.  
 
    Ella’s heart swelled with hope.  
 
    “Mom!” Did I say that aloud? The image flickered as she began to lose focus and she reestablished the connection with a quick breath out, calming herself, clinging to the image with every hope and every ounce of willpower. 
 
    Cleo Larisse showed no indication of having heard Ella. But it felt so real… Ella felt so close to her. It was as if Ella could reach out and touch the waving tendrils of blue hued grasses beneath her feet, like she could smell the fragrance of life and abundance in the air, like she could feel the mist of pollen spores rushing through the air on the breeze, headed to find a secure place to spread more of life’s mystery.  
 
    “The banyan tree has not borne fruit…” Cleo was murmuring to herself, her eyes closed, leaning back into the cradle of vines, suspended in the air by their cling. 
 
    The fragmented panes of the Eye shifted, and Ella nearly lost the track of her vision, the banyan and blue grasses splintering away. She saw through her mom’s eyes for a moment as they flickered open, her poetry pausing. Cleo looked down at her hands, curling them away from her body and flipping them over and over, checking them, as if she could feel an interloper behind her eyes. Then the Eye spun away, and Ella was again looking at the dimension from a lofty view some ten feet away. Her mom rested again and continued murmuring. “The banyan tree has not borne fruit. The vines of darkness are pulling up its roots. The banyan tree’s fruit cannot embrace while the seeds of darkness have no face.” 
 
    Her mom’s little chant started again, a constant litany that was calming, bewitching, and disturbing at the same time. Had she been alone too long? Ella’s heart trembled a little at the thought. Was she lost in a world built in her mind without anyone to speak to? Surely no one could be banished to a dimension for over fifteen years, all by themselves without there being serious psychological consequences…  
 
    The Eye spun around, seeming to dive through the banyan tree’s many vines and up through its gorgeous canopies. The prismatic nature of its splinters was dizzying, making it difficult for Ella to get a full picture of her mom resting below the branches.  
 
    Why can’t I control this cursed thing? Ella grumbled and took a deep breath, reminding herself to stay in the meditative state, knowing she would lose it as soon as she got too animated. 
 
    Cleo’s blonde hair floated in the air, as if the laws of physics didn’t fully conform in this dimension. Ella wanted to reach down, caress a lock, wondering if it felt like her own hair, so flaxen under the moons -- or in the spooky semi-blue sheen of this dimension -- shining extra golden against her pale skin when Ishta and Dorna shifted their rays through it during the day. Cleo’s brown eyes were marked into Ella’s memory as if she had last seen them yesterday, and not five years ago when Cleo had left on her fateful mission. Ella’s eyes were a true combination of her parents: the right eye being blue and her left eye being brown.  
 
    Let me see my mom again, Eye… Ella demanded, and she felt the flush of cortisol from the frustration rise in her in tune with her control over the Eye’s function spinning away. The splintered fragments spiraled, the blue hue of the dimension fleeing, bookshelves taking up harbor place of vines.  
 
    Cleo’s eyes opened at the last moment and she stared right into Ella’s perception through the Eye. Her voice deepened, exigent: 
 
    “The seeds of darkness have no face.” 
 
    Then the dimension vanished, and Ella was staring at the bookshelf in front of her, hands splayed out on the desk, trying to get a tether on the world in Methula.  
 
    Ella groaned and ripped the Eye off her forehead, her stomach roiling with nausea from the spinning of the fragmented sight. She set down the thin tiara and rubbed her temples and eyes. She stared at the relic, the sheen of the warm orange sunstone staring back. She wrinkled her nose at it.  
 
    “You think you can just taunt me, huh? Tease me and then take it away? Well, what if I tease you back?”  
 
    As expected, there was no response. The simple curvy design resembled a butterfly’s wings and seemed just as flighty.  
 
    Ella groaned again and slid the Eye back into her shoulder bag. That was as much as she had ever gotten. A slight moment of hope, but still… As if she were outside the dimension, just spying inward, not actually able to access it. And always through that strange blue hue. Nothing true, nothing accessible. Always outside.  
 
    She pushed back from the table, grabbing up the books she had been studying, sliding them back onto the shelf. No reason she couldn’t continue her obsessive study of werewolves and anionic creatures after training. Athos would certainly be upset if she showed up late. Again.  
 
    It had started to become a poor habit.  
 
    Ella sighed as Nerka appeared in the dark entrance to the lonely alcove, stomping her foot and pointing to her wrist crystal. Only her slightly raised eyebrow indicated she wasn’t really angry that Athos had sent her out to track down Ella for her tardiness to training. 
 
    Ella felt for the daggers she now always carried at her waist, feeling more secure that they were there. Knowing, at the same time, that the best weapon she had was actually The Shadow, who was fast becoming a trusted friend and confidante, even as Nerka challenged her in ways QT never had. 
 
    “The banyan tree has not borne fruit…” The first part of the phrase her mom had been saying repeated in Ella’s mind. That was a phrase that Saion had said, too, when Ella had first sought out the Eye from him in the Zorin Caverns. The great banyans had nearly disappeared from Methula Four in the last few centuries. The banyans were deeply rooted to the survival of the Methulans and Ella felt like she was just barely scraping the surface of understanding what all that meant. Her control of the Durgic magic and the understanding of light/dark, push/pull, life/death was growing.  
 
    Ella walked up to Nerka, but before the older girl could speak, Ella asked, “What does it mean to you that “the seeds of darkness have no face”?” 
 
    Nerka frowned. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her green eyes were stern, her fingers tapping impatience on her hips. She was clad in athletic-training gear but always gave off the aura of a warrior. She was an entire head taller than Ella, her tanned body quite fit and muscular. Nerka Ombra was more than the current Champion of the Arena games: she was now the Space Wielder and that power seemed to pulse from her.  
 
    “I’d have to say that you should look out for someone who is going to betray you. Something evil, something in the dark magic. And that no matter who it is, you need to protect yourself. It may even mean that that person doesn’t realize they are going to do it, but when they do, the seeds will be there.” Nerka crossed her arms and huffed out a sigh. “Any more riddles or are you ready to attempt to fight me in training today?” 
 
    Ella laughed. “No more riddles. And I’m ready for my daily attempt. In fact, I feel extra confident today. I might even land a blow or two before I end up head over heels on the mat.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. I might have had a breakthrough in my daily distraction that gave me some clarity and I think I will be a more difficult opponent for you.” 
 
    Nerka shrugged and then turned to lead Ella from the library. “If you say so.” 
 
    Ella laughed but then grit her teeth, thinking of the Eye in the bag and the distraction it caused. The distraction getting to her mom instead of rescuing QT caused. Commit to training, commit to training.  
 
    At some point, she would need to rescue QT, wherever he was. Likely with the Underworlders. That would certainly not be as peaceful as coming upon her mother murmuring nonsensicals under a banyan tree. Those Underworlders wouldn’t give him up without a fight.  
 
    And they would certainly not stop attacking her after she fell to the mat. Usually, Nerka stopped hitting her at that point.  
 
    Ella smiled, rubbing a bruise on her arm. Usually. 
 
    

  

 
 
    CHAPTER TWO - OMENS 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was barren rock all around. Grey. Cracked. Craggy and craven. No vegetation. No life. Yet, different from the toplands of Methula where life still thrived beneath the surface in the caverns, tunnels, and carved infrastructure where vital societies teemed. Where people emerged at night to traverse the wind-polished granite of the southern hemisphere at night.  
 
    This was not Methula Four.  
 
    This was Alpha, the moon in synchronous orbit.  
 
    Ella was floating over its surface.  
 
    Or flying.  
 
    Or swimming.  
 
    The air was thick. Clinging to her skin, not wishing to let her go, like there were messages in its molecules that wanted to be read through her pores.  
 
    She was leaving footprints but when she looked down at them, they vanished. Like just her attention meant they demanded to be resolved into the surface.  
 
    Like her presence was a threat to the pristine solitude of the place.  
 
    Why am I here?  
 
    Am I here?  
 
    Over the horizon, she saw movement.  
 
    But nothing lives here…  
 
    As she soared toward it, the structure grew in size.  
 
    It was large. Tree-like. A canopy flaring from a hefty trunk. A canopy without leaves, just the fine, defined fingers of many branches wishing they still had the shelter of luscious life. Vines hung down all along its branches, swinging in a testament to life still wanting to hold on.  
 
    Red windows dotted up the trunk, shining their light. Glittering.  
 
    They turned to look at her, all at once.  
 
    Ella shivered.  
 
    Eyes in the trunk of a great machine. 
 
    It creaked and groaned as it looked at her, making winding sounds as if gears were rolling inside of it.  
 
    The tree lowered part of its canopy, limbs that hoisted its leaves high to the star-studded sky and crawled toward her, the eyes staring at her, unblinking.  
 
    It was a dead banyan tree.  
 
    The eyes were the lives of all her relatives. 
 
    Ella shook her head.  
 
    That doesn’t make sense-- 
 
    All its relatives?   
 
    Where am I?  
 
    Ella wanted to scream.  
 
    She tried to turn, she tried to run. But she was floating. There was no resistance in the hollow air. She floundered, her arms flapping, trying to turn herself as the tree bore down on her, gears grinding, screeching even though that didn’t make sense in the vacuum, the red eyes flaring.  
 
    A vine swung out from its canopy, aiming straight toward her body, ready to flick her from the low atmosphere of Alpha’s surface and send her spiraling into the void of space.  
 
    It struck her straight across the body-- 
 
    “Ella!” 
 
    Ella’s eyes bolted open. She was sitting on the ground, a training staff in her hand. She heaved a sigh, even before looking around. Not again…  
 
    Nerka was standing over her, holding a similar staff. Ella rubbed the place where Nerka had hit her on the arm.  
 
    “Where are you today?” Nerka demanded. Athos’s fennec fox ears cycled backwards and forwards as he hurried forward, not quite concerned for the easy hit Nerka had struck against his star pupil, not quite upset, either.  
 
    Ella grumbled unintelligibly and stood up, rubbing her arm. “I think I fell asleep.” 
 
    Athos looked at her, mouth slightly agape. “You fell asleep while training against Nerka?” 
 
    Ella shrugged, a little sullen. The red eyes of the tee trunk returned to glare at her and she tried to keep the sensation of doom from sending shivers down her spine. 
 
    “Nerka, let me have a word with Ella, will you?” 
 
    It was Nerka’s turn to shrug. She turned away, going off toward the Virtual Reality trainer where some other students were fighting dragons and sea monsters. Something clearly much more interesting to her than her daily beatdown of Ella.  
 
    Athos led Ella to a bench, taking her staff and sitting her down. He looked at her seriously and then rubbed some salve onto the bright red welt on her arm. The coolness seized against her skin and felt tight, then calmed in the next moment. It was a relief. Usually, Ella was able to fend off most of Nerka’s strikes. It really didn’t make sense that she would have been so stupid as to drift off… That just didn’t make sense…  
 
    Athos was looking at her with his bright yellow eyes, searching hers as if for some type of answer that Ella didn’t know how to give. She shifted uncomfortably, prepared to make a joke.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Ella sighed. “I’ve been having a dream about Alpha. Over and over. It is never quite the same, but it is usually about some type of machine attacking me and I can’t get away.”  
 
    “Have you ever had one like this before? Like, while you were supposed to be awake?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Have you been using the Eye a lot?” 
 
    “Define a lot.” Ella tried a sideways grin to lighten the grimace she wanted to give. “It isn’t really working, as much as I try. Every now and then I get a little bit. I figured, law of averages, right?” 
 
    Athos frowned. “That’s a powerful relic. You need to be careful. Remember your Durgic laws. Give and take. I think you are taking more than you are giving. Your dreams are more than dreams, Ella. They are omens and the power of the Eye might be misplacing some of the light within you.”
Ella remembered QT talking about dreams being omens, too. Again, she ached for her friend. Not just because she missed him, but because she felt like she was failing him by not finding him, yet. “Are you saying I didn’t really fall asleep? It was more like I was having a dream take me over while I was awake?” 
 
    Athos nodded. “Something like that. Because you are out of balance.” 
 
    Ella sighed. “I think every time Nerka challenges me on the high beam with staffs, we prove how out of balance I am. I mean, that last time I think I fell from ten feet, at least.” 
 
    Athos rubbed his forehead and shook his finely furred head. “This isn’t a joke. You need to be mindful. These are not matters to press too much in the wrong direction. You must maintain your balance, especially since you aren’t achieving a positive result with the Eye. We might need to try a different pathway. If you are only able to control it when you are very calm and doing your special light magic, or when, yes… I think…” Athos hesitated, then pressed his paws together under his chin. “Yes, I think we are going to see if we can mimic your life actually being threatened so you can practice controlling the Eye.” 
 
    Ella raised her eyebrows. “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    Athos’s eyes narrowed and a slight, sly grin came over his fox features. Ella couldn’t help but grin back, though a thrill of something akin to fear went up her spine.  
 
    “Why, by actually threatening your life, of course.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER THREE - PERMISSION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hand-hewn stone walls of the Harra home were draped in lovely woven tapestries of desert colors. Delicate threads in deep purples of the sunset, rain-wettened sandstone, silken topaz, and the beautiful complementary coloring of bright turquoise that had been passed down in the family for centuries. Incense burned in ceramic holders shaped like dragons and seriports. Curtains fluttered at the windows, in far too happy of a movement, because everything inside the home was slowed and swollen with a sadness that Ella found almost too thick to confront.  
 
    Even though a week had passed, it seemed like QT’s absence was an even larger abscess. Ella knew it was entirely because Hamit was the Master of the Scorpene Guard, arguably the strongest, if not the most powerful, man of the most devout brotherhood and set of warriors in the southern hemisphere. 
 
    Ella knew it had to be excruciating to not be able to find his son.  
 
    It was one reason she was so reluctant to ask him for permission to see Lunardia Turum. It was also one reason she thought that he might say yes. Ella was outside any bounds, outside restrictions. She could go places Hamit couldn’t. She might be able to be his inside source. She could ask questions at the tip of his tongue, and eventually, lead him to the sources that they both suspected.  
 
    Saana, QT’s mom, looked like she hadn’t slept much in the week that had passed. Thie whites around her dark eyes were red from crying, her hair was slick with grease from not having showered. Her clothes looked mussed and strained from many days and nights of wearing the same. Ella was worried for her. Quresh was only fourteen, a few years younger than Ella, but he was already being well trained as a Guard of the Scorpene and, for all Ella knew, he was doing well in that training. But, he had always been more reserved and hesitant than Ella. Perhaps that was what scared Saana: she wasn’t sure how well QT. was doing when faced with his own capture.  
 
    Ella had no doubt that he was doing all right. She knew the strength that was in her best friend. It was one reason they bonded so well. She had faith in him. Wherever he was, whatever he was facing, it was only making him stronger. Still, she needed to get to him. 
 
    The special mint tea was delicious, as always, and gave Ella a little bit of strength as she sipped at it. Hamit didn’t speak much, but Ella knew him well enough to know that his gentle regard was really just a mask for intuition that was well practiced and insightful. He probably already knew why she was there.  
 
    Saana took Quresh’s younger siblings into another room to leave Ella and Hamit to speak after the tea was done, which Ella appreciated. Even she could sense the weight of what Ella was wanting to ask. If Saana didn’t know, she couldn’t ever answer the questions if asked.  
 
    “You want me to let you speak with Lunardia Turum.” 
 
    There it was. Hamit did know.  
 
    Ella nodded. “I believe that she may know more about why her father was killed.” 
 
    “She does not.” 
 
    “Or about where Quresh is being held.” 
 
    “She does not know that either.” 
 
    Ella shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    “Do you think we wouldn’t ask these questions? She is being held at my safehouse because we rescued her after she jumped from the gyrocopter that was transporting her and her father. It was shot down, likely by--” Hamit caught himself. His hands balled into fists, but then they smoothed out. He breathed out deeply. There was the line he couldn’t cross. Politics. He couldn’t accuse Sintila without more foundation for the claims. “We are investigating the cause of the crash. We are keeping Ms. Turum safe at an undisclosed location until then, since her mother was also killed in an attack at the same time. She is not accepting visitors.” 
 
    Ella bit her lip. “I have a few other questions for her.” 
 
    “What might that be?” 
 
    “I want to ask her more about the Crystal that Heroki Sintila mentioned might be in the Turum mines.” 
 
    “I asked her about that, too.” 
 
    Ella shifted again, not enjoying being under the intense gaze of Hamit when he was defending, rather flatly, his very professional job. Finally, she squirmed and said, “We might be able to ask her better.”  
 
    “We means you and Nerka Ombra, who is one of the Chosen Wielders.” 
 
    “Yes. Sir. Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What makes you think you could do better?” 
 
    “I’ve been studying the Crystals, and, as you know, I have the Eye of Evermore Sight, which you and Athos said I would be destined to hold. I just think I might be able to get more out of Luna. Besides, maybe she will respond better to people closer to her own age…” Ella didn’t really have any more arguments to make. If Hamit said no, that would be it.  
 
    Hamit held his back rigid, then sighed and nodded. “All right.” 
 
    Ella’s grin was hard to fight back.  
 
    “All right. So… you will show me and Nerka to the safehouse?” 
 
    Hamit’s eyes narrowed but his lips twinged upward in a slight smile. “I will beam a secure map to your wrist crystal to show you where to go. Ella, I have to emphasize: no one can know that you and Nerka are going to meet with Ms. Turum and no one can follow you there or home. You have to make sure. I am trusting you, because you and Nerka are good at what you do and proved yourselves in the Equatorial Forest. However…”  
 
    You lost my son on Tau…  
 
    He didn’t have to say the words. Ella heard them.  
 
    “I swear to you, Hamit. We will be very careful.” Ella meant it with every ounce of her strength. She never wanted to let him down again. She owed it to QT. She owed it to their entire family.  
 
    She hesitated a moment, then, “Is Saana… is she okay?” 
 
    Just the faintest look of fear passed across Hamit’s face, but it was enough to make fear crawl through Ella’s belly. The way his wife had reacted to his son’s capture had clearly alarmed him. “It would just be so much easier if we at least knew where Quresh was, I think.” He rubbed a hand through his dark hair. “I mean, we know he was taken by an Underworlder who was posing as or is in actuality an employee of Sintila Labs. So, is Quresh with Sintila, or is he with the Underworlders? Either way, I can’t pursue an investigation. One, because of politics, the other because I have no point of access.” 
 
    “Have you tried talking to Saion?” 
 
    Hamit looked at Ella blankly.  
 
