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            PROLOGUE

          

          AMONG CHERRY BLOSSOMS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty-one days and fourteen hours ago...

      

      

      The old man stood out like a thorny rose among cherry blossoms. He had buttoned his dress shirt in misalignment, causing one collar to droop lower than the other.

      From across the crowded ballroom, Pinto squinted, catching flashes of the redhead as guardians twirled between them, stomping their feet to the melody. His unbrushed, dyed auburn hair had grown out, leaving his roots a charred gray that matched his stubble. Why would the Force invite a sloppy man like him to our graduation?

      Perhaps the Force hadn’t invited him. Unlike others, he didn’t dance or chat. He stood still in the chaos, sipping on a glass of blood-red wine, his eyes drifting from one attendee to the next.

      The bitter taste of dread coated Pinto’s tongue when the man’s eyes locked on him. In an instant, the air turned to ice, and the music melted into silence. Attendees vanished, one by one, until it was only Pinto and the redhead eyeing each other.

      He looks at me like he knows me. Pinto gulped and adjusted his leather eyepatch. And something about him feels familiar too.

      From behind Pinto, Vell rushed forward into the emptiness, her violet dress rippling behind her as she led Yahshi to the center of the ballroom, his hand wrapped tightly in hers. Her silky, petal-like sleeves paired nicely with Yahshi’s sage green suit.

      Together, they bloomed.

      The warmth of attendees flooded the room again as the band’s music returned, thawing the frost in Pinto’s veins. He watched from afar as Vell guided Yahshi’s hand to her waist and stepped closer, leaning in to whisper. The chatter kept Pinto from hearing her.

      “What?” Yahshi asked. It was easy to read his lips.

      Vell grinned as she placed her free hand on his shoulder. Whatever she said next made Yahshi look at the Academy guardians by the stage. They stared back, muttering under their breaths.

      I bet they’re concerned about his behavior earlier, Pinto deduced, recalling Yahshi’s bold reaction to the announcement of Vell’s Defense Division placement. I hope they let it slide. He’s been doing so much better these past few months.

      When Pinto looked back at Yahshi and Vell, they were dancing and laughing as though they hadn’t been tense just seconds ago. The change in demeanor seemed to ease Roz and Embre, who turned their attention elsewhere, smiles returning.

      But Blimmery didn’t smile with them. His eyes drifted from Yahshi and Vell to the redhead, who raised his wine glass, acknowledging him with a crooked grin.

      Pinto narrowed his eye. Do they know each other?

      Blimmery studied the old man, holding his stern expression.

      “Congratulations, Red.”

      It took a moment for Pinto to process that someone had spoken to him, referencing his fiery formal wear. He faced a guardian who looked a year or two older than him. She had stood next to Cal in the crowd earlier and had cheered when Roz announced Vell and Quax’s unit placements.

      “I like your formal wear.” She tucked her hands into the pockets of her black leather jacket, which she had paired with a crimson dress.

      “Because it matches yours?” Pinto asked.

      “Maybe I like red.”

      “I don’t have a preference, but my sister always called red my color.” Pinto frowned at the ribbon that tied the guardian’s ash-brown hair into a ponytail—its golden shade gleamed like his blazer buttons. “I assume you’re one of Commander Cal’s unit members.”

      “As of tomorrow, ex-unit member.” She extended a hand. “Evaris Starfall. Defense.”

      “Starfall…” Pinto chuckled, ignoring her gesture. “You’re from that City family of fashion designers. How did you end up as a guardian?”

      “I have a thing for breaking codes.” Evaris withdrew her unshaken hand, turning her attention to the old redhead. “But that’s enough about me—I’d rather talk about you ogling Professor Ogga.”

      “Don’t be crude. I wasn’t ogling him.”

      “I know, but I couldn’t resist the wordplay.”

      “Wait…” The band’s strings swelled as Pinto followed Evaris’s gaze to the man. “Did you say Professor?”

      “He’s a guardian.”

      “Him?”

      “He’s sharper than he looks. Reads a book a day, leads all the important meetings, and reports directly to Emperor Vakoi.”

      As a final violin note ripped through the air, Pinto smiled at Evaris. “You seem to know a lot about him.”

      “I notice things. Just like I noticed you.” She offered a hand again, this time to dance. “How about a few songs?”

      “How about one?” He took her hand, and with a chuckle, she yanked him into the crowd.

      Together, they burned.
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            CONTROLLED CHAOS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirteen days and one hour ago…

      

      

      
        
        ♫ HIDE IN PLAIN SIGHT - JIM JAMES ♫

      

      

      “He murdered his own father.”

      Pinto strangled his pen, struggling to document the guardian’s claim.

      “Hurry,” Famir said, nudging his side.

      I can’t lose my restraint. Pinto closed his eye and took a deep breath, reminding himself that the first forty-eight hours following Yahshi’s desertion would be most crucial in the Force’s effort to trace him. If I want the truth, I need to log everything—even what I don’t believe.

      So he exhaled, opened his eye, and brought his pen to the transcript.

      
        
        [LOCATION: Detainment Facility, Interrogation Room 3]

        

        ROZ: He murdered his own father.

      

      

      Famir waited until Pinto completed the sentence to address their witness again. “Commander, let’s rewind to your arrival. What was the first thing you saw?”

      Pinto looked up as Roz leaned in, his shoulders spread, his hands interlocked on the metal table. It looked like he was leading this interrogation.

      “What first caught my eye,” Roz said, “was the white horse in Martu’s yard.”

      Famir elbowed Pinto again, and he lowered his head, rushing to keep up with the conversation.

      
        
        ROZ: I knew a guardian didn’t belong there, so I untied the horse and sent it running. Then I knocked on the door, and Martu answered, his son behind him. Before I could say a word, Yahshi drew his swords, and…

        

        FAMIR: He drew his swords, and…?

        

        ROZ: He got angry. Furious.

      

      

      Pinto glanced up to find Roz’s gaze lost in the darkness of the sparsely lit interrogation room.