    “About finding a way to the Underworld, I mean. I tried, but he was…” Ella chose her words carefully. “Less than receptive… I was quite afraid he might turn me to dust, frankly. He might be done helping me for a while. He seems to think helping me get the Eye of Evermore Sight was service enough. But, maybe he would be willing to talk to you…?” 
 
    Hamit looked puzzled. “It has been a long time since I have asked for help from an entity…”  
 
    Ella imagined that was so. Hamit was the Master of the Scorpene. It was probably a long time since he had had to ask for help from anyone.  
 
    She stood up, her daggers brushing the seat as she stood. Hamit looked down and noticed them approvingly at her waist.  
 
    “Getting any better with wielding those?” 
 
    “Of course,” she lied. “I am grateful that you gave them to me. They may not be Nariasi blades, but I want to be deserving of them. Maybe someday, I will be able to battle with you.” 
 
    “Don’t wish for things you don’t understand, young one,” Hamit said, a genuine smile accompanying his guffaw.  
 
    Ella smiled back. “I’m trying to break into other dimensions, Hamit. All I do is wish for things I don’t understand.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR - THE PRINCESS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear that Lunardia Turum lived in a different world than Ella Larisse had ever experienced. Even though she was a protected witness being held in a Scorpene safehouse she had everything that she could ever dream of delivered to her at her simplest command. Whatever struck her fancy.  
 
    It was bizarre to see the Scorpene bend before her. Their every focus seemed to be on making sure that she was comfortable, but that was exactly what Ella was witnessing.  
 
    It had to be because they thought Luna offered an edge into the case to find their Master’s son, Ella thought as she gazed, stunned, at the fine silks, succulent foods, rare metals, and luxurious items that Luna had asked for in her week of shelter.  
 
    Luna was also now the heir to the largest mining corporation on Methula Four. The Scorpene had to pay its dues in the wide world of politics, just like everyone else…  
 
    Ella shook her head. Not like me… Her parents had raised her to ask questions of what could be outside the bounds of those restrictions. That was what Keepers tried to do: protect the most important elements of Methulan life from those things that kept society restricted. The way her mom had been sacrificed during her quest to seek out salvation for the banyan trees.  
 
    And still, the banyan trees’ habitat kept receding and Methulan life kept decaying.  
 
    It was one of the more understandable advances Sintila Labs made, to create backups of all living beings on Methula to ensure the continuity and recreation of all species if the final apocalypse happened. Essentially bringing all the living creatures, from the tiniest bug to the largest 1eriport back to life through massive attempts at genetic engineering – assuming there would be anyone left to run the labs if the worst came to be.  
 
    It was admirable in one way, devastating in another, to know they were planning for that eventual end.  
 
    “That could be one reason they are looking for the Crystals…” Ella murmured to herself as she looked at a giant sphere of amethyst that was merely a paper weight but could resemble a Crystal, if it was just glowing and emitting the power to bend the constructs of reality to its will. “How else are they going to bring things to life? Seems like there’s a missing element…” 
 
    Ella yelped as Nerka flicked her on the almost healed welt on her arm.  
 
    “Hey. I just introduced you.” 
 
    Ella focused on the seventeen-year-old social media debutante languishing in a faux-fur clad high-backed chair. The blue-eyed girl had purple hair, a new color since the death of her parents when her last transmission had shown her with an ombre effect of orange and red. She had an oversized bow tied in her purple hair with tiny braids lacing through it.  
 
    Is this the color of her mourning?  
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Ella and Nerka. This is Cielle.” Luna tapped her fingertips against the arms of the chair and clicked her tongue against her teeth. A white blur streaked from across the room and slowed to settle on her shoulder. A snowy ferret with brown feet pulled itself up to a foot tall, its little head slinking from side to side, beady black eyes following its head bob, peering from Nerka to Ella, taking them in as if it was analyzing them for future reference.  
 
    Ella knew there were ferrets that acted as conduits for the Durgic magic, but she hadn’t heard anything about Luna being very skilled with that practice. Was this just a pet or did it provide other purposes?  
 
    Luna reached up to her shoulder and ran her pale fingertips, nails painted a bright yellow, over the ferret’s head. The ferret nestled into her palm, then shot away again into some corner of the room. Ella realized some of the strange structures in the room that she hadn’t recognized before were for the little animal. Built up towers and tubes that were entertainment for Cielle. It was kinda cute.  
 
    Luna stood up. In a way, Ella reflected, it was like she ascended from a throne. She had a way about her that was graceful and powerful. Like a dancer who was ready to move to fight if challenged. Her movements were not without purpose but they also said “look at me” in a way that made Ella roll her eyes. She was wearing a silver blouse with large, bunched shoulders that had a long train that swept away from her behind but was short at the waist in front. Her pants were a bright purple to match her hair. She was a riveting figure. QT had been so obsessed with her feeds.  
 
    Ella’s heart thudded and her cheeks flushed. Her fists tightened at the rush of pain that accompanied the sincere sensation of missing her best friend. Again, she was forced to shove and shove and shove aside that pain as it threatened to creep back forward. If she gave into it, she wouldn’t be able to function, wouldn’t be able to make it to the library, to training sessions, to the safehouse to interrogate Luna. She had to use the sorrow and anger as an impetus to find QT, not allow it to swallow her whole.  
 
    Luna walked to a silver cart that held three different freshly squeezed juices in carafes on ice. Ella couldn’t resist saying yes to a glass of dragoneye fruit. She had only had it once before and she remembered it as both tangy and sweet. Nerka, on the other hand, snubbed it and got down to business. Ella hoped the juice would calm the pitter patter of her heart and help her focus on the purpose of their visit.  
 
    She took a sip as Nerka asked, “We are not here to ask the same questions that Master Harra of the Scorpene asked you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good because you would have gotten the same answers. I see no reason to hide anything that would help with the investigation into who killed my parents.” Luna lifted her chin a little at the mention of her parents, but even though Ella looked for any sign of weakness,  all she saw was a brimming strength in the girl’s stride, the rigidity of her backbone, and the clench of her hand on the glass. She might be feigning a lack of sadness and the appearance of having it all together, but, if so, she was doing a good job.  
 
    “What about the mention of a Crystal in one of the mines that Heroki Sintila had said to her Communications Director, Ingar Velt Hof? Especially now that he is proven to be an Underworlder.”  
 
    There was a slight tension in her jaw as Nerka mentioned Heroki, but Luna’s voice was clear.  
 
    “My grandfather was the one who closed operations in the Balite chromital mines of the north. He returned their sanctity to the dragons. The only time I heard my dad mention them, he said that there is ‘nothing more valuable there than what should stay there.’” 
 
    Ella and Nerka looked at each other, sharing the same thought: Could that mean a Crystal?  
 
    “What do you think he meant by that?” Ella asked.  
 
    Luna shrugged. “I just always assumed he meant that the dragons had their hoards there. If that’s truly a thing.” 
 
    Luna shook back her hair and pushed up the sleeve of her long, designer blouse, revealing a multi-horned dragon tattoo. It was an artist’s brushstroke etching that streaked up her arm with the dragon in flight toward her wrist. It was powerful, beautiful.  
 
    Nerka asked a few follow-up questions, but Ella was lost in the idea of a Crystal perhaps hidden under the Balite mines. The Maven had protected the Space Crystal. The Scorpene had been protecting the Chaos Crystal. Perhaps the dragons were pledged to protect one of the others? Were all the Crystals designated to be protected by a strong force? Designated to keep them away from each other, in case something very serious might happen with them all brought together at once? 
 
    Heroki Sintila seemed to want the Crystals and there was certainly something sinister about the head of the most powerful scientific and engineering tech firm on the planet. That goal, then, had to be suspect.  
 
    As Ella continued to look around, lost in her own thoughts, she saw a small black duffel peeking out from under a gaudy, brightly sequined blanket that seemed to have been hastily thrown over it. Above it was a slightly cracked open window. The window was high, but not entirely unreachable with the right devices. Was Luna planning her own escape? Ella grinned. That made Ella like her a little more.  
 
    “I told Master Harra I would reach out to the people I know in my dad’s organization, but I really don’t know much more,” Luna said. 
 
    As Ella swung her gaze back toward the girl, she realized that Luna was speaking to Nerka, but watching Ella. Ella smiled, despite herself. She hadn’t realized she had been so lost in her thoughts and she hoped Nerka would catch her up on whatever Luna had been saying.  
 
    “Do you think you could gain entrance to the Balite mines?” Ella wasn’t sure she surprised Nerka and Luna or herself more with the question.  
 
    Luna tapped her yellow nails against the luxurious sleeves of her blouse, her lips pursed in an amused pout. “Why do you think I could? I already told you, there’s no Turum operations there any more.” 
 
    “Yeah, but maybe your grandfather’s good relationship with the dragons… or, something he left you…” Ella shrugged, inviting Luna to fill in the blanks. The girl just looked at her, lavender eyes not revealing anything more.  
 
    “Well, thank you for your help, then.” Nerka’s voice was brisk but Ella could tell she sounded as disappointed as Ella felt Worth a shot.  
 
    Ella set down her glass. “Yeah, thanks, Luna. I, uh, like what you’ve done with the place here. Much less “safehouse to not die in” and more “how does a princess play hide and seek”? I’m sure your followers will really appreciate hearing from you once you’re allowed to have a transmitter back. Good luck.” 
 
    Luna’s sideways smile was almost worth the ill attempt at a joke. Ella and Nerka turned to leave.  
 
    “Wait!” Luna called. Ella and Nerka turned back. The little ferret scampered up Luna’s arm, perching on her shoulder, darting its look from one girl to the other. Luna took Cielle down into her hands, brushing the soft fur coat and holding her wily friend to her alabaster cheek.  
 
    Ella and Nerka shared a look, waiting for the mining princess to continue.  
 
    “I was just wondering if… If, or maybe, when, you think you’re going to come back? You know, to see if I have any more information for you?” 
 
    The look Ella shared with Nerka was suddenly more understanding: Luna was lonely. She was accustomed to having thousands of people clamoring for her… Even if they weren’t really her friends, they were giving her attention. Now, she really was alone.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure that Master Harra will let us come back to chat with you again. He takes the investigation very seriously.” Ella gestured to the window that had been cracked open in the corner and the black duffel that was tucked at the foot of it. “You sure you’ll be here when we come back to see you?” 
 
    Luna’s smile was the most genuine one she had given so far during their visit. Ella remarked that it changed the features of her face. Lunardia Turum, well known social media streaming “In Real Life” Princess and cultural icon was beautiful, no doubt. When she dyed her hair a different color, every store in the vicinity and online retailers immediately ran out of that same color. When she said a certain brand was her favorite, their stock skyrocketed. But, now, the way she flashed that earnest smile, Ella could understand how she might be able to bring even her father, the mining magnate, to his knees in any terse exchange. There was something powerful about a zest for life behind the grin that made Ella want to latch on and see where the adventure would take her. A pull toward something exotic, a push away from a life mundane.  
 
    And Ella’s life was already anything but mundane.  
 
    Luna tossed Cielle up onto her shoulder again and walked to the duffel. She threw back the blanket, zipped open the duffel and jerked out a grappling hook gun, a set of magnetized wall-walkers, a strip of small explosive devices, and a tablet that said Turum Mining on it.  
 
    Ella was stunned. This was way more preparation than she was expecting from the social media princess. What in the prism could the explosives be for?  
 
    “This was my dad’s private tablet. It has all the sources and entry keys for the backdoor code to his complexes. It will take a little bit, but I’ll be able to hack our way into any of his compounds.” 
 
    Ella and Nerka whistled low, simultaneously. “Why are you telling us you have this but not Master Harra?” 
 
    “Because I’m banking on the fact that you want to get to the Balite mines and find out what’s there, too. And you don’t want an escort of authority any more than I do. Right?” 
 
    Ella shifted uncomfortably. Hamit was trusting her to find out anything she could to help get QT back. This wasn’t quite aligned with that goal. But it might align with different ones to figure out what Sintila was up to. Learning more about the stones might help learn more about what Q.T.  
 
    “Trust me, I’m the only one that will know how to decipher my dad’s codes in here. And I’m not handing it over to anyone. You need me and I need you.” 
 
    That held up Ella for a second. She looked around the room, resplendent with toys for Cielle, the finest silk thrown over plush cushions in an otherwise sparse safehouse, chromital silverware, half-eaten rare fruits and vegetables from the Equatorial Forest that had surely been flown in for her, and Ella wondered: what could Luna possibly need from her?  
 
    So, she grunted, “I’m not quite sure I’m expensive enough for your taste.” 
 
    Nerka’s raised eyebrows echoed the sentiment.  
 
    Luna tossed the grappling hook gun back in the duffel and crossed her arms so that the dragon tattoo’s rapid flight practically leapt into the air before them. She blew out a long breath, wisping back a purple line of hair that had fallen across her pale blue eyes.  
 
    “You have the Eye of Evermore Sight, right? You know how to control it.” Ella couldn’t fathom how Luna even knew that tidbit of information. Luna’s blue eyes narrowed at her, not quite icy, but very clearly used to command. “Well, I want to know what Heroki Sintila is thinking. She killed my parents. I need to know how to bring her down.” 
 
    Ella traded a glance with Nerka as they headed toward the exit of the safehouse. The first step would be to figure out a way to get Hamit’s permission to let Luna have more freedom. The mining princess’s plan to escape through the high window might work in a pinch, but it seemed to Ella they would get a lot closer to their goals if they had the backing of strong leaders like Hamit and Athos. While it seemed like the next best goal would be getting to the mines to see if another Crystal was really there, Ella knew, deep down, that her training was really the thing holding her them back. She had to find her balance. Ella had to be able to secure her ability to trust in her control over the Eye so that when she faced Heroki Sintila, any Underworlders, or whatever else might arrive on this quest, she would have every chance to keep herself and her friends safe. Ella wouldn’t be able to bear it if she lost a second friend through a portal into another dimension. She had to recommit to her training and make sure she wasn’t the weak link. She was starting to think that, if Luna accompanied them on this task, the social media princess was going to surprise them with what an asset she actually was. She seemed to have a few tricks up those silken designer sleeves.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE – ATTRACTION WIELDER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nerka and Ella threaded their way through red clay hand-hewn back alleys on the outskirts of market entrances to hide their access to Luna’s safehouse. It would take them a while to get back to Ella’s house, but it was necessary to make sure they weren’t followed.  
 
    They were pacing at a mild jog through a dimly lit, narrow pathway, only wide enough for two abreast and made up of tight turns, when a shadow fluttered overhead. They dove forward, ready to break into a run as the figure landed behind them.  
 
    “Ella Larisse and Nerka Ombra, I mean you no harm.” 
 
    Run… Ella grabbed Nerka’s arm and turned to face the tall newcomer who had just dropped down from the heights of the carved rooftops in the under caverns of Scorpina, her curiosity winning out. Her intuition didn’t sense any immediate threat: but how could she really be sure?  
 
    The young man who stepped into a slight shaft of light had pale skin, active brown eyes, and black, medium-length hair that looked fairly greasy. He was probably close to twenty-years-old. Ella recognized his pretty high-quality leather riding suit and wondered if his monocycle was just as top-of-the-line. There were a few scorch marks on the knees and elbows of the suit and what could have been marks of blood streaking down the front. Surely not. Maybe oil…  
 
    “Have to say, for people who are supposed to be keeping a safehouse safe, you are not doing a great job.” The young man spoke with a slight drawl, but it seemed to be affected, as if he wasn’t wanting them to place where he was from.  
 
    Ella narrowed her eyes at him as Nerka stepped in between her and the man.  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    The man nodded down the route they had just come. “Lucky for you, I’m not after some social media princess.” 
 
    Ella stepped up beside Nerka, tension snaking up her back and gripping her neck and temple. How does he know about Luna? We have to tell Hamit. Right away…  
 
    Ella was also a little bummed that Nerka thought she needed to step into the fight first. Of course, Nerka would automatically want to be the first one into the fray. Her innate warrior training would direct that. But how much of it was due to how poorly Ella was doing in training? Her mind was just so often elsewhere these days.  
 
    Not even realizing she was going to do it, she swept her hands down the line of her daggers. The man grinned at Ella’s gesture and it was infuriatingly cocky. Partly because it was so charming. And he likely knew it.  
 
    “My name is Juro. I’m just here for a conversation. No reason for things to get nasty.” 
 
    “I like to start my conversations over tea. Maybe a little pixie dust cake on the side. Not by dropping in on people from rooftops in secluded alleys.” Ella realized that rubbing her daggers might very well have escalated the situation into a fight that this young man could be quite capable of handling. After all, he had taken a thirty-foot drop with zero trouble. That was only possible if he had some type of enhancements. If she had tried that, she would have broken her ankles or knees. Or worse.  
 
    Juro shrugged, leaning back against the red clay walls of the narrow passageway. He spread his arms out, flat on the stone, fingers curled so that the tips pressed against it making a cup out of his hands.   
 
    “You better shield your eyes.” The words were almost gentle.  
 
    “Wait--” Nerka said, but in the next moment, Juro had released the little cup of his fingers to flatten his palms to the hand-hewn stone. With the slap of his skin against the rock, ancient dust swirled into the air from all around them.  
 
    Ella squeezed her eyes shut and tucked her arms in tight to her body, fearing the familiar pinprick of needle-like slivers that pebbles could make against your skin when trapped out in a sandstorm, but it never came.  
 
    She still heard the whirl of a dust devil around her, so she opened her eyes.  
 
    Nerka and Juro were locked in a dead stare.  
 
    Juro’s palms were pressed into the wall, his chest and head leaning outward toward Nerka, as if drawn to her, his brown eyes blazing.  
 
    Nerka’s hands were flung upward, fingers rising into a beckoning curl toward the space between them, as if she could signal each molecule to rise to her call.  
 
    Around all three of their bodies was a tight, vacant bubble of clear air. No dust had touched the inside of that bubble. It rippled an outline against their individual profiles.  
 
    Time seemed to have slowed as the dust that Juro commanded within the tiny passage stormed against their safe space of air. There was a layer of buildup on the outside of the bubble. A sheath of red dust glossing over the space that allowed Ella to breathe and feel untainted by the rushing whirl of ancient dust.  
 
    “Get back, Ella!” Nerka’s voice seemed from far away, stretched between the space between us.  
 
    Juro’s black hair waved in the suspension of the bubble that Nerka had hovered around him, protecting him, too.  
 
    Why? Why is she protecting him, too?  
 
    Ella wasn’t sure how much longer Nerka’s Space control would last as Juro assailed her with the dust, pounding repeatedly against her control. Nerka had been working a lot with Athos, but how long would this last?   
 