      “And then he murdered his father right in front of me.”

      Pinto ducked his head, transcribing the words without thinking. His mind wandered back to eighteen months ago, during orientation at Belladonna Guardian Academy.

      “I’m just worried I let my father down today,” Yahshi had said. “I’m his only family, and he has no idea when he’ll see me again. He must be heartbroken.”

      Pinto’s jaw tightened. Yahshi loved his father too much to kill him.

      “We engaged in a quick skirmish, but he got past the door. That’s when he stole my horse and headed east, leaving me no choice but to pursue him on foot.”

      That’s enough. Pinto slammed his pen down and glared at Roz. “Yes, we confirmed that Martu Konya was a false convert. And yes, Yahshi knew and kept it a secret. He may have breached our trust, but I refuse to blame him for a completely different crime he didn’t commit. Tell me, Commander, why after breaking Protocol to protect his father, Yahshi would skip his meeting yesterday to murder him? How does that make sense? Why would he⁠—”

      “Pinto!” Famir’s mustache twitched with every word. “Must I call in a scribe to replace you?”

      He ignored his unit leader, locking his eye on Roz.

      “I know it’s hard to accept,” Roz said with a slight pout, “but think about it—this behavior isn’t out of character for Yahshi. Sometimes he acts without reason.”

      “He may be senseless at times, but he’s not heartless,” Pinto said in a softer voice.

      “He injured Quax over a petty argument, abandoned you during the final filtration, and jumped off a balcony to avoid shadowing Cal,” Roz argued. “That sounds pretty heartless to me. Perhaps he thought we’d kill him for his Protocol violation, so he took his rage out on his father, the cause of it all.”

      Pinto blinked, at a loss for words. He hadn’t known that Cal had been Yahshi’s initial shadow unit leader, or that he had jumped to avoid her. The shadow confidentiality rule had kept the full story behind Yahshi’s outbursts concealed from him. What made him so afraid of Cal?

      Pinto shook his head, brushing the question away. “You violated Protocol too,” he said, taking the offensive role. “You traveled past the border when you should’ve returned to the City.”

      “On a technical basis, yes, I made a minor Protocol violation that warrants a few months of community service. What you need to understand, though, is that I entered Eastern Territory hoping to stop Yahshi while I was right on his tail. I searched all night and all day. Even now, I still haven’t slept. If my effort for the Force is a crime, then I will gladly spend a week pruning flowers in the parks.”

      As Pinto clenched his teeth, Famir forced a chuckle. “I-I apologize for my unit member’s behavior, Commander. He’s not himself today.”

      “Oh, it’s understandable, considering his connection to Yahshi. You know the saying—final five, side by side.” Roz stood and dusted his pants—dirtied from his night of searching. “If you need anything else, I’ll be counting sheep in Room 17.”

      Famir grinned. “I appreciate your time, Commander.”

      As Roz left, Pinto fought the urge to follow him. He wouldn’t cut this interrogation short unless he was hiding something.

      “He’s right.” Famir plucked the pen and transcript out of Pinto’s grip. “You’re not in the right state of mind to investigate Yahshi’s crimes—plus, I’m sure you’re exhausted after staying up all night. Why don’t you rest for now, and return once you wake?”

      Pinto’s face ran hot. He almost protested, but with a glance at a clock on the wall, he shut his mouth. While sleep didn’t call him, he could use the extra time to speak with Vell. She’ll be leaving any minute now.

      Pinto nodded, stood, and left the room. The chilling corridors of the Detainment Facility greeted him on his way to the front door, torchlights flickering.

      In the foyer, Roz stood in the vast emptiness, his arms crossed. “Planning to see Vell?”

      Pinto ignored him, speed-walking toward the door.

      “Do me a favor. See if she knew about Yahshi leaving.”

      “I’m not doing you any favors,” Pinto muttered as he passed him.

      Roz swerved, snatching his shoulder. “Drop the attitude,” he whispered, his deep voice rumbling in Pinto’s ear. “We’re not at the Academy anymore.”

      Goosebumps sprang over Pinto’s neck as Roz let go.

      He straightened and continued walking, slow and steady, but when he reached the metal door, his hands fumbled with the bar.

      Dammit. His act of calm crumbled as he skidded onto the grass outside. It took both arms to shut the heavy door behind him, and he half believed Roz was pushing the other side.

      “Hey, Red.”

      Pinto turned to Evaris Starfall of the Defense Division, posted at the Facility entrance.

      Red? He grazed a hand against his cheek, wondering if he appeared flustered—but then he remembered when she’d called him Red at the graduation ball, referencing his formal wear.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Uh…nothing.” Pinto dropped his arm and looked back at the door. Roz could exit any moment now. “Shouldn’t you be at the Hospital?”

      “My unit’s staying behind to manage the Facility.” With a sigh, she reached out for him. “Look, I can’t imagine⁠—”

      He stepped back, dodging her attempt at comfort. “Sorry, Commander, I…”

      She tilted her head with a frown.

      “I have to go,” he said, already darting across the clearing.

      “Where?” Evaris shouted.

      It took Pinto a solid minute after reaching the stable to catch his breath. He secured a saddle and bridle on his white horse, leading it outside in record time. Only then did Roz leave the Facility—their gazes locked from opposite ends of the clearing.

      He’s framing Yahshi, and I’m gonna find out why.
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        * * *

      

      Pinto stopped his horse by Vakoi City Hospital and scowled at the line of shimmering vaults disappearing eastward. Scanning the remaining guardians, he snapped his head left and right. His grip on the reins loosened at the sight of Quax and Cal packing tools into a passenger box. Thank the stars. Vell’s still here.

      Pinto secured his horse and dove headfirst into the chaos. “Commander Cal!”

      Quax and his older sister looked over as Pinto approached them, their brows rising in sync.

      “Where’s Vell? It’s urgent.” He peered into the aluminum passenger box, which they had stuffed with an absurd amount of tools.

      “We’re getting ready to leave,” Cal said, her tone flat.