    It really has only been seconds…  
 
    Juro flared the dust at them, Nerka held the space untouched by his dust. Their heated stare was unrelented.  
 
    And still, the dust didn’t seem like an attack. It was just a gentle brushstroke, a caress.  
 
    Nerka was just defending. Something was holding her back from moving to offense, too.  
 
    Ella nearly choked on the realization. He isn’t trying to hurt us… Ella reached through the bubble barrier toward Nerka’s shoulder. Her arm untethered from the safety bubble, the dust clung to Ella’s skin, painting it with a swift dash and sweep of red. It wasn’t painful. It was surprisingly warm. It made the thin hairs on her arm stand on end, like the dust was charged.   
 
    The older girl jumped a little as Ella touched her, but didn’t break her hold on the bubbles, now slightly broken by Ella’s breach.  
 
    “It isn’t an attack.” Ella had to raise her voice over the rush of the windswept particles.   
 
    Nerka’s eyes flickered toward Ella a moment, then her hands twitched, lowering slightly. Juro’s fingers curled up, his palms releasing from their pressure against the wall with a suction sound.  
 
    All the dust fell, some of it swept away by the natural wind, racing out into whatever marketplace would meet it on the other side.  
 
    Nerka glared at him. If she was an animal she might have been snarling. Her chest heaved as she caught her breath from the effort she had expended.  
 
    Juro grinned and rubbed his jaw. “So, Space, huh?” 
 
    Nerka blinked, struck dumb. “Wh… What?” 
 
    “You have the Space Crystal. I was wondering which one it was.” 
 
    Ella and Nerka looked at each other, shaking their heads, still wary, but curious, as well. 
 
    “I was joking about following you so easily because you’re terrible at hiding your tracks. You’re actually really good at all that.”  
 
    “Then how?” Nerka said. 
 
     “I followed the pull that my Crystal has on yours. Surely, you can feel it, too.” He grinned and Ella shoved Nerka as if to say, See? “I’m one of the Chosen Wielders, too. I have the Attraction Crystal.” Juro brushed by them to walk down the alleyway. The girls let him by, dumbstruck. He looked back at them, seeming to expect them to follow. “You know some place we can go to talk and maybe get something to eat? I’m hungry.” 
 
    The young man continued walking up the tight route. Ella pulled one of the customary sweetrolls from her shoulder bag that her dad loaded up for her every day that she rarely ate. She threw it at the retreating man’s back.  
 
    He turned, slowly, and she noted that. He hadn’t sensed a threat behind her lanced pastry.  
 
    She jerked her head in a different direction.  
 
    “We shouldn’t go that way now. That’s through a lady’s only supermarket. Or, you know, we can give it a go. I’m sure you’d look great in a bustier.” 
 
    Juro grinned his cocky smile, but there was genuine warmth. Ella grinned back, then they led the strange man from the alley, rerouting their sneaking route away from Luna’s safehouse to Ella’s home, questions burning, building, ready to burst inside her. She could only imagine how Nerka felt. Every time Ella looked at her friend, she was just reminded how Nerka had gotten the nickname of “The Shadow”: she was difficult to hold onto, hovered at the edge of your vision, and never showed any emotion.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX – SUSPICIOUS CHARACTER 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella tossed Nerka a sweetroll and the girls kicked back in the armchairs of the Larisse living room, inviting Juro Carp to continue his tale. 
 
    “So it was nearly two weeks ago that I stole the Attraction Crystal from Sintila Labs. Infiltrated the whole compound. Wasn’t easy, but you know, I don’t mind doing things the hard way.” He flashed his cocky grin and took a bite of the roll. “Been dodging Sintila goons, evading capture, facing betrayal… That Crystal just… it seems to empower me, you know?” Nerka and Ella rolled their eyes but continued to watch him like he was a curiosity at a museum come to life. He waggled his finger toward Nerka. “Then I started to sense you. It’s this irresistible pull on my soul. I can’t believe that you can’t feel it. Maybe it is because I have had the Attraction Crystal a little longer? It’s been like… a compass. It has just led me to you. As you wound through the streets, I was able to follow your tracks.” He smacked his hands together with a loud crack. The girls jumped. “Like that!” 
 
    It all sounded too unbelievable not to be true.  
 
    He left out a lot of details and Ella was brimming with questions: who had betrayed him? He wouldn’t say. How had he been able to enter Sintila Labs? “I know some tricks.” Could he still get in there? “Probably”. What had he done to defeat the Underworlders? “I got lucky.” Could he find them again? No answer. Could his extra week of experience with the Attraction Crystal help Nerka learn to control the Space one more quickly? A shrug. How did he have the ability to just gather intel in a brand new city? “A long life of hard knocks.”  
 
    The vagueness of his answers and the smart-ass smile was infuriating.  
 
    And so many more.  
 
    Still, Nerka sat there… Examining Juro in silence.   
 
    Juro helped himself to a sweetroll from Ella’s bag with a wink.  
 
    A rapping on the door, loud and strong, sent Juro leaping for the window. Ella had sprung an escape on her dad more than once that way, so she knew it was a doable jump to the neighboring balcony and Juro had already proven himself quite agile.  
 
    Still, she threw a quick look from him to her wrist transmitter. It synced with the camera outside the front door.  
 
    “It’s Hamit.” 
 
    “The Master of the Scorpene Guard?” Juro was already spreading the window apart. The sultry breeze was a mixture that came from generations of underground air recyclers working overtime, smelling of sweat, whatever supposedly-pleasing scent that year’s council voted on, and the natural wafts of entrance ways to the toplands. 
 
    Neither Nerka or Ella moved to stop him as he climbed onto the windowsill. The day had been strange enough already. Trying to keep the young man restrained in her apartment for interrogation didn’t seem like a good idea. Juro moved, as if to vault to the next balcony across the alley. He paused but he didn’t look over his shoulder. “Is there anyone with him?” 
 
    Ella looked down at the image on her wrist crystal. Hamit shifted from side to side, lifted his hand against the door, hesitated, then knocked again. The sound was more insistent this time. “No. He is alone.” 
 
    Juro’s shoulders sank and he moved back into the room, closing the window behind him.  
 
    “All right.” The words were to himself.  
 
    Ella shrugged and got up to open the door. Hamit thundered into the room without a word, his black eyes darting. They rested on Juro.  
 
    “I knew it.” 
 
    Nerka stood, perhaps feeling at a disadvantage that she was the only one still seated. Hamit hovered just as tall as Juro, who was a startling height, but the Master’s shoulders dwarfed the young man. Ella had never quite remarked before how large the Master of the Guard was, and she wondered if it was because he didn’t always use his size as a method of intimidation. Now, witnessing it, it was all too apparent.  
 
    “Ella, Nerka, get behind me.” 
 
    “Hamit, can you tell us what is going on, please?” Ella used her respectful voice.  
 
    “I gave you a command.” 
 
    Ella was stunned by the shift in Hamit’s voice. It was distanced, cold. The tone he reserved for his subordinates. Not for his son’s best friend. Hamit took a step to the side, starting to weave his way around Ella’s living room furniture, heading toward Juro, who sidestepped to keep the couch in between them. Bet he regrets closing the window, now…   
 
    Juro’s hands hung easy at his side. He didn’t appear to be armed, but Ella hadn’t thought to make sure he wasn’t.  
 
    As Juro took another step sideways, he gave that cocky grin, but this time it looked more infuriating than charming. “Well, they don’t quite answer to you, Master Harra. At least, she doesn’t.” Juro pointed his finger toward Nerka. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hamit demanded, his hands grabbing the back of the armchair in front of him. Is he going to just throw them away if Juro keeps sidestepping? 
 
    “Maybe you know who I am, maybe you don’t. You can’t command us. We are beholden to something so much more powerful. We don’t answer to you. Same way your son never will again.” 
 
    Hamit raised his fist, shaking it in the air, as if he wished there was something he had to hit. When he failed to find something, his shoulders shuddered and he hung his head. Ella was afraid he was going to collapse, he leaned so heavily into the chair. She stepped up, bolstering his elbow with her arm. He sank into her, letting her lead him to the front of the chair. He sat down, leaning his elbows on his knees and rubbing his face. Then he looked up at Juro, as if remembering that he was there.  
 
    “I don’t really know who you are.” The way Hamit said it seemed to be an admission of defeat. “I have just seen you loitering around places where Nerka and Ella are. I can’t find you in any of the ID databases. Your face and impression don’t match anything. The last I had sight of you was not far from where these ladies were this afternoon.” 
 
    “Right, near Luna Turum’s safehouse.” 
 
    Hamit looked up at Ella, but the anger that should have been there was a mere question. Ella rushed to reassure him.  
 
    “Juro says he didn’t track us in any normal way. He is attracted to Nerka because she has the Space Crystal.” Ella looked at Juro for permission to continue and he nodded with a shrug. “He has one, too. He is the Wielder of the Attraction Crystal. That’s how he can follow us. He is pulled toward the similarities within the Chosen.” 
 
    Hamit nodded, color starting to flood back into his face. His gaze was controlled, but not judgemental as he said, “Tell me what you mean about my son, then.” 
 
    “Since he is the Wielder of the Chaos Crystal, well… I can help you find him.” 
 
    While Hamit sat forward on his seat, eager to hear more, all the air seemed to leave Ella’s body, every molecule of oxygen stripped from her cells. Warning bells rang, blurring out her vision, her hearing, her ability to focus. She was floundering, floating in the vacuum of space, just like in her dreams of Alpha.  
 
    Something was there, some promise. Some hope for finding QT – but if her dreams were omens, like QT always told her they were, then this assertion Juro was making was not as simple as it seemed.  
 
    It might come at the risk of losing even her ability to breathe.  
 
    Juro leaned in and began telling them more specifically the way he had fought away the Underworlders and how he might be able to help them find Q.T. It would mean finding a portal to that dimension. The only way he knew how to do that was to ask those who dealt with those beings who worked with them. Or they would need to procure another Crystal to open a portal to the Underworld dimension, themselves.  
 
    Nerka and Ella traded a look: The Balite mines  
 
    If they chose to talk to werewolves or sirens, or Dark Elves, they would have to seek them out in their homes. They weren’t known for being the most cooperative with outsiders and the team would need to go ready for a fight. Which was all the more reason Ella would need to work on her training.  
 
    A focus on her training, then finding another Crystal, then opening a portal to the Underworld to get back Q.T. They just had to figure out the best way to do it all as quickly as possible. The best balance. With any hope, somewhere along the way, gathering Crystals would mean Ella would be able to find her mother, too. Because that was what she heard when Juro said that gathering more Crystals together meant you could open portals to other dimensions yourselves. Ella hadn’t realized that… If they got the Balite mine Crystal, if it even existed… Would she be able to just go fetch her mom from the Banyan dimension?  
 
    The little rush of dizziness that gave her had to be quickly calmed as she saw the worry on Hamit’s face as Juro described the malevolence of the Underworlders. Q.T. was in active danger. That had to come first… They all had to be prepared to fight to free him. Juro made it clear, one of the things they would need was Dark Elf bone dust. Hamit was reluctant for them to go all the way to the water town of Merstric to get it, but Athos would know the market where it could be found and Nerka could make the portal to get there.  
 
    At least they were one Crystal stronger with Juro on their side. Ella would be careful about trusting him too quickly, but while their interests were aligned, they could be partners. She also needed to talk to Hamit about Luna: the team was growing.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN – RAINBOW VOMIT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Merstric was a coastal village in the latitude of the fourth quadrant. Ella had never been to it and Nerka had never made a portal to it before, but that was what made it a good test. Besides, she was empowered by its nearness to water. Nerka had an affinity for water, and it called to her Durgic attachment. That wasn’t why they were going there, though. They were going to seek out a small market where mini unicorns were said to traffic in some of the more difficult-to-find herbs and flora of Methula Four.   
 
      
 
    The Dark Elf bone dust that Juro said they needed would be found in the minicorn market. When Ella had asked Athos if that meant the bone dust was anionic, he had just looked at her and turned away. She wasn’t sure if that meant he didn’t know the answer or if he thought she didn’t merit it.  
 
    Either way, the task itself felt like it would have negative energy all over it. Surely, the only way that bone dust could be created would be by grinding up the bones of Dark Elves. Or was there something she was missing, here? She wasn’t sure what they would need it for. Juro had been vague, once again, about the implications, just that it would help them once they were facing the Underworlders who had Q.T. That was enough reason for Ella to focus on this task as next on the list.  
 
    Luckily, Ella was being allowed to go with a team, of sorts. She had pleaded to Athos about the need to build up her knowledge about the Underworld, meaning Juro, who had some type of “unfinished business” with the Underworlders, but had faced off with them on a previous occasion. He also hinted at insider knowledge about Heroki Sintila, but Ella knew she needed to gain more of his trust before that bridge could be crossed. Luna had not been allowed to join them, yet, but Ella was certain she would be able to grind Hamit down and get the girl released from her safehouse soon. Hamit had been reluctant, but with Athos on her side, surprisingly supportive of Juro’s plan, it had been a short showdown. Ella, Nerka, and Juro setting out through Nerka’s portal to the fresh air of Merstric.  
 
    “Smells like fish,” Nerka said, blunt as always.  
 
    “I was just thinking it smelled fresher than the air recyclers in Scorpina,” Ella responded with a smile. 
 
    Nerka huffed, not quite disagreeing, not agreeing either.  
 
    “There’s always a trade-off. Sweat for fish. Slime for shit. No place smells great one hundred percent of the time,” Juro said, worldwise. 
 
    “Where does it smell like slime and shit?” 
 
    Ella pointed their way down a large, purple cobblestone pathway. The stones were a fresh lavender color. The market they were looking for would be off the main thoroughfare where the main vegetables, home goods, and tech was sold.  
 
    “Equatorial forest smells like slime. Mountains smell like mountain goats. And they… you know… do their thing. A lot.” Juro shrugged.                
 
    The locals cast looks their way as they passed through Ella had been afraid Juro might draw attention, being so tall, but he seemed to slip in and out of the market’s daily norms so easily, he could have challenged Nerka for her title as The Shadow.  
 
    They reached a small hallway flanked by colorful silk curtains that led back toward the minicorn market. It wasn’t far from the harbor. Ella could hear gulls calling and the slosh of waves against the boats. Salt spray was in the air. Her pores opened up, the desiccated nature of her desert habitat giving way to moisture in the air.  
 
    Juro held the curtains open for them. “Listen, when we start bartering with the minicorns, just watch your wallets, okay? They can be kind of fiendish. I know we only want one thing, but they may try to add on other items or take off with your satchel entirely. Let’s keep track of each other.” As Juro spoke, his eyes were wandering over the market behind them. 
 
    Nerka mimicked his watch as they both looked to see if they had been followed. Ella didn’t mind relying on Nerka for that at the moment.  
 
    Minicorns scampered across the pathway and along the walls on custom made ladder rails. They were only about the size of a large dog. They were multicolored little horses, their horns shining beacons to each other. Ella had never seen one, but she had heard they could fly and that they were attached to the Durgic magic in mystical ways.  
 
    But, if that were so, what need did they have for swindling traders?  
 
    It felt like they had to walk deeper into the belly of the market, descending down the cobblestone pathway to reach the area where there were booths actually selling wares. It worried Ella, that there might not be an easy way back out. Finally, they reached the booth with the bright green star over the table they had been told to find.  
 
    “Hi, there,” Ella said. “We are looking for Dark Elf bone dust. Athos the Fennec sent us.” 
 
    The purple minicorn didn’t move. Her head was shrouded in a deep red hood and her eyes were barely open.  
 
    Is she asleep?  
 
    Juro rattled the table and the minicorn looked up with a start. Then she settled back into a stupor. Juro looked at her with a shrug. There were lines of vials and jars on the wall behind the minicorn.  
 
    “Can we just get it for ourselves and leave the pay on the table?” Ella pointed to a chart with weights and prices on the table.  
 
    A turquoise minicorn bobbed up behind them and Ella kept her eye on him. He looked at her with inquisitive, yellow eyes that had purple rims. His horn was bright white with spiraling gold strips. He had a white and orange mane.  
 
    “Are you looking to buy something from Tranquility?” The minicorn darted behind the table, as if he belonged there. “Sometimes I help her out. What can I get for you?” 
 
    Ella’s hesitation, wondering if the minicorn was really someone allowed to serve her from someone else’s booth, made the minicorn bow his head. He pointed at the vials and jaws encouragingly.  
 
    “Don’t worry, don’t worry. My name is Teffa. Seriously, I can help you. Whatever you need, whatever you need. You say you’re looking for Dark Elf bone dust. Did you have a weight in mind?” 
 
    “We need a whole jar of it. 8 ounces.” Nerka leaned forward on the table, then pulled Ella’s wrist crystal over to Tranquility’s. Ella wanted to pull it back, but Nerka’s self-assuredness was making her go along with it. Nerka flipped the payment across after thumbing in the command.  
 
    Payment Accepted. 
 
    Teffa went back to the line of jars and looked through them. He returned with a scale and two jars.  
 
    “Why don’t you weigh it and make sure it is the amount you need? Thanks for reminding me that I needed some wolfsbane while I was here.” He slipped the jar into his saddlebags. Teffa clicked his hooves together as a way of farewell salute. “Don’t worry, Tranquility will sleep all day.” Then he made his way back up the cobblestone alley, his hooves clicking.  
 
    Juro stared after him, a half-smile on his lips that Ella found disconcerting. She weighed the leaves that were in the jar, wondering why they were leaves if they were supposed to be dust. Maybe it was just a nickname…? Not really dust of the bones of elves?  
 
    8 oz.  
 
    All good, I suppose…  
 
    She tucked the jar into her shoulder bag, and they turned to go.  
 
    As she stepped away from the booth, alarms blared, lights shined down on them, and a sweeping cascade of rainbow dust showered down.  
 
    Tranquility rose from her stupor, jumping on top of the table, her eyes blazing at them, her mane unruly from beneath the hood.  
 
    “Thieves of…” The minicorn looked at the alert on her table… “Wolfsbane!”  
 
    “No, no!” Ella protested, trying to pull the bulb back out of her shoulder bag, but every minicorn in the market was rushing toward them, rainbows splashing from their mouths, exploding onto the team, saturating their bodies, entangling their efforts to speak or move.  
 
    Through the vision of rainbow swirls clogging the overwhelming pressure in her brain, Ella could hear Juro trying to laugh even as he held his breath. She squinted through the haze surrounding them, like ribbons wrapping against their body that swam away if she tried to touch them. She could see him gripping his sides, doubling over he was laughing so hard.  
 