      “She’s in the lab.” Quax pointed to the Hospital’s front steps, earning a glare from his sister.

      Pinto thanked him and bolted toward the building. Guardians carrying extra primary tools, wooden boxes, and white briefcases formed a whirlwind around him as he ran up the stairs into a network of stark hallways and staircases. While he’d never been inside the Hospital before, he recalled the floor plans he’d studied at the Academy and made a sharp turn, descending the nearest stairway into the basement’s serum and remediation department.

      The first door on the left brought him to the lab, just as he’d memorized. Across the room, Vell’s black hair swayed as she packed Keiyo’s vials of belladonna serum into a white briefcase.

      “Vell!”

      She spun around, her frown loosening. He took a few steps toward her, and she rushed forward, wrapping him in a tight hug.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she said.

      Pinto closed his eye, tightening his arms around her. “When do you leave?”

      “Any minute.” She pulled away and stared up at him. “Did Commander Roz return yet?”

      “Is it true?” Keiyo cut in, fidgeting with a vial. “About Yahshi’s father?”

      Pinto peered over Vell’s shoulder, studying Keiyo’s expression to gauge his level of concern. He wasn’t sure if he was asking about Martu’s connection to the Bayins, or about his death.

      “What? Surprised to see me?” Keiyo chuckled at Pinto’s silence. “Us doctors can help out during emergencies. You have no idea how many berries I picked this morning.”

      “Well, is it true or not?” Vell asked. “Is Martu a false convert?”

      Pinto sighed, relieved Roz’s accusation about Yahshi killing his father hadn’t spread yet. He’d rather not burden Vell with the news until her return from the search.

      “It’s true,” he confirmed. Martu hadn’t genuinely pledged his loyalty to the Vakoi Empire when he’d moved west after the War. Like the Bayins, he’d likely converted to gather information as a spy for the Underground.

      He thought back to Dice Bayin, a fellow Academy trainee from his hometown. As a boy, Dice once excluded Pinto from a game, claiming his parents wouldn’t let him play with pirates—a jab at his eyepatch. Pinto had taken his remark as a sign that the Bayins supported the Eastern raids. And he’d been right. They were spies. Dice had vanished with his family without a trace, and for months, the Force searched with no leads—until yesterday.

      “We just received an anonymous tip that Dice’s father, who was a postal officer before he disappeared, had been delivering personal letters to Martu during work trips to Sitra,” Pinto explained. “We called Yahshi in for a meeting to see whether he knew about it. I thought he was oblivious, but he ran, so…”

      “No, Pinto, I wasn’t asking about Martu being a false convert,” Keiyo said. “I was asking about him being dead.”

      Oh, great…

      “Dead?” Vell swerved, facing Keiyo with widened eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t want to stress you out, alright?” He shot his palms up in surrender, dropping the belladonna vial he’d been fidgeting with. It shattered against the pearly floor, forming a red pool between their boots.

      With a sigh, Vell looked back at Pinto, awaiting further clarification.

      Pinto gulped. “It’s true that Martu was murdered last night, and…”

      Her face drained of color. “And what?”

      “According to Commander Roz, it was…” He trailed off again, but Vell filled in the blanks.

      “No.” She frowned at the blood-like puddle of serum on the floor. “Yahshi would never.”

      “Something isn’t adding up,” Pinto said, omitting his suspicions about Roz for now—Vell had enough to stress about. “I heard another Research unit found a bag in his flat. They say he’s been planning to run for a while. Maybe he feared we were getting closer to uncovering his father’s secret.”

      “So when you called Yahshi into that meeting, he panicked and ran off,” she concluded.

      “Exactly.”

      “But why wouldn’t he bring his bag?”

      “Wait.” Keiyo rubbed his chin. “Are you saying Yahshi could be a spy?”

      “No,” Pinto said without hesitation. “I think he just cared about his father more than he cared about Protocol.”

      “Assuming you’re right”—Vell’s voice was softer now—“and Yahshi knew the entire time, aren’t you mad?”

      “Now’s not the time for that,” Pinto said. Yahshi had a lot to answer for, but none of it would matter if he wasn’t here to explain himself. “First, we need to focus on bringing him home.”

      Vell’s expression lightened, and Pinto couldn’t place why she looked surprised.

      The door opened, drawing their eyes to Quax. “Vell, you ready?”

      “Almost.” She held her palm out, and Keiyo passed her a few more vials to pack into her briefcase.

      Quax’s gaze drifted to Pinto. “Everything okay?”

      He nodded, and Quax shot Vell a concerned glance before leaving the lab.

      Pinto stepped over the pool of serum and broken glass, joining Vell and Keiyo at the counter. “How long will the search last?”

      “Until late tomorrow night, unless we find him sooner.” She finished packing the vials, closed her briefcase, and swung it off the counter. “My unit’s starting at the mid-east coastline and heading north from there, toward Atherus City.”

      “Could he have traveled there this quickly?”

      “If he hitched a ride with traders, he could be anywhere by now.” Vell’s voice grew frantic and raspy. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “We’re focusing on production points—they have a history of harboring criminals and passing off supplies.”

      “What’s wrong?” Keiyo asked, stealing Pinto’s question.

      “If we trace him,” she said, “you know what happens next.”

      “He’ll be interrogated,” Pinto stated.

      “And after that?”

      “Vell…”

      “No, listen to me.” She stared deeply into Pinto’s eye, her cheeks reddening. “Do you really think the Force would allow Yahshi to walk free? After everything that’s happened, and this crazy lie they believe, how can we trust them to treat him fairly?”

      “She’s right.” Keiyo tucked his hands into his overcoat pockets. “The punishment for keeping his father’s secret is death. And if he also killed him⁠—”

      “He didn’t,” Vell snapped.

      “I’m not saying he did,” Keiyo said. “But if they believe that⁠—”

      “Stop!” Pinto’s eye hopped back and forth between them. “I promise, I’ll talk to the other professors and get him pardoned.”

      “No disrespect, Pinto,” Keiyo said, raising his voice, “but you don’t have any authority in the Research Division.”

      Pinto held his breath, the statement piercing his lungs like an arrow.

      “I don’t know what to do.” Vell dragged a hand down her face, muffling her voice. “None of us have control over this.”

      “Shut it!” Pinto shouted, making her flinch. “Of course we have control!”

      She stepped back, and Keiyo sighed, shaking his head.

      Pinto looked away. “Sorry,” he whispered.

      Quax opened the door again, singing, “Sister’s getting antsy!”

      Vell started for her unit member, but she stopped to look back at Pinto.

      “Just focus on the search, okay?” He managed a weak grin. “I’ll handle things here.”

      She lingered a moment, then left with Quax down the hall.

      “You better stick to your word.” Keiyo leaned back against the counter, his mouth forming a grim line. “I’ve been fighting myself all morning not to get her hopes up—to be realistic about this—but then you barged in with a crazy promise to save Yahshi’s life. If they end up killing him now, it’ll hurt even more. So…well done, Professor. I hope you have a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning after the Defense Division left on the search, all thirty-two members of the Research Division converged in Meeting Room 1 in the Investigation Office to share evidence and discuss their next steps. They sat around a comically large, circular table—except for a man in his mid-fifties, who stood in the hollowed-out middle of the table, clutching a golden bell. By his freshly dyed hair and crooked tie, Pinto recognized him as the disheveled man from his graduation ball.

      “He’s sharper than he looks,” Evaris had said. “Reads a book a day, leads all the important meetings, and reports directly to Emperor Vakoi.”

      Ogga rang his bell, silencing the mumbling professors. In his other hand was a hefty bag, which he plopped onto the marble floor—its contents clinked with the sound of glass.

      “Yahshi Konya’s getaway bag. Discovered in his flat.” Ogga’s voice wasn’t as deep as Pinto had expected of the so-called most important guardian in the Research Division. There was a boyish raspiness to it.

      Professors leaned in as Ogga crouched by Yahshi’s bag, unbuttoned the main compartment, and pulled out its contents, narrating his findings. “Eight maintenance vials. All untaken.”

      Ogga chuckled as he removed a seemingly endless series of velvet pouches. “Exactly 3,198 coins, amounting to his earned bills of exchange for two weeks of service—the second of which he didn’t complete, of course—minus unknown personal expenses.”

      Next came three daggers, sixteen throwing darts, and maps with golden-edged pages that marked them as original documents from the archives. “Border Control Towers,” Ogga noted, “Eastern Officer Patrol Routes, Eastern Trade Routes…”

      Pinto’s eye widened as Ogga removed the last item. “The Bayin case files, assigned to Professor Pinto Dempsey of Frontal.”

      Famir frowned at Pinto from across the table. “Explain how Yahshi acquired your files.”

      The blood rushed to Pinto’s head as every professor awaited his reply. With a deep breath, he folded his hands under the table. “I noticed them missing a few days ago, but I had no clue Yahshi possessed them.”

      Famir raised his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought I had a rival.” Pinto lowered his gaze. “That someone was trying to crack the case before me.”

      One professor chuckled, then another, and soon, the tension melted into laughter. Pinto’s face warmed up, but the noise halted when Ogga rang his bell again. “It’s fair to assume that Professor Pinto had nothing to do with his friend obtaining the Bayin files unless proven otherwise.”

      Pinto smiled back at Ogga. He had spent nearly two weeks as a guardian in the Force, and he could count on one hand how many times guardians had used his honorific Professor.

      “Now.” Ogga’s gaze swept over every professor in the room. “May we stay on topic?”

      Everyone nodded in unison, and Ogga, pleased, stared down at the evidence. “What can we gather from this?”

      Pinto studied the contents scattered across the floor. Yahshi had a motive—by taking those files, he protected Martu’s secret and himself from getting caught for keeping it. The real question was not why Yahshi took the files, but how.

      Pinto stiffened, remembering when Yahshi had knocked on his door to chat after their first day in service. He had been so excited to tell him about his assignment to the Bayin case that he’d run late for a welcoming supper with his unit.

      As Pinto rushed to the door, Yahshi held his hands out. “Here. I’ll lock up for you.”

      He tossed his ring of keys without a second thought.

      But Yahshi couldn’t have taken the files while professors were still working, Pinto thought. He must have snuck in late at night, after returning my keys.

      That’s when the last puzzle piece snapped into place—the evening before last, Pinto and his fellow graduates had shared supper at a restaurant to discuss their first week of service. He had told them about the Bayin files disappearing, to which Keiyo had responded, with an odd seriousness, “When did those files go missing?”

      Yahshi nearly choked on his bite, and soon after, he left for the restroom. He had hardly touched his plate of fish.

      In the hour I didn’t have my keys, Yahshi must have tricked Keiyo into getting involved. With his crafting skills and access to Vakoi City Hospital’s equipment, he could have easily made a duplicate, which Yahshi used to sneak in later, once the Office was empty.

      “Alright, enough mumbling. Let’s break this down step by step.” Ogga tossed a coin pouch up and snatched it from the air. “We know these pouches amount to 3,198 coins, which means?”

      “He spent 802 coins before his desertion,” Famir said without a moment of thought.

      “In just eight days?” a second guardian asked.

      “He couldn’t have spent it all on food,” said a third.

      Embre cleared her throat and stood, a stack of pages in hand. “I interrogated a convenience store clerk this morning who claims to have encountered Yahshi the night before his desertion.” She circled the table, passing out copies of the interrogation transcript as she summarized the information. “He was wearing a black headband over his forehead, to cover his mark, and he overpaid for the store’s entire stock of nonperishables—he spent 500 coins.”

      “The numbers line up,” Famir said. “That leaves 302 coins for personal expenses—a reasonable spending amount to cover food outside the Palace and Complex during his time here.”

      “But where did the nonperishables go?” Ogga nudged the bag with his boot.

      “The clerk saw Yahshi with a girl,” Embre said. “She had black hair and bangs. Looked about the same age. Wore a beige trench coat.”