    “What…” 
 
    She couldn’t even form a thought as the dizziness overwhelmed her. She sank to her knees, folding over onto her side, curling up on the ground, trying not to throw up as the vertigo took her, swimming in a puddle of sparkling rainbow puke as the minicorns descended.  
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Juro’s words were slowed and seemed to come from far away but one moment he was beside her and then in a buzzing flash, he was gone.  
 
    Ella tried to look for Nerka. If anyone that wanted to threaten them with more than disorientation came on them when they were in this state, they were bread.  
 
    Bread and oil. Rainbow dusted oil. That is fried.  
 
    That doesn’t make sense.  
 
    We are toast. That’s the saying.  
 
    Rainbow toast tastes great.  
 
    Like unicorn dreams.  
 
    That stupid unicorn.  
 
    He made all these ribbons of color.  
 
    Wrapping ribbons of sparkles through my hair.  
 
    Like on Moon Harvest Day.  
 
    The cobblestones were cold against her cheek.  
 
    Cold.  
 
    Like Alpha.  
 
    In my dreams.  
 
    “Don’t think about Alpha, Ella. There’s no rainbows there…” 
 
    Is that my voice?  
 
    Ella closed her eyes. Remember box breathing… Eight in… Hold… Eight out… Hold… Repeat…  
 
    She found it was too dizzying to keep her eyes closed as she tried to get her mind under control. None of the minicorns approached through the strange rainbow swirl, like ice cream melting into the cobblestones and fading away into the booth-lined streets.  
 
    Just breathe… 
 
    Nerka was huddled on the cobblestones trying to get herself under control. It looked like she might have thrown up. Ella tried not to focus on her.  
 
    What did those minicorns do to us?  
 
    Just breathe.   
 
    Where is Juro? 
 
    The shimmer of rainbows started to clear, and Ella’s eyes came back into focus. She managed to shove herself up to a kneeling position. The swirls in her head shifted into an intense ache. 
 
    Through the last shards of glitter in the air, she could see Juro striding down the cobblestone hill, a squirming, kicking minicorn clutched under his arm. A slight rumble of indignation growled in Ella’s throat, but she pushed it aside. She had been swindled, that was true. But, maybe that was the lesson Athos was really trying to teach her. Maybe she was too trusting. Athos never sent her on a task without a deeper lesson.  
 
    Juro bent lower as he reached the girls and set Teffa on the ground. He held up his hand, as if to say, “stay,” but then lowered it, so his palm was held upward, and the tall young man bowed his head. Little sparks of glitter still showed in his black hair.  
 
    The minicorn accepted the gesture of respect with his own bow, but then scuffed at the ground with his front, turquoise hoof, sending a scatter of sparkles into the air. He shook his head, sending his orange and white mane shaking, tendrils swiping against Ella’s face as they whipped by. She tried not to pull back, afraid it would send her whirling into a new set of spins. 
 
    Tranquility huffed from behind her booth as Juro returned her wolfsbane. She rolled her eyes at the girls. “Teffa does this all the time.” There was a surprising amount of warmth in her tone for someone who had just been stolen from. Juro shrugged and nodded toward Nerka and Ella.  
 
    “I have to say, that went exactly as I imagined it would, but from one swindler to another, I admire your style, Teffa.” The minicorn still clicked his hooves over the stones, but his eyes shimmered with mutual respect. The wolfsbane had been returned. Somehow, the gathered minicorns weren’t even upset at Teffa. Then Juro turned to the unsteady girls. “Now, I believe you have something to say to these lovely ladies?”  
 
    Nerka hauled herself to one knee and rubbed her face, still woozy from the barrage of multi-colored, disorienting magic the minicorns had hurled at them as Teffa took flight.  
 
    Teffa reached back into his saddlebags and flicked the pouch open with his teeth. He grabbed the bulbous jar from inside and tossed it into the air so that Ella could unsteadily catch it. She held it close to her chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry I swindled this from you. Dark Elf bone dust is very expensive,” Teffa flipped back his mane again, turning his head to one side so his purple rimmed, yellow eye peered fully into Ella’s face. “I don’t think that’s what you really were seeking when you came to the market.” 
 
    Ella lugged herself to her feet. She put the jar safely in her shoulder bag, grabbing onto Nerka’s shoulder for balance. She narrowed her eyes at the minicorn.  
 
    “What do you know about what I’m seeking?” 
 
    “You’re a student of Athos the Fennec, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ella shrugged. “Some might say I teach him things, sometimes, too.” 
 
    Teffa’s laugh trilled into a melodic neigh. Some of the nearby minicorns joined him and it was an echo of music Ella had never heard before. It soothed the ache in her head. “You want to really teach him something, then bring him the most valuable thing you could have found at this market.” 
 
    Ella raised her eyebrow. “And what’s that?” 
 
    Teffa grinned as only a minicorn could, the loose horse lips pulling back, the large front teeth revealed, the pitter patter of the front hooves clicking together, in rhythm with the sparkle of the horn’s tip.  
 
    “Me, of course.” 
 
    It was hard for Ella not to smile back and she couldn’t wait to see what Athos would think when they showed up with the minicorn. Was that really what he had sent her to fetch? It was far too often that there was subtext and double meaning dealing with that sly fennec. Juro’s goal had been the Dark Elf bone dust, so maybe Athos really had wanted to test her… Getting swindled, vomited on, and experiencing rainbow vertigo was not a fun experience.   
 
    With a slight bitterness that matched the bile in her stomach, Ella rolled her eyes and gave permission for Teffa to come as they headed out of the market toward the water for Nerka to make a stronger portal back home.  
 
    If this was really what Athos had wanted to have happen, Teffa had better be worth it.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT - VIRTUAL REALITY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This isn’t working.” Ella tore off the VR goggles and threw them to the side. Athos lunged and caught them before they landed on the floor. She nudged the Eye on her forehead back into place after jostling it.  
 
    “Hey! These are expensive.” 
 
    Ella grimaced. “I’m sorry. I won’t throw them again.” 
 
    Luna, Nerka, and Juro were lounging on benches along the wall as they watched Ella attempt the VR simulation that Athos had set up. It was an attempt to place Ella in a setting that scared her enough to trigger the intense reaction that somehow made her able to use the Eye with full control. Juro was casually popping tidal squash seeds into his mouth while Luna braided her own hair. Nerka was taking notes, but Ella doubted she had been able to discover anything helpful, yet. It was a small triumph that Luna had been allowed to be at Athos’s training arena. Hamit figured it was safe enough, with the best warriors of the day all around.  
 
    Hopefully, that would start to build the trust that Ella wanted to develop. She wanted whatever access Luna might have to the Balite mines and to the dragons. If there was a Crystal in there, then they either needed to keep it safe from Sintila or find it themselves. More than that, they might be able to use it to get her mom back. Helping Luna get some free time from the safehouse was a goodwill gesture, Ella hoped. It was a start, at least.  
 
    So far, the simulation Athos had been running didn’t help Ella divorce herself from the recognition that she was still playing a VR game. Her body still knew. It just wasn’t enough. Her vitals weren’t slowing down. She wasn’t reaching a peaceful place where the Eye was showing anything but the mismanaged fractals when she tried to access anyone else’s vision.  
 
    Teffa floated down from the ceiling, flicking his tail, and whispered something to Athos. The fennec trainer disappeared into his office. Ella wrinkled her nose toward him and the minicorn stuck his tongue out.  
 
    Stupid minicorn. Caused me all sorts of trouble in that market and now Athos is trusting him… Greeted him like an old friend… Ella grumbled to herself and messed around with the haptic feedback gloves, making sure they were situated properly. She had an entire suit on for a more immersive experience.  
 
    When Athos returned, he was turning a spoon in a little teacup with steaming brown water. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Some tea.” 
 
    “Shall I just take a sniff and guess what kind?” 
 
    “If you want to try.” 
 
    Ella sighed and took the cup. Some things she just had to abide and not question her mentor.  
 
    “Wait -- is that some of the Dark Elf bone dust?” Juro stood up from his sprawled position and stopped Ella before her lips touched the cup. Athos cocked his head at the young man, ears twitching. He nodded.  
 
    “It will open her mind to the Underworld so she can access it with the Eye.” 
 
    “I get that and I’m sure that’s true. But how do you know the Underworld won’t access her back?”  
 
    Ella looked from Athos to Juro but nodded to her trainer.  
 
    “I trust Athos. If it helps me get to QT, I will give this a shot.” 
 
    Juro sighed, but sat back down, his back rigid. He grumbled one last thing as he relaxed. “That’s not what I wanted us to get it for.” 
 
    The tea was bitter, and Ella didn’t drink it all, perhaps swayed a little by Juro’s protest.  
 
    She handed back the tea, then Athos looked at her apologetically. “I’m sorry for the next part, too.” 
 
    Ella didn’t know what that meant, but as she entered the VR training, she realized the simulation was different than the one she had faced the other three times.  
 
    Athos had somehow designed the banyan dimension. She didn’t think he had ever seen it, but she had described it to him often enough for him to get it pretty close.  
 
    And there… Not far from her… Was her mother.  
 
    Cleo was singing a song from Ella’s childhood. Ella knew the pull it was supposed to make on her memories, on her emotions, and it worked. “The suns they shine their messages, and the moons they weave their songs. We hold our hands, we skip the path, and so we sing along…” She walked toward her mom in the simulation, eager to reach her, knowing she could hug her in the haptic suit, let it feel real for a moment. The banyan trees draped their vines all around them, the giant trunks swathed in the bluish hue, the tall grasses swaying at their feet, fireflies bursting in the air.  
 
    Ella had almost reached her mom when the image darkened and Gishan descended from the banyans. The blue hue turned nearly black and red eyes from her dreams of Alpha awakened from the trunks. Breath was sucked away from Ella, like a punch to the gut that she felt in the haptic suit.  
 
    The world became real.  
 
    Gishan clawed at her from all sides, even in their small size, fighting to grab Cleo. The banyan limbs were slinking their rope twines into binds to pull her mother into their canopy where Ella couldn’t reach.  
 
    Fear flared in Ella’s heart.  
 
    Panic gripped, clinging to her frantically beating heart as her mom’s hand was just out of reach. 
 
    Then her vitals calmed.  
 
    Her focus pinpointed.  
 
    Her eyes dilated and she saw every movement in slow motion. 
 
     She fended off each movement from the Gishan as if she were seconds ahead of their thoughts, not just their actions.  
 
    A tiny hand swung and missed as she watched it blow by her in slow motion, able to see every hair on the back of its hand, every wrinkle on its palm.  
 
    A face loomed and she swept by it, watching the tic at the corner of its socket but then she was gone before it could even register her passing.  
 
    If someone had been monitoring her heart rate, her blood pressure, and her oxygen levels, they would surely think she was dying.  
 
    But, truly, she was just accepting the rarest essence of being alive.  
 
    Now is the time to use the Eye…  
 
    So, Ella focused.  
 
    She sank into the rhythm of seeking out the vision of another, pooling her efforts into seeing through the fractal panes of the Eye of Evermore Sight. Soaring through the vision of those closest to her, those watching her in the VR sim, into the banyan dimension where her mom wailed and fought and called for help -- the vitals spiked -- breathe… The vitals calmed…  
 
    The banyan dimension blurred as the prisms of two dimensions bounced against each other, burying through a reddish hue, of spiked, termite-mound-like buildings and smoke-stacks. The Underworlder dimension. 
 
    Ella sought the vision of Heroki Sintila and QT.  
 
    She soared over the hordes of shadowy, jumping demons within the Underworlder lair. She took another deep breath. Would she be able to center herself into Heroki? Or into QT? Could she focus herself to see through their eyes?  
 
    Breathe… Breathe…  
 
    She bumped into a jagged crag of rock and yelped as the haptic feedback registered pain in her knee. The Underwolder dimension world merged with the banyan dimension and she saw a little critter sprint away, as if it had bit her. She saw her mother in the claws of the horde of bipedal Gishan, their small hands and talons raking her skin.  
 
    Her fear leapt, her vitals calmed, her vision focused. The Eye’s fractals smoothed.  
 
    Then she saw QT. He was at a sort of shiftily made work bench beside a few hunched-back shadowy creatures. He was working at something. As her vision bounced around, fluttering between panes, he looked up in her direction.  
 
    Ella’s heart thudded.  
 
    Does he sense the Eye’s presence?  
 
    No… That isn’t possible…  
 
    QT’s eyes were undulating pools of fluorescent green. They were normally dark and calm, gentle and kind.  
 
    The Underworlder magic had completely overcome him. He was possessed.  
 
    At least she now knew for sure where he was.  
 
    I can do this… I can see through his Eyes…  
 
    She could sense the calming comfort of the banyan tree in the other realm wrapping around her. Not the one fighting to strangle her mother, but the one that truly existed in that dimension, the one she had to fight to find. She felt the brace of the branches around her back from the haptic feedback suit, despite the impossibility of it all.  
 
    She guided the Eye to see through her best friend’s vision.  
 
    QT was sharpening a blade. She watched her hands as his hands moved a whetstone, well-practiced, over the edge of a blade. Tested the edge. Fully focused. No thoughts beyond the singular effort. Beside him was a pile of similar knives, all freshly sharpened. On the other side in a box were many others, waiting for the same treatment.  
 
    Otherwise, a vacant mind.  
 
    “Quresh Harra.” 
 
    Through QT’s vision, Ella stood. Heroki Sintila descended from a hover glider, her blonde hair tight in a bun at the nape of her neck. Her pale skin stood out in the warm reddish hue of the Underworld. She walked near to QT. Examined him. He had no thoughts about her. No analysis. He was waiting for a command beyond: Sharpen these knives.  
 
    “You have spoken with Ingar?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “You understand your mission?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand my mission.” 
 
    The voice was familiar, but somehow altered. Like QT was fighting against the invasion inside him. Yes… Ella though. She could sense it. He is a Guard of the Scorpene! He cannot allow a demon possession. He will break it!  
 
    Or, she was just imagining it…  
 
    “You can handle this? It is very important.” 
 
    “I will not let her get away. I will get the Space Crystal for us.” Ella flinched and the vision through QT’s eyes fractured for a moment. For us… She brought it back with a breath.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And don’t worry, ma’am. If Ella Larisse is there, too, I know just how to make her hurt.” 
 
    Heroki Sintila smiled, but Ella wasn’t seeing anything else. The Underworlder realm was flooding away, demons bouncing off the walls as they prepared for domination. The banyan dimension was jerked through the vision panes, the prism fractal shattering as she saw and heard Gishan tearing her mother’s flesh apart. She was unable to save her. But it was okay, because it wasn’t real. The haptic feedback was alerting in an extreme frenzy, unable to understand the way her body seemed to be banging off walls and trees and creatures, tumbling through fragments.  
 
    Tears flooded down her face.   
 
    QT’s words shivered through her entire body, as if she had spoken them herself. Since she had heard them through his eyes, it was almost like she had.  
 
    Ella pulled the Eye and the VR goggles off her head. The gloves felt heavy and clumsy. She pulled them off, barely seeing them through tear-blurred eyes. She hadn’t realized she had fallen to her knees until she noticed that Athos had dropped down to kneel beside her.  
 
    “What happened? What did you see?” 
 
    Ella choked on the tears as she tried to speak. “I saw QT. I heard the poison in his voice, meant for me. I saw Heroki Sintila.” She noticed that both Luna and Juro tensed up as she mentioned the leader of Sintila Labs. Ella brushed the tears on her cheeks aside, sending little sparks through her body as the moisture triggered the wrong signals through her haptic feedback suit. She struggled to stand up.  
 
    “We have to find him. We have to get QT back.” She walked up to Juro, thrusting the VR goggles into his chest. “You’re up, hotshot. You say you can help us find QT and a way to the Underworld. Well, that’s what we need to do.” Ella held her fingers firm against his chest, forcing him to take the uncomfortable step back before the ferocity in her eyes.  
 
    “All right, all right. I understand. I can help get us there. I just need to know if any of you know any werewolves.” 
 
    The team looked at each other blankly. 
 
    Juro continued, “Like I was telling you with Hamit, we will need to have access to someone who can open a portal to the Underworlder dimension. That means someone like werewolves. We have to first get to their realm, which is one problem, and then we have to convince them to deal with us. Which is what I wanted the Dark Elf bone dust for. So, I need to know if anyone knows any werewolves.”:  
 
    Everyone’s gazes came to rest on Athos as he sighed. 
 
    “Athos, please…” Ella said.  
 
    He waved his red, fennec paw. “Yes, all right. I might know one. But, the problem is, you don’t get to talk to just one werewolf, you have to talk to the pack. And, that… that’s more of a problem.” 
 
    Ella stepped into the center of the room, her heart still thudding harshly in her chest, hearing the echo of QT’s words and his pledge to hurt her.  
 
    Athos sighed again. “Fine. But, the only way you can get to them is by talking to Saion, who you’re not on the best terms with.” 
 
    Ella waved away Athos’s concerns. “I’ll handle the Entity. He hasn’t killed me yet.” 
 
    “All right, but the werewolves I know, Ella, they live on Alpha.” 
 
    A sucking sensation rushed over Ella. It was a feeling of being cut off from the ability to breathe, to move. She was surrounded by red glowing eyes and the reaching grasp of dead banyan limbs pulling her in, urging her to succumb. She let it sweep over her, pummel her heart, and still, it wasn’t as bad as the fear she felt at seeing QT’s vacuous, Underworlder possessed eyes.  
 
    She took a deep breath and started unzipping the sleeves of the haptic suit, ignoring her shaking hands. She didn’t look at anyone, just made her voice steady: “I’m not afraid. I’m ready.” 
 
    Athos nodded and moved forward to help her take off the rest of the gear. She would need another type of weaponry where she was going. 
 
    At least she would have her team.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE - GYMNASTICS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have to get him back,” Ella said again as Athos started to walk away with the sweaty haptic feedback suit. She slipped the Eye into her shoulder bag with a grimace. She was done with it for a while.  
 
    “What makes you think he will come with you?” Teffa asked.   
 
    Ella was certain her venomous glare would have been able to injure anyone other than a minicorn. Teffa didn’t even flinch.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    Teffa flitted up in the air and did a little twirl, but the whimsical spin didn’t make the quaking in Ella’s heart stop. “You say he was saying things that didn’t make sense? Was he possessed?”  
 