      “So the girl has the food,” Ogga concluded. “They were planning to leave together.”

      “Commander Roz didn’t mention a girl with Yahshi at his father’s house,” Famir countered.

      “Clearly, Yahshi left the bag and the girl,” Embre said.

      “She’s probably still in Vakoi City, and she may even know his destination.” Ogga pointed to a scrawny older guardian around his age. “Professor Kanter, I’d like your unit to investigate Yahshi’s accomplice.”

      Kanter nodded, maintaining his blank expression.

      Embre handed Pinto the clerk’s interrogation transcript, and he skimmed it over as Ogga continued to their next topic of discussion. “The Defense Division will return tonight at the latest. We need a backup plan in case Yahshi isn’t with them. Ideas?”

      “I know this would look bad for us”—Embre returned to her seat—“but I propose we have Doctor Blimmery publish a wanted article in Capital Weekly announcing Yahshi’s desertion.”

      “There’d be an uproar,” Famir said. “People will see weakness in the Force.”

      “Temporarily.” Embre held her calm. “That’s the price we pay to ensure everyone’s on the lookout. Besides—after he’s traced, we can publish a new article and rewrite the story.”

      “What kind of rewritten story could restore the people’s trust?” Famir asked.

      “How about this?” Embre straightened her back and spoke in a higher pitch. “After further investigation, the Research Division uncovered that Commander Yahshi Konya of Sitra didn’t know about his father’s affiliation to the Underground. He killed Martu Konya after discovering the truth out of outrage and loyalty to the Force. Then he ran, fearing we wouldn’t believe him.”

      “That could work.” Famir nodded slowly. “We can paint him as a hero in memory.”

      Pinto blinked. “In memory?”

      The look on Embre and Famir’s faces answered his question.

      “We can’t kill him,” Pinto argued.

      “Shadow, he broke Protocol,” said his unit member.

      Pinto pursed his lips. I’m not your shadow anymore.

      “He kept a massive secret from us and couldn’t own up to it. His fate isn’t up to negotiation,” Famir continued. “We’ll say the Underground killed him before we could bring him home, to keep the story plausible.”

      Pinto shot up from his seat. How could they plan to kill Yahshi before confirming the real story? He kept his father’s secret, skipped his maintenance vials, abused his friends’ trust to steal important documents, and deserted the Force. However, behind his multiple violations of Protocol had to be an understandable motive. There must be a reason to pardon him.

      “I’m sorry, Pinto,” Embre replied to his outraged silence. “Yahshi brought this onto himself.”

      “No, he didn’t.” Finally, Pinto’s argument came together and left his mouth in a cohesive stream. “Out of everyone here, I know Yahshi best. I shared a quarter with him at the Academy for months, and we helped each other make the final five. I think I have the best idea of what happened.” He caught Ogga’s gaze. “May I?”

      The redhead offered a crooked grin. “The floor is yours.”

      Pinto walked through the table’s opening, joining Ogga in the middle, and stared at Yahshi’s getaway bag. “Martu was loyal to the Underground, but I doubt Yahshi was. I think he joined the Academy because he disagreed with his father. If Yahshi’s motives were fishy, I would have known.”

      Embre sighed. “Pinto, you can’t just assume that⁠—”

      “Please, let me finish.”

      She looked away with an eye-roll.

      “Even if Yahshi didn’t share his father’s views, he likely didn’t want him killed, so he broke Protocol to keep his secret. No wonder he panicked when I told him about our breakthrough in the Bayin case. He feared we’d discover the truth and wouldn’t forgive him.”

      The guardians watched Pinto intently as he paused for a breath.

      “Look at it this way. Since his father was a false convert, he might have crucial knowledge about the Underground.”

      Despite not believing that Yahshi had killed Martu, Pinto couldn’t oppose Roz without evidence, so he went along with the story for now.

      “Maybe the truth isn’t too far off from Professor Embre’s cover story. To me, Yahshi murdering his father proves his loyalty to us. If granted a pardon, I’m confident he would gladly share what we need to know. He’s our key to ending the Underground, not a target to trace.”

      Some guardians tilted their heads in confusion. Others closed their eyes in thought.

      “Well?” Ogga spun in place, holding his arms out. “Should we take this to the other divisions?”

      It was silent for a moment longer before the frail, older guardian raised his hand. “I’ll back the pardon,” Kanter said, his voice stronger than Pinto had anticipated.

      The guardians started mumbling, and with discussion came more raised hands.
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        * * *

      

      After the meeting adjourned, the Research guardians dispersed, their discussions continuing in hushed voices. Pinto spotted Kanter gathering a stack of papers, his bony fingers methodically stacking copies of interrogation transcripts and written reports.

      Pinto straightened his tie and looped around the table. “Professor Kanter?”

      The older guardian looked up, his expression neutral but his eyes sharp. He said nothing as he folded his stack of papers in half. He simply waited.

      “I wanted to thank you. If you didn’t raise your hand, I’m not sure anyone else would’ve.”

      With a nod, Kanter tucked the folded papers into his overcoat.

      “But I’m curious.” Pinto leaned in, quieting his voice. “What made you back the pardon?”

      Kanter’s eyes darted to Ogga, who hung his meeting bell on a hook. A moment passed before he stood, gesturing for Pinto to follow. “Walk with me.”

      Pinto left with him, and they descended the staircase together.

      “You crafted your argument well,” Kanter said. “But more importantly, I find it honorable to protect guardians who clash with the wrong people. Sometimes the most dangerous are among our own.”

      Pinto thought of his encounter with Roz in the Detainment Facility. “Do you mean to say that guardians can’t always be trusted?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Kanter patted Pinto’s shoulder with an unsettling look on his face. His eyes seemed to say, That's exactly what I meant.
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        Twelve days and two hours ago…

      

      

      
        
        ♫ MAPLE SAP - RIVER WHYLESS ♫

      

      

      Saunti tugged his blood-orange jumpsuit on, preparing for another miserable ten-hour shift.