    “Nerka and I saw it before in a herd of seriports in the Equatorial Forest. Their eyes spin bright green when the Underworlders have them under an enchantment or something. They behave like they never would otherwise. That’s what QT…” Ella swallowed the pricking of tears in her throat but didn’t drop the minicorn’s piercing gaze. “That’s what QT’s eyes looked like. Since I was seeing things from inside his vision with the Eye, I could sense that he had no other purpose. He was being programmed for a mission to get the Space Crystal and, if need be, take care of me.” 
 
    Ella’s voice seemed small now that the words were outside her body. QT’s words had been swollen within her, hard to fathom, but now, facing the compassionate faces of all her trusted confidantes, they didn’t seem so insurmountably grim.  
 
    “I think what Teffa means to point out is that we don’t yet know fully how to cleanse the Underworlder possession. If the plan is to go to the werewolves and get access to the Underworld in order to rescue QT, we’ll need to know how to rid him of the enchantment while we are there.” 
 
    Ella understood all of Athos’s gentle words as he spoke, as well as the unspoken or else…  
 
    Juro said them anyway: “Or else we will just have to knock him over the head and take him by force.”  
 
    Fighting the urge to send a biting remark toward Juro, Ella slid onto the bench beside Nerka. Didn’t he realize he was talking about her friend? How easily would this Higrite use violence? QT wasn’t himself. There had to be a way to get him back safely without risking his life. She knew he’d do the same for her.  
 
    “Maybe you should head out to see the Maven before attempting to visit Saion. Entities are zealous of intervening in mortal affairs.” Ella realized how lucky she had been in her previous encounters with the shifter. “Per-Ah was going to research the binds of the Underworlder magic on the seriports. You should find out what he has discovered to avoid arriving in their realm blindly.” Athos gave it as a suggestion, but it seemed like he was giving an order as he nodded his head at all the young warriors.  
 
    Ella had to admit to herself, even against the urgency racing through her to find QT, that it was a good idea. Per-Ah, leader of the fearsome Maven and a trusted friend of her father’s, might have some good information for them. They had staked their entire heritage to protect Methula’s life source, and it was with their help that she found the banyan tree which later helped rid her father of Underworlder possession. If anyone would make strides in healing dark magic, it would be them. 
 
    Athos and Teffa headed toward the fennec’s office, speaking in conspiratorial tones. Ella looked toward the blank screen that the others had been watching as she went through the VR simulation. They would have been able to see what Athos programmed, but that would have ended at the banyan dimension. Only Ella knew where the Eye had taken her.  
 
    “Any helpful notes?” Ella tapped Nerka’s notebook and then jerked her hand back as her fingers trembled. The older girl was nice enough not to comment on Ella’s shakiness. Or, perhaps, she thought it was beneath her to call out her friend’s weakness. Ella took a deep breath as she clenched the bench beneath her, trying to let the smooth wood’s cool texture rub a bit of its solid calm into her body.  
 
    Balance… Access the Durgic balance… That’s what Athos kept telling her. Not only to calm those racing vitals but to determine the right path. QT… Cleo… Balite Mines… Sintila Labs… Ella reached up and rubbed her face, hardly hearing Nerka’s response as she flipped through the notebook. The worry of a pebble dropped in a quickly moving stream… It was something her mom used to say. That was what focusing on balance so much felt like to Ella: fruitless. The pebble was always going to drop to the sands below, no matter how much the water’s worry raced to keep it afloat. There were some things that were inevitable.  
 
    Ella grit her teeth. Maybe my inability to govern the Eye well is inevitable. Her fingers stopped trembling as she fought back the thought.  
 
    “...every time.”  
 
    Ella blinked and looked at Nerka. “Sorry… Every time what?”  
 
    Nerka sighed and flipped back a few pages. She tapped her pen against the paper. “The suit was monitoring your vitals and every time the sim directed you toward the banyans, there was a noticeable drop in your heartrate.”  
 
    Ella puzzled through that a moment. Her vitals calmed when she felt in danger but rose to the challenge. Why would the peace of the life everlasting banyans resemble danger? She shrugged. “Maybe the banyans make me think of the loss of my mom? Some type of helplessness that calms me as I try to figure out how to overcome it?” 
 
    “Could be… could be. Definitely something there we should explore, though.”  
 
    “Hmm…” Ella heaved another deep breath and leaned her head back against the wall. She flexed her fingers out in front of her. They had started to hurt with her heavy grip on the bench.  
 
    The other members of the team seemed content to sit in silence with her. It made Ella a bit nervous. What were they waiting for? Luna was done braiding her hair, but was lounging back on the bench, the little ferret Cielle nuzzled into her cupped hands. Juro twisted his back against the wall, as if trying to get comfortable, but Ella sensed it was not the seat that was making him restless.  
 
    What were his intentions? She didn’t know much about this stranger that recently appeared into their lives. Was he keen on giving Underworlders a deserved taste of their own medicine or was he simply one to wait to be given orders to launch into attack? It seemed to her like he had his own internal guidance and she’d have to get a better sense of what he knew. 
 
    Teffa floated out from Athos’s office with the slight curl to his minicorn lips that Ella had started to recognize as his lively look of smugness. He twirled through the air, his orange and white mane flurrying out behind him. Athos stepped out of his little office and gestured toward Luna. “Come on, Ms. Turum. It is time for your demonstration. Mr. Carp, are you ready?”  
 
    “Yes, sir!” Juro sprang up in one easy motion that was faster than Ella had ever seen a person move. He had whipped up from a lounging position as quickly as she could flick her fingers. He caught her look of surprise and winked. “Wait till you see me kick it up a gear.”  
 
    “Lightning moves fast, too,” Nerka sounded sour as Juro looked at her. She returned his gaze evenly. “It often lights perfectly good things on fire.”  
 
    Ella stifled a laugh, but Juro’s smile was mischievous. She stood up to follow Juro and Luna toward the training ring where Athos was leading them.   
 
    “I would be lying if I said I haven’t lit things on fire a time or two.” Juro waited for them.  
 
    Nerka grunted. “Doesn’t surprise me. Too much power with too little purpose usually just causes devastation.”  
 
    Juro’s smile faded into a thoughtful look, one brow lifted, and he looked from Nerka to Ella. “Maybe you can give me a little purpose and I can give you a little power.”  
 
    Nerka looked like she might protest at needing anything from him, but Ella laid a hand on her arm. “I am pretty sure we are sharing purpose and power right now. Let’s just…” Ella pointed toward the training ring, “focus right now, okay? What’s going on, anyway?”  
 
    Athos stood in the middle of one of the larger training courses. There were benches around the fifteen-by-fifteen yards square. The training ring had soft blue padding as its ground, which was roped off by long lines. In the center was a pair of uneven bars about ten feet apart from each other. Athos had a wooden staff in one hand, which he tossed to Juro. Luna was already standing beside the fennec fox, managing to feign a bored, slouching look even while her eyes were active. Ella noted the slight twitch of excitement to her jittering fingertips as she pulled at the strings on a slender velvet pouch. Nerka, Teffa, and Ella slid onto one of the benches beside the court.  
 
    The chill that had gripped Ella’s heart from the vacant look in QT’s eyes had left and her body was back under her control. She was eager to get to QT, but steps were starting to be defined on that path toward that end. Those steps might test her patience, but that was all part of the balance she was supposed to be seeking as a Keeper.  
 
    Luna slipped something shiny from the velvet pouch, then threw the sleeve to the side. Cielle streaked off her shoulder toward the fabric, picked it up in her little mouth and kept running toward the edge of the ring where she clambered up on another bench, tucking down into the soft folds of the velvet.  
 
    As Ella watched, Luna stepped sideways from Juro and splayed out the set of seven gleaming throwing knives she had pulled from the sleeve. They were thin slivers with five-inch blades and thumb loops at the end. She looked surprisingly adept at holding them. She held six in her left hand and just one in her right hand by the blade, then flipped it over so she was holding the handle, then flipped it again. She cocked her head and looked at Juro, as if assessing him.  
 
    Ella was impressed. She doesn’t look intimidated at all…   
 
    “This should be interesting,” Nerka said.  
 
    Ella leaned forward as Juro twirled the staff before him. Athos slipped from the training ring, coming to stand not far from the other seated three.  
 
    Juro was at least ten inches taller than Luna and the grubby coveralls he was wearing suddenly didn’t conceal the muscles that rose and fell along his biceps and shoulders as he twirled the staff. It was like giving him a weapon had made the warrior figure inside him transform out of the otherwise unassuming lanky figure.  
 
    He grinned toward Luna then nodded toward the uneven bars. “You want a head start?”  
 
    Luna flicked her knife toward Juro and it lasered through the air. He swept the staff through its path and Ella anticipated it would thud into the wood.  
 
    Something pulled on Ella’s skin, as if she was being yanked in the ring toward Juro and Luna. It felt like her body was swelling outward, ballooning. She instinctively reached out to her sides to keep herself in one place. Her vision blurred. Juro and Luna were just wisps of brushstrokes before her eyes. As soon as her hands touched the cool benches of the training ring, her sight unmuddied. The swelling and sense of pulling released her.  
 
    Ella heaved a deep breath as the pressure in her chest disappeared. She was still sitting upright. The knife was sticking straight out of Juro’s staff, his grin taunting Luna. Teffa and Nerka were gasping right beside her, blinking as if they, too, had been pulled toward Juro. Athos was two full steps into the ring.  
 
    “His Crystal,” Nerka said, her fists clenched at her side.  
 
    Luna eyed him more cautiously now. She slipped the blouse she was wearing off and underneath was a tight vest that had sheath loops in it. She tucked the six remaining knives into their places all across her chest and waist where she could reach them easily. Then she marched to the uneven bars and launched herself up into the air to grab onto the parallel of the shortest one.  
 
    “Oh yeah…” Ella remembered from Luna’s Livestreams that she was a gymnast. QT had watched some of her competitions. Ella wasn’t sure how that figured into the knife-throwing, but that the social media princess was capable of throwing knives with such brilliant precision was just another one of Luna’s pleasant surprises. Ella prepared herself for yet another. 
 
    Luna whipped herself around the short beam, a pendulum swinging by her arms and pumping with her legs. Ella watched with bated breath, counting the pumps and circles until Luna flashed again and thrust herself upward, throwing herself through the air toward the taller one. Mid-flight, she grabbed another knife and flung it toward Juro.  
 
    Ella leapt to her feet, a smile bursting to her lips. “No way!”  
 
    Juro dodged to the side, flinging up the staff and then, again, just as the knife was racing toward him, he used his Attraction Crystal and pulled the knife straight into the wood.  
 
    Ella staggered a bit to the side as the pull, too, sucked her toward the ring. The crystal’s energy seemed to flow into her body, grab at her organs, flood over them like a wave, squeeze for a moment, then ebb away again.  
 
    When her vision refocused, she was a bit nauseous. Luna was swinging around on the high beam, having caught herself and continued her gymnastic twirl on the high frames. Nerka was leaning forward and Teffa was smiling, his hooves patting the bench underneath him in glee at the knives and acrobatics show.  
 
    Luna’s prowess on the bars was impressive. She seemed unperturbed by Juro’s cocky grin and frequent twirling of the staff. It seemed like the goal of the demonstration was just target practice for Luna and Attraction practice for Juro. If either one of them slipped up…  
 
    Luna spun upside down on the high beam, keeping herself straight up, pulling another knife as she supported herself with one hand, and she rocketed it toward Juro. This one went a little wild and Ella tucked down low beside Nerka in anticipation of Juro’s Attraction call.  
 
    Instead, Nerka swept her hands up and repelled the Attraction. A shimmering space hovered between the two combatants and the three observers. Ella didn’t feel the pull and squeeze. Instead she felt the safety of a harbor over her, as if she were shielded by the warmth of the Space Crystal that Nerka was commanding.  
 
    The third knife thudded into Juro’s staff and Luna dropped her hand down to the bar again and amped up the pace of her spin around the high beam. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ella said. Nerka just kept watching the other two. Is she learning from Juro’s exhibition or perturbed by it?  
 
    Luna’s body twirled in a whirl of color. Ella’s heart rose in awe as the girl released from the high beam, ejecting herself forward, doing a 360 through the air, pulling two knives, then flashing them toward Juro while in midair so he had to spring into action and call them to the staff.  
 
    One, two… 
 
    The social media princess had some slick moves up her sleeve. Ella had underestimated her.  
 
    Nerka shielded them again with her Space enhanced barrier.  
 
    As soon as Luna landed, she dropped to one knee, rolled to the side, hopped up again, pulled her last two knives and flung them at Juro as he reeled away.  
 
    It was a tough task, but he used the Attraction and neatly caught each of them in a line up the staff. He tapped the staff’s end on the ground, then bowed to her.  
 
    Athos clapped into the silence. “Well done.”  
 
    Luna was breathing heavily, hands loose at her side. She waved toward Cielle and the ferret scampered toward her with the knife pouch in her mouth. She crawled up her owner’s arm and nuzzled into the girl’s flushed cheek.  
 
    “That was amazing!” Ella said, unable to contain it any longer. She pumped her fist and ran a few steps into the ring. Social media princess, she might be, but Luna impressed yet again. 
 
    Luna smiled and wiped her face on her sleeve. She gestured for Juro to hand her the staff so she could retrieve her knives.  
 
    “Are those Nariasi?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Of course.” Luna began taking the knives out of the wood. Some of them had gone in pretty deeply. Ella wondered if that was the power of the throw or the power of the Attraction call. Ella forgot the disdain she had felt while watching her livestreaming. She now began to realize why QT would want to follow her feed, a ferret tamer she hadn’t fully appreciated during her livestream. 
 
    Nerka and Teffa joined the others. 
 
    “I am pleased with your skills. Both of you.” Athos took the staff, looking at the splinters. “Of course, Mr. Carp, you will need to demonstrate your other skillsets. And the Attraction call you wield needs more practice. It should be focused so that not everyone around you feels its effects. If it wasn’t for Nerka, I’m certain the rest of us would have been watching the last bit of your demonstration from pools of our own vomit.”  
 
    Nerka crossed her arms as Juro nodded his thanks.  
 
    Good enough… As long as the two strongest warriors can tolerate and make each other stronger, we can build up the team.  
 
    Luna finished putting away her blades and noticed Ella looking at them longingly. “I can introduce you sometime.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “To Nariasi. I will introduce you to her sometime. She’s quirky, but she’d probably have a weapon to your liking.”  
 
    Ella could hardly contain her excitement at the prospect of meeting the famed bladesmith. Not only that, but potentially choosing a weapon from her personal stock… That was unreal. “You know her?”   
 
    Luna rolled her eyes. “I know lots of people. The more difficult fact is that everyone knows me.” She turned to give Cielle soft pets, but Ella didn’t miss the sadness in her last words.  
 
    Athos stood in front of them and clapped his paws again. “Nerka and Juro, your control over your Crystals is one of the most important things that you can do while dueling. I would like to work with you two on that for a bit. That means Teffa will be working with Luna and Ella. Let’s work hard for another hour and then we will call it a day.”  
 
    The minicorn flipped up into the air in front of the two girls, his golden horn sparkling. “Just wait, you two. I can’t wait for you to see what I have planned.” 
 
    A murmur of discontent grumbled in Ella’s chest. She wasn’t entirely over the mishap in the market from Teffa’s theft and it seemed like the banyan VR simulation was his idea, too. Athos listened to him and somehow Teffa was accepted even for his misdeeds among minicorns. How could anyone like that be trusted? And how did he and Athos know each other? The one so serious, the other with hidden tricks, barfing rainbows and flashing colors in his wake. What a strange couple. 
 
    Teffa’s eyes gleamed at her, their purple rims glossing against the yellow shine. Does he know what I am thinking? Does he know I doubt him?  
 
    “I’ve seen your plans, Teffa. Is this one going to end with rainbow vomit?” So, I’ll just misdirect with humor. Perfect.  
 
    Teffa winked. “Only if you’re lucky.” 
 
    Luna laughed and Ella even smiled. “All right, then. We await your instruction.” 
 
    Teffa flipped his tail and headed toward one of the smaller training rings. Ella looked over her shoulder where Nerka, Juro, and Athos were deep in conversation. They looked to be settling into meditation, one of Athos’s favorite pastimes and answers to finding balance. As a sacred medium and companion to the Durgic myth and folklore, Athos was constantly preaching those methods and Ella found herself ready to believe in it more and more. She knew that her Keeper abilities depended on it. Nerka and Juro might be more of the warrior side of the Durga, but they had to achieve balance, too.  
 
    Maybe more so. They were two of the Chosen Wielders, after all. Ella looked away with a touch of sadness that she hoped wasn’t jealousy. What is that like? To feel the power of reality and time coursing through you and be able to design it to your whims?  
 
    Ella imagined it wasn’t that controllable at all, actually. And maybe even more intoxicating because of that fact.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN – GREEN OOZE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hour of training with Teffa passed quickly. It mainly involved Ella trying to match Luna’s pristine gymnastic balance as they battled on tight ropes and high beams at dizzying heights.  
 
    “Sure would be easier if I could fly,” Ella muttered as Luna brandished a staff in front of her, nearly knocking Ella from a balance beam to the net below.  
 
    “Sure would be easier if you stopped talking long enough to learn the lesson I’m teaching you,” Teffa quipped back.  
 
    “I got it, I think, Master Teffa,” Luna said with a quick twirl and jump from the beam that had her land gracefully ten feet below. Cielle was a scrambling fur scarf in white wrapping circles around her neck. “You’re teaching us about focus and free will, right?” 
 
    Teffa nodded. “Miss Turum, what about this exercise demonstrates free will to you?” 
 
    “I can choose to keep fighting on a perilous beam or I can take the fight below to the training ground’s level surface.” Luna flicked her purple hair back behind her shoulder.  
 
    Ella rolled her eyes and dropped down beside Luna, swinging at the girl as soon as she landed. The princess blocked it easily and stepped back a few paces. She was developing a good connection with the minicorn and Ella felt being a couple steps behind. Perhaps it was that they both shared sparkly, colorful hair. Was she being too rigid in her thinking, or perhaps too concerned with how she was being perceived instead of flowing? 
 
    “Wings. Can I choose wings as the medium for fighting next time?” 
 
    “Where do you think you’ll find wings, Miss Larisse?” Teffa asked, teasing humor in his golden eyes. “I know I like the art of the steal, but I am not sure even I would stoop to stealing you any.” 
 
    “Well, what if we head to the Balite Mines and ask for a ride on some dragons someone knows… Learn to fight in their company…” Ella narrowed her eyes at Luna, who wiped a grin from her face as Teffa looked at her.  
 