      Is my role in the Underground nothing more than my role here?

      The sound of chopping logs echoed from the workroom into the foyer as Saunti buttoned the weighted fabric over his personal clothes, cloaking himself in the bright color that marked every worker at Vakoi’s production points.

      Across the foyer, his reflection in the mirror scowled at him. Am I nothing but one of many identical units? Essential, but replaceable? He tied his hair back into a low bun and slammed his cabinet door shut, revealing the number forty-three engraved into it—the same one embroidered into the fabric over his chest.

      Saunti shivered as the front door burst open, inviting a chilling breeze. He looked over as Podge rushed inside and kicked the door shut with his boot, panting heavily. He lived farther than most workers, along the City’s coast, which often resulted in him literally running late.

      “Well, if it isn’t Saunti!” Podge exclaimed between gasps. He stumbled to cabinet forty-four, pulled his orange jumpsuit out, and slung it over his shoulder. Then, one by one, he transferred items from his cabinet onto the bench behind him, rummaging for something buried in the mess.

      Saunti didn’t understand why Podge kept so many items at the mill. The more you bring to work, the more permanent your job becomes. And this can’t be permanent. He glared at the mandatory portrait of Emperor Vakoi hanging over the workroom door, but his frown loosened at an odd detail. The foyer’s portrait frame had always been gold-plated, but this one was silver.

      Did they replace it?

      “Hello?” Podge called, still rustling through his cabinet. “Are you still there?”

      “I’m still here,” Saunti said. “I’m just not listening.”

      “I asked if you heard about the production point inspections. Apparently the Nightshades were crawling everywhere yesterday. My guys think they’re looking for someone.”

      Saunti ignored the comment, acting oblivious—even though he had heard about the inspections. Like his mother always said, Looking ignorant can only play in your favor.

      Podge flung a tattered red book onto the bench, and Saunti’s eyes widened at the title—The Force’s Hidden Agenda by Meridian Owding. While his mother would never keep an incriminating book at home, she had once outlined its contents. Published about forty years ago, the author exposed how the Force was fabricating crimes and blaming them on the Atherus Empire, just to justify Vakoi’s eventual seizure of its land. The Nightshades executed the author shortly after its release—before most people even read it.

      “What the hell?” Saunti whispered fiercely. “You brought that thing here?”

      “Oh, relax.”

      “How the hell did you even get the Meridian book? I thought the Nightshades burned them all ages ago.”

      “Sure, in the West. But they didn’t have power over our land back then, and by the time they won the War, they forgot about it. There are more of those bad boys circling around than you think.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can lug one to work. The Nightshades would kill you.” He wasn’t exaggerating—just possessing a banned book warranted the death penalty.

      “Easy, now.”

      Saunti shook his head with a sigh. He had known that Podge’s family shared rebel beliefs for years—mainly because Podge had a hard time hiding it. One of these days, he’ll get himself killed.

      “Oh, and a little word of advice?” Podge pulled a few candy wrappers out of his cabinet and searched their insides for leftover pieces. “Next time, don’t say anything. Recognizing the title makes you look just as guilty, you know?”

      Saunti scoffed, but Podge had a point. He’d failed to follow his own mother’s advice.

      “Ah, bullseye! I knew I had one left.” Podge swiped a package from the back of his cabinet, popped it open, and shoved a handful of peanuts into his mouth. “Listen, friend…” he said as he chewed.

      “We’re not friends.”

      “Listen, coworker. You free tomorrow night?”

      “No.”

      “Me and my guys are heading to the Palace ruins. You should come.”

      Saunti rolled his eyes. “The ruins? Really?”

      “What? It’s cool.”

      “It’s not cool. It’s historic.” The word lodged in his throat. He’d never told Podge, but his father had died there thirteen years ago, defending the Atherus Royal Family against the Nightshades’ final assault of fire and poison.

      “It’s not cool. It’s historic,” Podge echoed in a mocking tone. “Gosh, you’re such a Vakoi boy!”

      Saunti stiffened at the label. People like Podge used it to mock officers, teachers, production point bosses, and anyone else deemed too loyal to Vakoi’s regime. He was not a Vakoi boy; he was a member of the Underground.

      “Get rid of that book,” he snapped, pointing at Podge on his way to the workroom.

      “Hey, wait.” Podge rushed after him. “Tomorrow night’s gonna be a big thing for us, okay? Months of work, finally coming together.”

      “Congratulations,” Saunti said, continuing to walk. He knew better than to get involved in the mysterious project Podge and his guys—whoever they were—had been working on. Unlike the Underground smuggling network, which took great precautions to appear obedient on the surface, Podge’s group was likely full of reckless teenage boys begging to be called rebels.

      “You remember Kwinnie, right?”

      Saunti stopped in his tracks and looked back at him. “Caught-the-biggest-salmon-Kwinnie? Doesn’t she make traps at the fishing plant now?”

      “That’s the Kwinnie.”

      “Well, what about her?”

      “She’s gonna be there tomorrow at midnight.”

      After a moment of pause, Saunti chuckled. He hadn’t spoken to Kwinn since they were fourteen at their Atherus City Primary graduation. He had no clue Podge had kept in touch with her over the past two years.

      “Ah, a smile! Number forty-three, finally curious.”

      “Just a bit.” Saunti crossed his arms. “I didn’t know Kwinn was one of your guys. I don’t even think I’ve seen you talk to her before.”

      “Oh, but we talk. Our project’s been over a year in the making.” Podge nudged Saunti’s shoulder. “We’re gonna turn our lives around and get out of working in shitholes like this.”

      Saunti turned his back on him again. “Have fun with that.”

      “Oh, come on. Hey, hey!” He grabbed Saunti’s shoulder and spun him around.

      Saunti forced an agitated look. The truth was that he did want to know how Podge’s guys planned to get out of working in shitholes like this. But my role is with the Underground, not with them.