    “You think you can just ask the dragons for a ride?” Teffa sounded amused.  
 
    Luna bowed low and tossed the staff to the side, tired and done with the training session. “If I ask nicely.” 
 
    Teffa flipped in the air and flicked his tail. “I think you overestimate your power.” 
 
    Ella tossed her staff next to Luna’s. “Sometimes blind confidence can get you a win. You know, if you have a bit of luck in your pocket, too.” 
 
    Teffa grinned. “Well, that, I know how to steal.” 
 
     “Luck? You can steal luck?” 
 
    “I can tell you a secret. See, the Dark Fae that used to be--” 
 
    Teffa stopped talking, his eyes going wide. A cool ripple of energy struck through the training ring. The only ones left at Athos’s place were Luna and Ella training with Teffa and Nerka and Juro with Athos just one ring away.  
 
    Ella felt it too. A shiver, a flash and streaks of light casting weird shadows on the training center’s walls. She turned around, following Teffa’s sudden stare. A gleaming portal had opened into the central ring. They all stopped and stared as QT emerged from the Underworld.  
 
    Silence overtook the young warriors with the flood of unease that permeated the rings. It was like QT’s quivering, darker, Underworlder-tainted Durga was pressing up against Ella’s and that of the others, causing an unsettling disturbance. QT appraised the room quickly, then turned to pace toward Nerka with purpose.  
 
    Ella, Luna, and Teffa ran toward the other ring. Athos and Juro put themselves in between QT and Nerka as the others came up to stand beside her.  
 
    Ella’s heart was thudding. Her eyes flicked to Athos and he patted the air with his paw to calm her but she could hardly ignore her racing thoughts. QT is here! We can keep him here! We can rescue him from the possession! Her attention turned towards connecting again with the Eye. 
 
    QT focused on Nerka. He was following the mission Heroki Sintila had given him: to get the Wielder of the Space Crystal.  
 
    Teffa floated in front of Luna, beside Athos. Juro and Nerka stood side-by-side, facing QT as he approached. Ella shuddered as she watched QT’s animalistic prowl, the way he analyzed the situation. He had to be surprised to see so many people there. He must have expected only Nerka and Ella training with Athos.  
 
    “QT!” Ella shouted. 
 
    “Stand back Ella, he isn’t here,” Athos commanded. 
 
    The energy emanating from him made Ella feel uneasy. The air was jittery, unsure, anxious. The Chaos Crystal inside him was unseating the meditative calm that had just been pulsing through Athos’s training area. Now there was a rippling of unease. Ella could see it on all their faces.  
 
    They were also all waiting on her move. If they could capture QT here, keep him in this realm, and find a way to cleanse him of the Underworlder magic, then they didn’t even need to seek out any of the other steps. No Saion, no werewolves, no Underworld portal.  
 
    He had come right to them. This was their chance.  
 
    Every step QT took, he left a smudge of green ooze trembling in his footprints. Even as his hands swept in front of him at every step, they seemed to vibrate a residue through the air.  
 
    Ella’s hands brushed over the daggers at her hips and QT’s gaze swung to her, sensing a threat. He was keyed into an awareness a level above what he had ever absorbed as a Scorpene Guard in training. Now his swirling green eyes took in her motions and tried to anticipate her motivations. 
 
    Ella gulped against the reality she had to face: he was a targeted tool on a mission.  
 
    QT tucked into a low crouch and sprinted for Nerka.  
 
    Nerka threw up her hands and the Space Crystal responded, throwing a shelter over all present, similar to what she had placed in between her and Ella when Juro confronted them outside Luna’s safehouse.  
 
    QT skidded to a stop, staring at the ripple of energy between him and his prey.  
 
    “True power awaits you if you cast aside your alliances here.”  
 
    Ella heard the same strain in his voice as she had heard when watching through his vision in the Underworlder Realm. He is still in there! He is fighting!  
 
    “Listen to me. You’re our friend.” Ella tried to take advantage of any potential break in his possession. “We don’t have to do this. You’re not yourself right now. Heroki Sintila is not--” 
 
    “I know my mission. I know my purpose.”  
 
    It sounded like a well-practiced litany. QT took another step closer to Nerka, the shimmering green flaring up like a tiny, coagulating flame as he walked.   
 
    Ella stepped through Nerka’s shelter bubble, knowing that Nerka’s defense distinguished her from her possessed best friend. His eyes swirled rapidly at her movement and his hands beckoned, as if he could pull Nerka from her Space shelter, realizing there was an easy impermanence.  
 
    “QT, no!” Ella roared.  
 
    QT’s head jerked, recognizing his name, but little else. He grabbed a knife from his belt then flipped it toward Ella, flinging it at her, now that she was no longer behind a shielded space.  
 
    No! Ella stared at the blade as it flipped through the air, its silver sheen illuminated by the pulsing of green ooze that clung to the handle. The panic in Ella’s mind competed with the despair in her heart. Dive behind the shield again! 
 
    As she lunged back toward Nerka, her heart in pieces at her feet, Juro ripped the blade from the air, and sent it, instead, flying into the wall beside Ella’s head. The surge of the Attraction call pummeled them all. Ella doubled over from the wave of nausea that struck her.  
 
    QT glared at Juro, his swirling green eyes lit even brighter. Ella straightened, fearful of what Juro had just revealed. Heroki Sintila would now know that there were two Crystals for her to seek out here. Not just Nerka’s Space Crystal.  
 
    The energy that seemed to swell from QT became more pronounced, as if it had a new focus. He whipped his hands through the air and laughed. Ella flinched: it didn’t sound like QT’s laugh.  
 
    As the laugh ended, the air began to jitter. Ella’s hair prickled and her heart skipped. QT’s eyes were laser focused on the two Wielders.  
 
    What the-- 
 
    Nerka and Juro turned toward each other, their teeth grit, fists clenched, dragging their feet as they tried to resist the pull. Their backs were rigid, every muscle tensed. Their eyes were wild as they looked from QT to each other.  
 
    The Attraction pull pulsed again as Juro strained to control the crystal’s power. Nerka’s shelter ballooned out over everyone, but it was as if QT was forgotten and the two were urging their Crystal powers against each other. Ella turned to Juro, wanting to make him focus, but he seemed to struggle to control his own gift.  
 
    The foreign sound that wasn’t QT’s laughter erupted again as the Attraction pull and the Space shelter surged, swiping against Ella and the others, rocketing them between nausea and relief.  
 
    Ella staggered forward, thinking that if maybe she was able to put a hand on Nerka’s shoulder, she could get her to stop her rampant pulling at the Space Crystal and focus it again on QT. The Space shelter mowed them down as the Attraction pull overwhelmed them with nausea during its sweep through their bodies.  
 
    “Ella, stay down!” Athos shouted, his voice strained as he lay flattened against the training floor surface, bowled over by the rolling flood of energies from the Crystal Wielders.  
 
    With a sucking snap, QT called a portal into being in front of him. It was larger than Ella had ever seen him beckon. It swirled and sparked, dizzying in its array of blues and purples. QT swung his vacant, green eyes toward her, but she wasn’t even sure there was any recognition.  
 
    Then he stepped through the portal and was gone.  
 
    As QT’s portal whipped closed, it was like a great breath that had been held was released through the training area. Nerka and Juro stumbled forward onto their hands and knees on the mat. Athos ran to them.  
 
    Ella staggered back against the wall, looking for support, wanting to feel the cool of the stone against her cheek.  
 
    She nearly touched the dagger that had flown too close to her body when QT had thrown it and jerked away from it, sliding down to the ground underneath it.  
 
    QT… What have they done to you?  
 
    There was no denying he was more powerful… But at what price?  
 
    Just breathe… Just breathe…  
 
    Ella pressed her cheek into the wall and paced her breath.  
 
    “Chaos breaks symmetry…” Athos’s words broke through the haze that still swelled over Ella’s mind. The fennec was speaking to Nerka and Juro. She glanced up, but it was like looking through a pool of water.  
 
    Nerka and Juro had managed to get back to their feet. She rubbed her arms, like she was uncomfortable in her own body. Juro flexed his fists, as if he was acutely aware of how useless they had been. Nerka’s voice was flat. “He was able to use us against each other…” 
 
    Juro cursed and looked toward Ella, then away. “...volatile…” 
 
    Ella shuddered and closed her eyes.  
 
    I don’t want to hear any more… He’s my best friend…  
 
    Ella focused on capturing her breath, trying not to let her thoughts be overwhelmed by the swimming memory of QT’s green eyes boring into her, but every time, there they were. His sweet, warm stare, filled with incisive kindness and compassion, had been wiped away by a cold, calculating darkness she did not recognize. The ferocious glare she had seen in the seriports flung on the kill had also taken over her friend. It had all happened so fast. What had made him leave when he seemed to be so capable of threatening them? The threat of two Crystal Wielders that he wasn’t sure he could beat? The need to tell Heroki Sintila in case she wanted to give the mission a different direction?  
 
    More than anything was the thudding memory of how sure QT had been when he threw the knife directly toward Ella’s heart…  
 
    She opened her eyes and looked for a distraction. Her mind was still hazy, but she managed to focus on Teffa as he flitted around the training area. The others were all still a blur, but the turquoise minicorn’s rapid flight, darting, twirling, stopping, vomiting, then twirling away again was riveting enough to keep her attention.  
 
    The rainbow glow he vomited swirled a dust cloud of glitter over the shimmering green smudges that hovered in every place that QT had stepped or touched. The smudges curled away from the glitter, then sizzled as the rainbow minicorn vomit enveloped it. The Underworlder remnants fought against the cleansing purge, throbbing and pulsing, then quenching to tiny dots that disappeared with sharp pops.  
 
    The minicorn can cleanse the Underworlder magic… Can he cleanse QT entirely…? We have to figure out how to free him… QT can’t be lost forever… Ella kept her eyes on Teffa as a distraction from the darker thoughts. She flinched as he came to stop before the knife that QT had thrown at her. A smudge of green goo hovered around the handle. More vomit ejected from the minicorn’s mouth and soon the silver shine of the metal was restored.  
 
    Ella made an explosive gesture with her hands from her mouth toward Teffa, mimicking vomit. “Is that something you can teach us?” 
 
    Teffa shook his mane as it floated around his head like it so often did, supported by a wind that only affected him. “No. And I don’t know that it will do anything to cleanse QT directly. I can rid the magic once it is outside of him, but I am not sure I can call it out by myself.” 
 
    Ella’s fists clenched at her side as Teffa answered the unspoken question. “Then we need to go see the Maven. Find out what they know about Underworlder possession.” 
 
    The others walked up to Ella where she sat against the wall. Teffa followed with them. His cheeks were a little pale from the rainbow exertion and his eyes were bloodshot. It seemed that magic had a cost for him.  
 
    The remnants she still felt had nothing to do with a physical presence of the ooze, but rather a presence that she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to get off her soul. QT’s murderous stare trying to end her had pierced a bubble in her. Her friend was far from her reach and she felt frustrated not having the key that would release him from his chains. 
 
    “Ella, we need to tell Hamit what is happening with QT,” Athos’s voice sounded like it was coming from far away, as if the ooze that had been coming off QT hadn’t been entirely cleansed from the training ring even though Ella had watched Teffa carefully: he got it all. 
 
    With a sigh, Ella hauled herself to her feet. They were right. Hamit deserved to know that his son was being used as a tool of Heroki Sintila and the Underworlders.  
 
    “All right, but I want to tell him.”  
 
    Athos nodded. “Come back here after you see Hamit and prep for the trip to the Equatorial Forest.” Athos placed his red furred paw on Ella’s arm for a moment and she could see the message deep in his golden eyes: use the balance of the banyans… Tap into your Durga.  
 
    Maybe she would even run into her father while they were there. He was spending more time with the Maven than with her these days. It would be nice to see him.  
 
    But, first… They had to tell Hamit about his son. Ella sighed, picking up her shoulder bag as her team turned toward the door. The suns had started to fade in the sky. They would make it just in time for evening tea, but that wouldn’t make the conversation any easier. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN - MUSIC BOX 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    The hush of sadness still draped the Harra home. Saana brought a tray of thin metal snack plates lined with little cakes and ceramic cups of tea out to the team as they sat down in the living room. Then she disappeared again, without saying anything or even giving Ella a hug. Ella could taste her despair brewed into the tea leaves.  
 
    Hamit sat in his giant chair, tense and gloomy, as if waiting for news that he could sense was bad. He expressed that he was happy to see Luna was still safe, perhaps an attempt at gruff levity that would make whatever Ella and her team had come to tell him seem more lighthearted. Or beyond himself, he did care for the wellbeing of others. Oh, if only he had seen her display on the mat earlier.  
 
    As Ella finished telling Hamit of the confrontation with QT, the Master of Scorpene’s foot began to tap faster and faster beside his chair. He downed an entire cup of tea once Ella had finished and everyone waited in the silence that followed.  
 
    “I appreciate your update. I can only imagine how hard it was for you to face him. I know you are a true friend to my son.” Hamit’s jaw worked against words that Ella wasn’t sure he was ever going to say. “It is for this reason that I know you will do what you must to save him.”  
 
    Everyone was looking at Ella, letting her navigate the conversation. She didn’t know how to respond, though. What was Hamit giving them permission to do at this moment? Go up against Sintila? Had she really needed his permission before? Was it wrong that she hadn’t thought to ask for it?  
 
    “I expect you will all be working to find him, rescue him, and protect all that is good on Methula Four. That is what I will be working to do, too.” Hamit nodded and all present returned his nod gravely. Then, he looked at Teffa. “So, minicorn, can you tell me more about this rainbow vomit that cleanses Underworlder ooze?” 
 
    Hamit said it with such solemn regard that it made everyone burst out laughing and the somberness of the moment was broken.  
 
    Teffa explained to Hamit that it was a treasured treatment that all minicorns had through their own Durga that worked against a lot of anionic sources – there’s that anionic word, Ella thought.  
 
    As Teffa spoke, Ella kept her eyes on Juro. He seemed uncomfortable around Hamit. She elbowed him in the side, giving him a mocking frown.  
 
    “Uncomfortable around authority figures?” 
 
    Juro grinned. “Only ones that can arrest me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we aren’t in the law-breaking business. Maybe you’re on the way to discovering a golden heart in your chest.” Ella tapped her fingers on Juro’s coveralls. He caught her fingers with the lightning-fast movement that was so surprising.  
 
    “We are getting ready to go make a deal with werewolves to break into another realm and kidnap your best friend. Pretty sure your definition of which laws deserve to be broken is flexible.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes narrowed at him as she slipped her fingers out of his tight hold on her hand, but she couldn’t argue her way out of his words. He isn’t wrong… Doesn’t the end justify the means though? 
 
    Teffa finished bragging about the glitter he could spew over impurities and everyone looked at Ella again. She turned to Juro with a slight smile.  
 
    “QT is clearly stronger because of the Chaos Crystal. I think it is important for you to know that, Hamit. He may be alone and away from the people who love him, but he isn’t weak and he isn’t unprotected.”  She had considered asking Nerka to show off something about her Crystal, but this might also be a good way to bridge the suspicion between Juro and Hamit. “Do you think you can demonstrate some of what the Attraction Crystal enables you to do, Juro?” Ella asked.  
 
    Juro was hesitant. He tapped his fingers against his biceps and looked from Luna, to Nerka, to Ella, as if looking for solidarity if he declined. Teffa, though, flicked a metal snack plate up in the air with his hoof and knocked it toward the young man. Juro caught it just before it hit him in the face.  
 
    “Why don’t you see what you can display with these? Nice and focused and a little bit astounding. Should be easy enough for you.” Teffa flipped up another plate and then another.  
 
    Before long, Juro had a pile of the tea plates in front of him. He looked one more time at Ella, but she just nodded encouragement. Juro cracked his knuckles and then spread his fingertips out onto the maroon tablecloth.  
 
    Hamit watched with great interest and a bit of suspicion as Juro began to array the line of metal plates. He floated them toward himself in the air, then rose them up over the table, leaving them hanging before him, slowly rotating, perpendicular to the table, suspended in a circle. They glistened and flowed together in a sphere, small bits of crumbs and tea droplets dripping down to the tablecloth.  
 
    Ella waited with the others for a wave of nausea to hit them, as Juro’s call for Attraction had been doing, but it seemed this simple demonstration was enough to focus his energies and not trigger any intense emotional response. Perhaps the training session had had some effect on him gaining control over this force. Or perhaps he was on his best behavior with Hamit. 
 
    The plates rotated and flickered in the light. Was Hamit taking comfort that his son might have some similar type of power at his beckon call? That he might be able to find strength in some construct that could protect himself and others from whatever might cause him harm? Even if he was under the control of another realm.  
 
    Juro looked up with a jerk as a tinny melody breached the air. Saana had entered the room and brushed against a wooden music box on a shelf. The bump had set the little mechanisms inside spinning, letting a few notes ring out. It wasn’t unpleasant, but Juro seemed on edge, completely jarred from the Attraction demonstration. Juro leaned to the side, his focus lost, letting the plates he was balancing collapse with a clatter.   
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Saana said, confusion passing over her brow as she placed her hand on the music box to still its errant melody. “It must have had a few winds to its gears. I apologize if it startled you.” She held the smooth wood in her hands, her fingers running over its lines.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Juro said, a faraway look in his eyes. He arranged the plates into a stack, but didn’t seem to be aware that his hands were moving. “I always like hearing music. You can play it, if you want. We weren’t allowed to listen to it very often. Especially music like that.” 
 
    “Allowed? What do you mean?” Saana’s smile was gracious as she wound up the little box and turned it so that it would intentionally play the lively, traditional Scorpina tune. She set it on the table in front of Juro. 
 
    “Where I grew up, I mean. In Sintila Labs.”  
 
    Ella caught Nerka’s eyes and she was surprised to see the message of alarm there. Teffa’s head swung sharply to look at Juro. Hamit’s back stiffened. The tall young man didn’t seem to realize how much his admission rocked everyone present.  
 
    “You’re one of them…” Luna’s whisper seemed to jostle Juro back from his reverie and he offered a sideways smile to everyone. Probably one he hoped was reassuring. Ella didn’t think it quite did the trick.  
 
    “Yep.” He ran his finger over the curving corners of the music box. “If by one of them you mean I’m one of the strange kids whose parents offered them up as an infant to the lab as living specimens… Growing up being poked and prodded. My nanny was a cyborg, and my instructors were brilliant —but arguably maniacal— scientists. My life was restricted to the compound. I had to hack my way through the system in order to escape. I’ve been on my own since.”  
 
    Ella considered Juro with a new regard. He had only offered small glimpses of himself to the team so far, but he also didn’t seem to be purposefully hiding anything. Maybe she just hadn’t been asking the right questions… “Is that how you knew how to break into Sintila Labs and get your Crystal?” 
 
    Juro shrugged. “Kind of. That’s how I knew the layout so that I was able to complete the job. I didn’t know it was a Crystal of Reality when I stole it, though. It wasn’t until later, when it bonded to me, that I realized what I had really gotten into.” 
 
    But that’s why you hate Heroki Sintila… Ella didn’t want to say the words out loud, but it was starting to make more sense now. At least she could know that there was true, earnest passion behind Juro’s decision to align with her and the others. His loyalty might not be entirely to their team, yet, but it certainly wouldn’t be to Sintila.  
 
    The tinkling melody of the music box faded and Saana picked it up to put it back on the shelf. She held up the teapot into the thoughtful silence. “Is there anything else I can get anyone?” 
 
    Hamit grunted and held out his cup. The tea was tasty, but that wasn’t what they really wanted. Or needed. 
 
    Ella sipped her tea and caught Hamit’s eye, as if he was having the same thought. She nodded to him and took a deep breath. They needed to head back to Athos and set out toward the Maven. They had to learn how to clear QT of the possession once they rescued him.  
 
    Who knew what plans Heroki Sintila was forming to get the Space and Attraction Crystals now that QT knew about them both? She would likely keep sending QT after them. And the next time it might not end so peacefully with him leaving through a portal.  
 
    The next time, it might be Ella wielding a weapon, instead. She shivered as she had the thought and shook her head. Never against QT. Not against my best friend…  
 
    Hamit’s words rang in her mind: “Do what you must to get him back.”  
 
    She reached out, surprising both herself and the Master of the Scorpene as she touched the back of his hand. They locked eyes and Ella sent every ounce of goodwill she could toward him, without having to say a word: I promise I will do my best.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE – HEROKI 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three black SUVs lined up outside the red brick walls of Athos’s training complex, moonlight pinging white glowing circles against the dark paint. The team slowed their approach and headed away from the front entrance.  
 
    Ella recognized the cars as the type of vehicles that Heroki Sintila and her minions drove. What would they be doing, approaching Athos so boldly in the open? For what reason?  
 
    If they’re messing with Athos…  
 
    She saw the same look of worry stretched across everyone else’s faces as they flattened themselves against the wall, but their unified concern spurred them forward in determination. Luna had taken off her outer blouse and was positioning her throwing knives in their loop sheaths. Nerka had her Nariasi staff in her hand and flicked it loose to extend its full length. Teffa’s golden eyes glowed. Ella brushed her hands down the length of the daggers, but kept them sheathed. She slowly, slowly pushed open the back door, hoping that it wasn’t locked yet for the night.  
 
    It wasn’t and it hardly made a whisper as it moved inward.  
 
    The team slipped into the shadows of the training warm-up rooms and slid past the massage tables and exercise tools. The soothing smells of sweat, salves, and incense that Ella associated with Athos’s training complex was at war with the growing sense of dread. Soon, they could hear voices out in the main training rings.  
 
    They kept their heads low as they slunk from the warm-up room out into the main lobby. The only thing separating them from the training rings was a waist-high divider made of bamboo. Guests to the training sessions commonly sat behind it on benches as they watched their loved ones practice their skills and learn from the wisest of the wise.  
 
    Now, that wise fox was in the center of one of the rings, his paws clasped calmly, as Heroki Sintila stood before him, her hands on her waist, a white cape flitting out from her shoulders that made her golden hair sparkle. She was tapping her foot and fingers in frustration, flashing angry glances toward her soldiers as four of them stood lined out behind her. They were in swaths of shadow but the gleaming blue markers of their heavy plasma guns stood out.  
 
    The weapons weren’t aimed at Athos, but they could be in a slight shift of movement. The threat to his life was not subtle.  
 
    “Harboring a fugitive is counter to Methulan law. You could find yourself in real trouble, Athos.” Ella was always surprised that Heroki’s voice had such a clear resonance to it. It was crystalline. Striking. The pure measure of someone practiced at giving command. 
 
    Ella saw Juro’s hands freeze to fists where they were braced against the floor as he peeked through a gap in the bamboo draping. Were the Sintila goons there trying to find Juro and the Crystal he had stolen?   
 
    “Hunting egrites also counter to Methulan Law.” Athos stepped a couple paces to the side and the guards stepped with him. He paused. “Any person who wishes to preserve what is good on this planet is welcome in my home.” 
 
    Heroki snorted. “You train warriors.”  
 
    “I train warriors who respect the old ways and embrace the new without succumbing to the temptation of easy routes to power.” 
 
    Her face hardened, frown lines appearing around her eyes in otherwise smooth skin. “There’s been nothing easy about all I strive to do and preserve for our world. You have no respect for the efforts of science. My technology touches your lives in ways you can’t even imagine. You and all your…” She flicked her fingers about the training ring dismissively. She cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders, leaving the thought unfinished, but her derision was clear. “I know Luna was here. I was a friend of her father’s and I worry for her welfare. I would like to offer her a place to stay at one of my complexes. Please let her know that she can call any of the Sintila numbers. She just needs to announce that she is trying to reach me and they will put her through to my direct line.” 
 
    Juro’s body relaxed. Heroki was there looking for Luna. Ella looked to her opposite side. Luna was kneeling on the floor, holding Cielle pressed to her cheek, trying to calm her shallow breathing. A thin trail of tears had ribboned down one side of her face. Luna suspected Heroki of killing her father, after all.  
 
    Heroki turned to one of her guards and began whispering to him. The guard looked around the room and then turned, stepping into a shaft of light. Nerka gasped and mumbled to herself. Ella made a note to ask her about that later.  
 
    As the other guard sprinted from the training ring, back out the main entrance, Heroki signaled to the others. She stepped away from Athos, then paused.  
 
    “I know you helped the Larisse girl obtain the Eye of Evermore Sight.” 
 
    A cold grip settled over Ella’s heart. How did she possibly know that? Had QT told her?  
 
    Athos didn’t say anything.  
 
    “I need to study it. It will help advance some of my newest tech.” Heroki tapped her fingers against her full lips and tilted her head to the side at Athos. “Tell her that I might have something she wants, and I would be willing to discuss a trade.” 
 
    Athos again didn’t reply, just stayed looking at Heroki, a pillar of stoic calm. Acutely aware of the risk and brazenly dismissive of it.  
 
    Ella, on the other hand, had to restrict herself from standing up and launching herself from hiding, declaring that she would trade anything to get QT back.  
 
    Still, her higher thought patterns tried to get a grip on her emotional reaction: there’s no way she will ever trade QT and the Chaos Crystal. 
 
    If Heroki was talking about QT, then she knew how important he was to Ella. It didn’t make sense she would trade away the Chaos Crystal, so Heroki had to have something else Ella wanted… But, if QT was what she meant, then there must be something even more important about the Eye that made Heroki need it.  
 
    That meant it had to be important for Ella’s team to keep it, too.  
 
    Heroki smiled into the calm silence Athos used to punctuate the air and turned, her cape fluttering about her shoulders. The guards dropped in behind her and they stalked from the building.  
 
    The team let out a deep breath from behind the bamboo barrier. Nerka held up her hand to remind them all to wait a moment more. They listened for the start-up of the SUVs outside and the sound of tires crunching on rocks. When they were convinced that the vehicles had driven away, Ella stood up and the others followed.  
 
    Athos didn’t look surprised to see them. “How much did you hear?” 
 
    “That Heroki was here to invite Luna to stay with her.” Ella cast a sideways look at the mining princess.  
 
    “Not a chance…” Luna whispered, brushing aside the tears from her cheeks, her chin jutting out.  
 
    “Also, that she wants the Eye.” Ella patted her shoulder bag.  
 
    “Indeed. That was about it. She wasn’t here very long. Surprising, actually…” Athos rubbed his paws together, then smoothed his ears out between them. “Surprising that she would confront me so openly after QT was just here. She had no way of knowing, of course, that we know she sent QT here, as the Eye provided that information to us. But, he must have told her that Luna was here. Do you have something she is looking for, Luna?”  
 
    “I might,” Luna said.    
 
    Ella thought of the tablet that Luna had said held all the codes to her father’s complexes. That would probably be worth hunting her down for. Was that what Luna meant?  
 
    Before she could ask, Nerka interrupted them all. “I know one of the guards.” 
 
    “One of the Sintila Guards?” Athos sounded surprised.  
 
    “Yeah. I competed in the Arena games with him. He is the one that sprinted away after talking to Heroki. His name is Vaspei. He’s…” Nerka’s brow furrowed, trying to make sense of competing information. She snapped her staff back into its small size and tucked it in at her waist. “He’s a friend. I thought I could trust him. Last I knew he was taking an instructor position near Phinterra. I would never have guessed he would work for Sintila…” 
 
    Juro scratched his head and shrugged, though the tensing of his muscles betrayed the anger underneath. “Sintila pays well. If he competed in the Games, he probably has some skills they are seeking. If he is able to guard someone as high up as Heroki, he must either know someone or have made a distinct impression very quickly.” 
 
    “Well… he is very good. He almost beat me in the Games. I just… philosophically I wouldn’t have thought he would work for the organization.” 
 
    Athos sounded thoughtful as he said, “Maybe Heroki has a point and there are ways we are all impacted by them that we don’t even realize.” 
 
    The others reflected on his words as Ella dug around in her shoulder bag. The Eye was buried at the bottom. The orange sunstone glittered as she brought it out.  
 
    “Would you consider it as a trade?” Nerka asked. 
 
    Ella sighed. “No… I don’t think we can. That’s one of the directives for us, isn’t it? To keep things Heroki Sintila wants out of her grasp? Make sure she doesn’t get the Space or Attraction Crystals… Eventually go to the Balite Mines to see if there’s another one there… And if she wants this, then we need to make sure she doesn’t get it. Besides,” Ella looked at her reflection in the prismatic panes. “I am pretty sure that choice isn’t entirely up to me. We are a team. Something as big as that should be voted on.” 
 
    The others all nodded, no one expressing disagreement to the fact that they shouldn’t give up the Eye. Ella brushed her fingers down the silver crown. What in the world would Heroki want it for? What kind of tech would she be able to manufacture with an Eye that could see through another’s vision across distances? Could she replicate it? Make her soldiers more powerful?  
 
    She tucked the Eye back into the bag. “Let’s go see the Maven. We need to know what they have found out about how to cleanse Underworlder magic. That’s the only way we are getting QT back, because I doubt Heroki even meant trading for him.” And if she did mean to trade for QT, did that mean she found a way to get the Crystal out of the Wielders?  
 
    The thought flooded Ella with dread… If that were possible, against the will of the Wielders themselves, then what use would QT be to Heroki at all? Why would she even keep him around?  
 
    Ella stood up and nodded toward Nerka to create the portal to the Equatorial Forest, the urgency nearly making her blind. They had to get QT back. She needed her best friend.  
 
    Before Sintila did something to him that couldn’t be reversed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN – THIRSTY FOREST 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherra Larisse looked gaunt and tired. Ella’s concern for QT in an Underworlder dimension that was at the moment out of her reach suddenly paled in comparison to the change that had come over her father since she had seen him just a few days before.  
 
    “Have you been sleeping? Eating?” Ella looked up, slightly accusatory, at Per-Ah, the tall ruler of the Maven. Per-Ah was slender, muscular, and pale. His ruby eyes could flame up in anger or protection. 
 
    The Maven were the biped that all other creatures had feared for centuries, but Ella and Nerka had recently learned that their tradition of being at odds with the Hegrites of the Northern Hemisphere and the Egrites of the Southern had more to do with the former and latter than with the Maven. They were generous warriors who just wanted to protect the banyan trees that bore the soul of Methula in their Durgic spirit core.  
 
    The Maven moved in nomadic packs through the Equatorial Forest while staying close to the center to protect the banyans. They had also been charged with protecting the Space Crystal, but when Nerka was revealed proper Wielder, they had let her take it with great reverence.  
 
    Per-Ah grabbed Ella into a bear hug, then released her with a sheepish grin. Even Per-Ah and the other Maven looked spent and thin. Ella’s concern mounted. “Your father, he does not sleep or eat. He is like the banyans. The Crystals rattle their thirst.”   
 
    The Crystals rattle their thirst… Ella’s brow furrowed and she looked at her team to see if they could make sense of Per-Ah’s words. It was then that she noticed the same gaunt, haggard look in the trees behind Per-Ah and Cherra.  
 
    The banyans had a lovely, large canopy that flowed out with long tendrils winding down to the soft undergrowth, sweeping gentle brushes at the earthen floor. But, now, it seemed stilted. Disjointed.  
 
    Thirsty…  
 
    The banyans seemed desiccated, as if they weren’t getting the nutrients they needed. The greenish blue of their vines was tinged with a sickly yellow. Even the matted ferns at their base seemed weepy and forlorn.  
 
    The other Maven watched the team gather under the great banyans. Luna and Juro murmured about the size and brilliance, but Ella and Nerka knew better, having seen the great trees just weeks before: something was going on here. 
 
    It had taken a bit of coaxing to make sure Luna and Juro weren’t also too on edge around the dreaded Maven, but the hospitality with which they were taken in right away—being the friends of Nerka the Shadow and Ella, the daughter of Cherra Larisse—was enough to convince them.   
 
    “So, why are you here, my dear?” Cherra asked.  
 
    “We need to get to the Underworlder realm to rescue QT.” Ella tore her thoughts away from how disquieting it was to see the change in the vegetation. “He has been possessed by their magic and I need to know how to cleanse him once we get him back. I was hoping that you or the Maven had made some headway in knowing how to heal the seriport herd.” 
 
    Cherra and Per-Ah exchanged a glance.  
 
    “The banyan tree was helping… But, now it seems to do the opposite.” Cherra rolled his shoulders and rubbed his forehead. “So, no, we don’t know how to help with this problem. Something changed recently. The banyan’s properties are… Shifting. I’m not sure—”
“Cherra! Cherra!” A large Maven came bustling from a hut, her colorful dress flirting with her knees through the tall grasses. “We need of you. Please!” 
 
    Cherra offered Ella a sad smile and then he squeezed her shoulder before walking away. Ella watched him go, dissatisfied and worried about her dad, even though she should have known better by now than to question his work methods. She was sure there were many times when he had been so lost in his work that he had forgotten to eat. Certainly, since losing Cleo, he had gotten so over-absorbed in trying to find her that he was lost to Ella for weeks at a time.   
 
    Per-Ah’s heavy hand squeezed her shoulder next as he led her toward a trail that wound into the forest.  
 
    “Come. You can ask questions of heart of forest.” 
 
    Ella smiled at him. “I thought I was already asking you questions.” 
 
    Per-Ah guffawed. “I am fist of forest. Heart of forest is always great banyan.” 
 
    It still amazed Ella that she was walking beside the leader of the clan she had thought she would always fear. So much had changed in so swift a time. And now, walking along the dimly lit path, bioluminescent flowers peeking out their petals to the night air, flurries of pollen glowing on the breeze, Ella felt comfort being here.  
 
    The forest looked dry. Something was sucking at it or… shifting its attention from its nutrients. The unease was hard to ignore.  
 
    If Per-Ah was leading her to one of the giant banyans, then that meant she could make a Durgic connection not just to it, but also to her mother. Her heart skipped at the happy thought. That was not what she had expected to happen when she sought out the Maven, but if it could answer questions, she would try it. It was disappointing that they didn’t have an answer right away to how to cleanse QT. So, she would need to understand what else might.   
 
    Per-Ah lifted a curtain of vines for Ella so she could slip through. A giant banyan rested within the grove of wildflowers. A soft blue glow shone from its root system and up through spindly curves and curls along its bark. Still, it was muffled, less brilliant than she had seen it shine before. And the tree was stretching strangely. It all just felt… off.  
 
    Per-Ah jerked his head toward the tree, then stopped her with his hand out. “The moons no give light. They shelter it. Crystals no give light. They direct it. Suns give light. They no control it. You understand?”  
 
    Ella memorized his words for better analysis later, but still nodded. “There’s a balance, right? The way they work together?” 
 
    Per-Ah nodded, pleased. “They all work together to create harmony. No harmony, always thirst.” 
 
    With a movement swifter than his great body should have been able to swing, Per-Ah settled to the ground under the banyan canopy. He patted the earth beside him. He began to sway with the rhythm of the branches of the banyan, but the motion was stilted, less fluid than Ella remembered from when she had witnessed it before. Still, she wiggled back into the cushion of the undergrowth and closed her eyes, feeling out with her Durgic connection, seeking to exist outside herself.  
 
    The tendrils of the banyan tree looped over her head and draped down her cheeks, brushing against her skin. It was calming, soothing. A slight vibration rippled through each tender touch. She breathed in and out, letting the well-rehearsed meditation methods Athos used take over. Finding her balance, letting herself accept the moment, feeling it wash over her…  
 
    Soon, the banyan tendrils that caressed her skin were not just the ones in the Equatorial Forest, but also the ones in the banyan dimension where her mother was trapped.  
 
    Ella opened her eyes. She was no longer beside Per-Ah, but Cleo Larisse was seated in front of her, legs crossed, palms open on her knees, a gentle smile on her lips.  
 
    “Hello, Ella…” Her mother’s voice existed as more than a sound. It was a rippling wave on the air before her, disturbing the cool blue-hued air with tiny fluctuations that sent trembles through Ella’s body.  
 
    “Hello, mom…” It wasn’t as good as being held in her mother’s arms, but being in her presence brought peace, too. Ella wanted to reach out to touch her, to see if she could feel her, but at the same time was too afraid that the moment would evaporate if she tried.  
 
    The curving lines of the banyan dimension which had seemed so seamless every time that Ella had visited it before seemed fractured and bent. There was something off here, too. That sense of unease that Ella was starting to recognize pressed against her chest. The same one she had felt when near QT in Athos’s training room.  
 
    Her mom’s flaxen hair floated around her face, not unlike Teffa’s mane, suspended by some unknown breeze. Friction sizzled in the air and Ella realized her hair was standing on end, too. Even the fine grasses cushioning her where she sat and the draping of banyan limbs seemed electrified. Everything was stiff and stark, as if the plants were grasping for any type of satiation. Not unlike the vegetation in the Equatorial Forest.  
 
    Just at the edge of her vision, Ella noticed a green residue haloing some of the blue.   
 