      Podge’s lips smiled, but his eyes didn’t. “I just don’t get you, man. You always claimed to be busy with homework after school, but now we’re sixteen, part of the stupid workforce! We don’t have homework anymore.” There was an undertone of concern in his expression. “I mean, what are you doing with all your time after work? Do you have fun, ever, or is your mother your only friend?”

      “My mother’s my only friend,” Saunti said in a monotone voice. Even before he had started assisting her as a courier, she had always stressed the importance of keeping people at arm’s length. To protect the Underground, and themselves, they needed to maintain a perfect act as loyal residents. And the thing about an act, she’d say, is that if someone gets to know you too well, they’ll see right through it.

      “Saunti, my man…”

      “No.”

      “Come to the ruins tomorrow.”

      “Like you said, I’m always busy.” Saunti removed Podge’s crumb-infested palm from his shoulder and turned around again. A wave of sawing and chopping noises flooded the foyer when he opened the door.

      “Busy with what?” Podge shouted over the noise.

      Saunti ignored him, entering the mill’s vast workroom, where sawdust snuck into every breath. He coughed as he dragged himself to his workbench, following the same route through the aisles he took every day, greeting each coworker as he passed them. He knew most not by name, or even face, but by number.

      “Hi, forty-one,” he mumbled. “Morning, forty-two.”

      Saunti slipped his gloves and goggles on, grabbed a log, and pushed it across his workbench into a water-powered saw, slicing out a plank. He tossed it aside to start his first plank pile of the day, then pulled the log back, readjusted it, and pushed it forward to cut another, and another, and another. With every push, pull, and plop, he watched his plank pile grow. But for what?

      Push, pull, plop. Worker sixty-seven collected Saunti’s pile, so he started a new one and repeated the steps all over again. Push, pull, plop, push, pull, plop…

      Podge entered the room a few minutes late, as usual, finally wearing orange. Once he reached his workbench and donned his identical gloves and goggles, the motions of every worker in the room fell in sync as their boss, in his hideous neon green jumpsuit, watched from the corner.

      A few minutes passed before the door reopened, halting every saw in the room. Podge, number forty-four, was always the last to enter. That door wasn’t supposed to open again.

      The workroom turned cold as a Nightshade with a slick bun marched in from the foyer. Saunti recognized her almost instantly as Cal Avarium of Sitra. He had seen far too many portraits in Capital Weekly articles to forget her, despite wanting to. His mother theorized the Force wanted a pretty face—a mascot—and so Cal had become their Belladonna Prodigy.

      Saunti chucked a plank onto his pile, breaking the silence. What is she doing here?

      The Nightshade scanned the room with her chin high, searching for their boss. As soon as she made eye contact, the man in the neon green jumpsuit rushed over.

      “Good morning, Commander Cal,” he said, eyeing the bandolier of throwing blades across her chest. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      “I’m here for a routine inspection of this production point,” Cal claimed.

      Saunti and Podge exchanged a glance.

      “Of course.” Their boss rubbed his sweaty palms against his jumpsuit. “What do you need?”

      “Let’s speak in private.”

      The man in green nodded and faced the workers. “Back at it!”

      The workroom filled with motion again as their boss led Cal toward his private office, but Saunti didn’t grab another log. In his two years of working at the lumber mill, he hadn’t once witnessed a routine inspection.

      Like Podge said, they’re probably looking for someone. He’d heard stories about traitors receiving support—either in shelter or supplies—from rebel production point workers.

      A second Nightshade entered from the foyer, distracting Saunti once more. He looked young enough to have graduated in the recent cycle from Nightshade Academy, and his uncanny resemblance to Cal made it easy for Saunti to identify him as Quax Avarium of Sitra, her little brother.

      Quax planted himself by the door, his eyes hopping from one worker to the next.

      Saunti lowered his head to keep a low profile. The last thing he needed was for an unrelated investigation to expose him as part of the Underground, a role he’d kept secret since he was twelve. Being caught would mean certain death at the hands of the Force, who had no mercy for smugglers like him—he’d heard too many stories. Worse, if the Force targeted his mother next, thousands of hiders would lose access to vital supplies sourced from Atherus City. Only the two of them had the knowledge necessary to transport those goods.

      Saunti froze at the memory of the banned Meridian book stashed in Podge’s cabinet. He peeked at the workbench next to his, where Podge cut another plank without a care in the world.

      If the Nightshade siblings search the mill, they’ll kill him.

      He stared intently at Podge, who still wouldn’t look at him.

      Great. To walk over and whisper might draw attention.

      With a sigh, Saunti’s eyes drifted to the restroom pass on the corner of his workbench—a necklace with a ridiculous neon green tree pendant. He snatched it and headed for the door. Forty-one and forty-two sent him concerned glances as he passed.

      Quax met eyes with him. “Where are you going?”

      “Restroom.” Saunti held up the pass, and Quax nodded, allowing him into the foyer.

      He shut the door behind him and let out a soft breath. I need to be quick.

      With sloppy footsteps, he marched to the front door, opened it, and slammed it. Only after faking his departure did he creep toward the wall of cabinets and open the one labeled forty-four.

      His heart skipped a beat as a heap of items threatened to pour out. With a step forward, he shoved his abdomen against the cabinet, blocking the items from tumbling onto the floor.

      You owe me one, Podge.

      With his body pressed against the cabinet, he reached in from the top and dug gently through the items, searching for the book. Several seconds passed before he gave up and grabbed the contents, pulling the mess out and setting it on the floor. The items scattered quietly, and among the snack wrappers, extra clothes, and unused ration tickets, he spotted the Meridian book.

      Saunti glanced at the workroom door before kneeling and swiping the book from the ground. Only then did he realize he didn’t know where to put it.

      I don’t have time for this. He crossed the foyer, swung the front door open, and chucked the book toward the surrounding trees. His heart raced at the thought of the junk he needed to scoop back into Podge’s cabinet before returning to the workroom. Hopefully the brother won’t notice the pause in my footsteps.