    Her heart froze and the peacefulness that had settled in her mind just by being in the presence of her mom receded. She focused in on the Underworlder residue leaking out of the banyan vines and the footprints crushed into the grasses.  
 
    “What is happening here? Are you not alone?” 
 
    “I was never alone, Ella. I always knew you’d find me.” Her mother’s voice cracked on the last sentence and the lull of the peaceful blue shimmered out of focus for a moment, glinting green.  
 
    The Underworlders who my dad has said are to blame for my mother being stranded in this realm are back… What do they want with her? How can I get her? How can I free her?  
 
    Intense pressure swelled in Ella’s chest and she tried to push it aside, tried to stay present with Cleo, but she was chasing too many risks, what-ifs, and potential solutions in her mind.  
 
    What Per-Ah had said about the connection between the Crystals “rattling the thirst of the plants” was starting to make sense. There was something off about the symmetry. The banyan trees were reaching, pulling at the ground and the nutrients, but they were fleeing away from the heart of the trees, chased away by the presence of the green ooze.  
 
    Symmetry…  
 
    The word stood out in Ella’s mind as she watched her mother draw circles and triangles with one finger into her palm. She had a quiet sense of purpose. Over and over, as if she were making a map for Ella to follow.  
 
    Athos said that Chaos disrupts symmetry. And now the Underworlders have Chaos.  
 
    No… Ella grabbed for a hold on the grasses to steady herself. The blades broke beneath her grip, crumbling to ash instead of folding like the lush vegetation they should have been.  
 
    It was QT. His Crystal was interrupting the heart of the planet and not just the banyans at the heart of Methula. Somehow, the Underworlders were using his Crystal to even impact the realm that held her mother imprisoned.  
 
    “Is it dying?” Ella whispered. Her mother looked up from her patient finger painting, almost as if she had forgotten Ella was still there.  
 
    “Not if Time can contain it.” Cleo smiled and then closed her eyes. The silent dismissal broke Ella’s heart; her mom was getting more and more lost to this place every time she saw her.  
 
    I have to free her… I have to get her back.  
 
    But, first, QT… or else his Chaos might destroy this realm before I can get to her. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, mom…” Ella took one last look at Cleo as she swayed in the blue and green-stained dimension. She took a deep breath and willed herself to open her eyes back in the Equatorial Forest.  
 
    Per-Ah was kneeling beside her. “Your mother is there?” 
 
    “Yes, it looks like the plants there are dying, too. Like the Crystals are rattling their thirst, as you said.” 
 
    Per-Ah helped Ella to her feet, towering over her, his ruby eyes kind but a challenge written in their depths. “What you do now?” 
 
    Ella sighed and shifted around her shoulder bag, feeling the weight of the Eye and how she was still struggling to use it. It signified all she had to do to save her friend from harming her planet. “I guess I find a way to give the planet something to drink.” 
 
    The comment at least made the great Maven leader smile as he led Ella back to her team. They all showed similar restlessness to be on their way when she explained that there were signs of Underworlder ooze in Cleo’s trapped banyan dimension. Whatever that meant, it couldn’t be good.  
 
    Ella took a deep breath and told them that she suspected it was the Chaos Crystal causing the disruptions. Nerka and Juro looked especially grim. That is understandable… Manipulation of that magnitude is unthinkable… And, yet, Heroki is doing it…  
 
    They said their good-byes to the Maven before Nerka drew up the next portal to return to Athos and give their brief report. While they hadn’t gotten any good information about how to cleanse QT, Ella did have some other details to report. They would only be there a moment before hiking down into the depths of the temple near the Scorpene Guards where they would be able to beckon a conference with the great Entity Saion. 
 
    Hopefully he would be amiable to Ella’s request and not feeling too ornery. She had angered him more than once with her flippancy and now the sense of urgency made her feel a little less tolerant for the immortal’s games.  
 
    Still, she was pretty good at games and if he wanted to play, she at least was starting to know what was at stake: QT was either not in control of his Crystal or he was not in control of his mind.  
 
    Either thought made it worth it to jump through Saion’s riddles.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN - RIDDLES 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Saion’s chambers were lit only with orange torchlight. Ella could feel the vastness of the space even though light didn’t reach all the corners. High stone pillars rose up around the room with carvings of ancient rulers and religious leaders etched into their sides. The Entity hung in the air before them, a wisp of corporeal form without legs, just a torso, arms, and a head. Was it laziness that he was appearing so incomplete or a sign that he was tired? Spent? Was there any chance that what was hurting the Equatorial Forest, the Maven, and the banyans was hurting the great omnipotent being, too?  
 
    Ella scooted forward toward Saion, only a couple steps away, until his eerily frosted face turned toward her.  
 
    “Thank you for meeting with us, Saion. I guess, first I should ask you, can you open us a portal to the Underworlder realm?” It seemed like if she didn’t ask, she wouldn’t know for sure and she might skip over a valuable step.  
 
    Saion frowned, his face flashing between images in the disconcerting way that he was able to do, as if he was trying to decide which visage of all the souls he had stolen he wanted to spook her with next. He settled on a dark-skinned silver-haired woman who was much older than he had ever chosen before. Why had he stolen this woman’s soul? What had she done to deserve a death pulled by an immortal when she had clearly been so close to the natural edge of it?  
 
    “I can. But I will not.” 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “If you get enough Crystals for yourself, you can go anywhere you want. However, I will not.” The torchlight in the chamber flickered as the pressure of his words swelled. Nerka placed a gentle hand on Ella’s back, reminding her to tread carefully. There was no sense in pushing an Entity beyond their willingness to aid. He could snuff out Ella’s life as easily as the candlelight, if he was so inclined. He could wear her face and use her voice or forget her just as easily. He could make the entire world forget her.  
 
    “Okay, thank you.” Why not! Don’t you understand what is at stake here? She wanted to wail. Was it a respect for other realms? Was it a truce he had with them? But she knew there was no point. The other point he had brought up, about getting enough Crystals, was information to slot away again that aligned with some of her recent studies. Another reason for them to head to the Balite chromital mines. And soon… She sighed. “What we are seeking, then, is a way to get to Alpha.” 
 
    “You seek the root of your dreams?” Saion laughed, as if that was an idiotic thing to do.  
 
    Ella threw a hasty glance toward the others. Not all of them knew about her nightmares that occurred over and over on the moon. She hadn’t been inclined to tell them. There was no reason for her to reveal any sense of fear going into the mission. QT might say that dreams were omens, but she knew for a fact there were no robotic banyans growing on Alpha. It was a partially terraformed piece of desolate rock satellite to Methula Four. That was all.  
 
    “No, we need to talk to the werewolves.” 
 
    “Have you learned to howl?” Saion twisted his face to the guise of a werewolf whose soul he had stripped and let loose a chilling howl into the dark chambers. Hair stood up on the back of Ella’s neck and her heartbeat quickened. The others looked just as disquieted.  
 
    “The werewolves speak Etherian.” I’m pretty sure…  
 
    Saion flickered his hand, then started to float toward Luna, then Nerka, then Teffa. He hung for a moment in front of each of them, staring inquisitively into their eyes from the werewolf face. It didn’t seem like he was seeking to intimidate, more that he was curious about Ella’s team.  
 
    Then, he stopped in front of Juro.  
 
    Saion’s face shifted again and Ella recognized him as a famous Sintila Labs scientist that had died years before. Ella recognized him from her classes. Apparently Saion had killed him. Juro’s laugh was a bark in the serenity of the torchlight: the young man knew the scientist. Perhaps even been studied or poked and prodded by him.  
 
    “Why do you hide in these shadows? Why don’t you just come out and give us the tools we need to fight!” Juro smashed his fist into his hand and a ripple of his anger flooded into Ella beside him. His biggest trial would surely be his emotional control over his Crystal.  
 
    Saion floated toward Juro, the scientist’s face continuing to mock him. Then the face spun, all the way around on Saion’s neck, and looked at Ella. “How can I teach you to fight shadows if you refuse to think of yourself as a light and a particle at the same time?”  
 
    Riddles… Always riddles…  
 
    “I don’t need to fight shadows. I need to fight Underworlders. We need a portal to Alpha, Saion. Please. We need to speak with the werewolves so I can get my friend QT back.” 
 
    “What makes you think he wants to come back?”  
 
    The instant anger that leapt inside Ella was hard for her to bite back. It was only because Teffa had asked something so similar that was able to avoid the reactionary remark to Saion that might cost her her life.  
 
    “I know QT’s heart. The possession the Underworlders have on him is not real. I will be able to free him.” Ella held tightly to her hips to keep from letting her hands become fists. No aggression… Show no aggression to the Entity…  
 
    “Chaos is a construct that provides freedom from any reality. Don’t you think he has enough of that?” It was infuriating to Ella that Saion seemed to be having a good time as he taunted them. All they needed from him was a portal to the werewolves if he wasn’t willing to grant him one to the Underworld.  
 
    “Please, Saion. What can do for you so that you may feel inclined to open us a portal to Alpha?” Humility… Maybe humility will work. Not sure the Entity even knows what humility is, but, hey, worth a shot.   
 
    Saion spun back to the face Ella had seen him use most often. A young man, blond ringlets and blue eyes that had no white sclera. Alluring, yet off-putting.  
 
    “I will make you the portal, just to see what you find there, Ella Larisse. You have not done all that you need to do with the Eye of Evermore Sight, which disappoints me. But maybe you need to live out your dreams, first.” 
 
    Ella’s sharp intake of breath at the memory of her recurrent nightmares was involuntary. The robotic banyan tree, the inability to breathe, the sense of helplessness… Was Saion telling her that was what would greet her if she went to Alpha?  
 
    Saion just looked at her, then reached a hand out into the air and began to spin up a portal. It flickered in reds and purples, sparking slivers of yellow illuminating the messy, oily array. “Howl away.”  
 
    Ella looked at the others, then jumped through the portal. The chill of the passage clung to her as she was sucked through to the other side.  
 
    Alpha’s desolate, grey desert stretched out into crags and the occasional sloping peak. Ella surveyed the landscape, fear clenching her throat closed. The pit in her stomach seemed to be getting bigger as she scanned the horizon for fiery eyes in dead banyan trees reaching their long, spasmodic, robotic limbs jerking toward her, like in her dreams.  
 
    But there were none. Just the barren landscape, dotted occasionally with agriculture plots. A chill wind bit across her cheek. It was a thin atmosphere that was breathable, but much colder than Methula. The dome of the terraformed, life support area where the werewolves lived on Alpha rose above her, tracing a shimmer of light blue across the sky, flanked by stars and the pitch of blackness in the expanse that stretched between the sister moons and, in the distance, the home planet. 
 
    Living in a shelter dome in an otherwise inhospitable hunk of rock. What had driven the werewolves to call this place home?  
 
    A light distracted her outside the dome. It was off the horizon, not even rooted to the planet. A beacon of some sort floating in the sky… It pulsed and glittered, and her body seemed to vibrate in time with its throbbing. It was intoxicating. The longer she looked at it, the more she started to see vibrations in the swirls of the airless expanse around it. Something similar to the auroras she made with her fingers, it filled her with a lightness and awe. Her Durgic senses were spinning out of control with the message of connectivity and raw desire.  
 
    I have to know what that is…  
 
    The feeling gripped her so strongly that she took a step toward it, nearly tripping over Luna as she exited the portal. The girl shot her a curious look and Ella shook herself.  
 
    Focus, first. We have a purpose here…  
 
    She tore her vision away from the pulsing beacon. She turned to look at her team, making sure they had all made it through Saion’s portal. The swirling mess of red and purple snapped closed as soon as Teffa dived through, shaking out his mane.  
 
    “At least that Entity sent us to the right place. Seems like I should be more trusting of all-powerful beings--” Teffa’s words were cut away as an arrow sliced through the air between him and Ella. His golden eyes went wide and he flitted up into the air.  
 
    More arrows rained down on the team.  
 
    Ella looked in the direction of the assault, drawing her daggers immediately. The others stacked against each other and drew their weapons, too.  
 
    A pack of a dozen werewolves stood tall on the crest of a peak behind them, bows drawn, spraying arrows down across the expanse in between.  
 
    One broad-shouldered, fur-chested man with a sash across his chest stood forth, his wolf-head flung back, fangs gnashing. “How dare you disturb our home!” He flashed his clawed hand at his brethren and they fired again.  
 
    Ella lunged to the side, brandishing her daggers at the incoming arrows, not knowing how that would help at all, as the werewolf attack came down on them.  
 
    And still, to the left, something pulled at her entire body. Something in the distance, floating off to the side, not inside the dome, jerking at her soul, as if every molecule in her body needed to obey its command.  
 
    Her eyes strayed toward the beacon, fingers tingling, heart leaping. I have to follow it…  
 
    Howls erupted from the wolves and she was brought back to the moment as her team surged into the fight. She gripped her daggers and focused: first I have to live through this. Then I figure out why the light over there makes me feel more alive than I ever have.  
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    ELON’S AUTHOR NOTES 
 
      
 
    APRIL 22, 2021 
 
      
 
    Thank you for having read the first part of two in The Chaos Wielder. I hope you’re enjoying Ella’s story. 
 
    This is the third installment in the series. One (The Attraction Wielder) I giveaway for free as a prequel novella, and the other (The Time Wielder) fully tells of Ella’s earlier quest. 
 
    It’s incredible how far these Crystals have taken them, and the incredible obstacles they must still face. 
 
    In the process of creating this series I’ve had to learn a lot more than you’d think about some concepts that seemingly seem out of reach. Well, for me at least. Whether it’s the nature of time, quantum energy, the role chaos plays in nature, why there’s something instead of nothing… 
 
    And I enjoy it. 
 
    I’ve binged a ton of content, documentaries, interviews, conferences, wiki entries… you name it. Do I have a clearer picture of what’s in our universe… eeeh, maybe. But it at least inspires me to use it creatively in ways that shape Ella’s story. 
 
    So strap on, because the chaos has just begun! 
 
    Big hug Light Riders!
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    I hope you’re enjoying Lucy’s quest. There’s so much more in stock for Lucy.  
 
    While I still write more books in her series, you can enjoy other series in the Light Rider Universe. 
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    SYNOPSIS 
 
      
 
    Alina Luxera wants to become a full-fledged witch, hoping her spells will one day be included in The Enclave of Magic’s Book of Shadows taught at all covens. 
 
      
 
    When the Sword of Varen is stolen, her world is exposed to humans and magical forces they were warded against since witches were last hunted centuries ago. 
 
      
 
    The peaceful safe-haven witches created among giants, trolls, and magical creatures is threatened. 
 
      
 
    Alongside her mimic dragon, Zuro, Alina joins her covenstead’s witches on a mission to restore their world and hopefully become a full-fledged witch. 
 
      
 
    Is she prepared to meet the forces that lurk behind the impending Prophecy? 
 
      
 
    The Sword of Varen is a fun YA fantasy adventure suitable for all ages. Fans of Sarah Noffke's Beaufont series should enjoy it.
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    SYNOPSIS 
 
    Dawn's destiny is about to change.  
 
    She is a Halfling (half-Fae, half-human) who would much rather lead a normal life in botany helping plants flourish.  
 
    A strange eclipse and a recurring dream of a light-harnessing Pixie in a castle signal a threat that can end the magical balance and the mortal world.  
 
    The Council of The Enlightened and the gods themselves would much rather she perish.  
 
    Can she harness the light source within?   
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    (THE INTREPID LUCY DUCEAUL, BOOK 2) 
 
    If you’ve joined my newsletter and have read my giveaway book, “Witchlight”, continue Lucy’s quest into Dragonlight! 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE TO READ IT NOW 
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    SYNOPSIS 
 
    Dark forces are at play and the Lightbringer prophecy is unfolding. 
 
    Lucy Duceaul must learn to harness her Lightbringer powers at Scoil Solas if she is to stand a chance.  
 
    Yet the school of Lightbringers hides secrets that aren't what she signed up for. The more she uncovers the truth hidden in the Lumenary Prophetiae, the tighter the grip is of those she thought she could trust.  
 
    Clues in the book allude to a Witchlight Quest and they seem to point her to dragon territory. 
 
    Being the daughter of order and chaos, Lucy must find the balance between the Lotus and the Dragon. 
 
    Her Sidhe side is acting up, and she's enjoying the harm she causes on those she loves. Yet that side of her is just what she might need to survive. 
 
    Dragons after all are one with the Sidhe.
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    JURO’S BACKSTORY in THE INDOMITABLE ELLA LARISSE 
 
      
 
    When you join Elon’s list, you will also receive this bonus novella. 
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    The Attraction Wielder (Juro’s Backstory) novella bonus in The Indomitable Ella Larisse series. 
 
    Juro Carp gets himself entangled in a web of dark magic when he steals the Attraction chalice. 
 
    The Crystals of Reality are calling their wielders. Underworlders are already on the chase. 
 
    He would much rather ride his custom-built solar-powered magnetic levitation monocycle and continue his petty thefts. 
 
    But the artifact he lifted from Sintila is a whole new game for him.  
 
    Know Juro's backstory, before he ever met Ella Larisse. 
 
      
 
    Juro’s Backstory is yours for FREE when you join Elon’s newsletter. Click here or if this link doesn’t work on your device you can also type the following: https://BookHip.com/XSBXCF. On this link you will download Witchlight and you will also be sent Juro’s Backstory. 
 
      
 
   

 

 THE DRAGON SIGNET  
 
    VALIANT EVA STELLARA, BOOK 1 
 
      
 
    COMING SOON 
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    SYNOPSIS 
 
      
 
    Eva Stellara was exiled for endangering Luema after she ventured into forbidden dragon territory.  
 
      
 
    She sought dragon blood. Only sorcery could save her mother, the Queen. 
 
      
 
    This was more important to her than freedom, yet her father, King Stellara, still ostracized her. 
 
      
 
    The tables have since turned and she has been allowed to return ahead of time, only to find out that her family is in danger. 
 
      
 
    The light of her kingdom hides lurking shadows and her world isn't what it seems.  
 
      
 
    Dragons might not be done with her.
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    Connect with Elon and sign up for his email list here: 
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    Join Elon Vidal’s Light Riders Facebook group:  
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    P.S. Light Riders: 
 
      
 
    It means the world to me that you bought my book. Your feedback is very important to me.  
 
      
 
    I’d like to ask you a small favor. Would you be so kind to leave an HONEST review on the site where you purchased it? 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much! 
 
      
 
    Review My Book Here 
 
      
 
      
 
    Have a wonderful day Light Rider! 
 
      
 
    Elon  
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