      He was about to close the door when he spotted a Nightshade standing by a shimmering vault parked in the trees. She was young too—perhaps a fellow graduate of Quax’s—with tan skin, long black hair, and spotless boots.

      And by her boots rested the book he had just thrown.

      Saunti froze as the Nightshade leaned over and took The Force’s Hidden Agenda into her hands. Her icy blue eyes scanned the title before darting to the number on Saunti’s jumpsuit.

      He let out a breath and slammed the door.

      Shit.
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        * * *

      

      Work ended around 6:00, when traders arrived at the mill to pack lumber into their carriages. They would transport a portion to other production points for construction, or for parts and fuel, and send the rest to shelves in the Vakoi Empire’s Saver Stores. The only lumber left behind were unusable scraps—offcuts, splintered pieces, and wood covered in too much bark and moss.

      After stashing his orange jumpsuit in cabinet forty-three, Saunti sifted through scraps allotted for production point workers outside, behind the building. Given the Meridian book incident, he’d rather not stay at the lumber mill longer than necessary, but he always took scraps after work—not doing so would draw extra attention to himself.

      I cut it way too close today. Saunti pushed a few logs aside, his pulse quickening. After the Nightshade had tucked the Meridian book into her overcoat, he had rushed to re-stuff Podge’s cabinet and return to his workbench. Thankfully, he hadn’t drawn suspicion from Quax, and he made it back just in time for Cal to summon a worker into their boss’s office for questioning. She only spoke with a dozen of them during the so-called inspection, Saunti and Podge not included.

      That Nightshade who saw me outside could still get me killed, though. He selected a suitable piece for carving and added it to the growing pile in his arms.

      “Saunti.” Podge turned the corner, stomping after him. “Did you take my book?”

      “Not me.” Saunti plopped his scraps aside and stood to face Podge. “It was one of the Nightshades.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t panic. She doesn’t know it’s yours. I thought they might search the cabinets, so I took the restroom pass and threw the book outside. I didn’t expect there to be another one…standing there.” He averted his gaze. “Sorry.”

      “I don’t care about the book, man,” Podge whispered, briefly peering over his shoulder. “What the hell were you thinking? You’re lucky you weren’t questioned.”

      “Yeah, I know. Let’s just forget it, okay?” Saunti knelt to pick up his scraps and took off for the main road.

      “I can’t believe you did that to protect me.” Podge caught up to him and smirked. “I always thought if I were starving, you wouldn’t spare me a single ration ticket.”

      “Shut it. I’m in danger here.”

      “You were in danger. Not anymore. She probably thinks you’re too attractive to kill.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Oh, cheer up! She was nice to you. Just be grateful and get on with your day.”

      “She can’t be nice.”

      “Why? Cause she’s a Nightshade? Hate the organization, not the people.”

      “The people are the organization,” Saunti whispered. He caught Podge frowning at him and sighed. Dammit. It slipped out. Twice in one day, he had failed to be cautious.

      “Saunti,” Podge said, his tone serious again. “Tomorrow at midnight. It’s the last time I’ll say it.”
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        * * *

      

      Saunti strolled down the cobblestone roads, bundles of scrap wood in his arms. Residents flew in and out of shops, tossing gold coins around as though they were mere rocks from the roadside. He was lucky to have grown up in Atherus City, which had once been the Atherus Empire’s wealthy capital. Even after the War, residents here were much better off than in other Eastern towns.

      He stopped by an OPEN sign hanging from a butcher shop window. Through the glass, he watched a man swing his knife through a thick cut of meat. Running his own shop meant he had enough money to live without working for ration tickets at one of Vakoi’s production points. I bet it’s nice to be an exception.

      The butcher made eye contact with him through the window and gestured welcomingly. Saunti tightened his grip on his scraps and turned to leave. He didn’t have enough coins to buy meat anyway.

      After walking a few more minutes down the road, he stepped aside for a trader’s carriage to pass him. It was likely heading for the same destination—Atherus City Market, the place Saunti walked to after work every evening. His mother believed he left the lumber mill at 7:00 instead of 6:00, a lie he’d planted to have a bit of time to himself every day.

      “Saunti, Saunti!” a young girl called as he neared the market. She disappeared from the glassless window and ran through the door, which she held open for him. “Hurry!”

      Saunti entered with a chuckle, and a piece of wood slipped from his pile when a black dog ran between his legs, breaking his balance.

      “Wow.” Saunti made eye contact with the dog. “I appreciate that.”

      The dog barked back as the young girl picked up the scrap Saunti had dropped.

      “Must be my lucky piece.” She skipped to her group of friends chatting by a window—fellow students from Atherus City Primary. Their parents worked at the market, so they often spent time together here after school.

      As Saunti approached them, they jumped to their feet, pocket knives in hand. He plopped the wooden scraps down, and the chaos began. Some dove at the pile while others pulled at Saunti’s shirt, urging him to see what they’d made of the wood he’d brought them yesterday.

      “Look, Saunti, it’s a fish!” said a young boy with a choppy haircut. He held his figurine up with so much excitement that he nearly took his eye with his knife.

      Saunti guided the boy’s arm down. “Careful.”

      “And look at mine, Saunti! I carved you!” The young girl who’d opened the door for him raised a blob that resembled a fictional ogre more than a human.

      Saunti leaned toward her, hands on his knees, studying the piece. “It’s perfect,” he said, prompting a few muffled laughs from the older children.

      The parents, from their stands, watched the scene with wide grins. They waved at Saunti whenever he looked their way and mouthed thank you.

      Stand owners at the market weren’t fortunate enough to own shops in the City center, but they were stubborn enough to work for themselves. Making a living independently was far more challenging than working at a production point, but it gave them a sense of freedom from Vakoi’s rule, and Saunti respected that.

      On the flip side, they seemed to respect him for providing their kids with a distraction from their propaganda-riddled curriculum. Vakoi had eradicated secondary schools after the War, converting them into officer posts. Saunti knew from personal experience that the primary school in Atherus City only taught basic reading and arithmetic—everything else focused on logging, milling, and fishing to mold them into skilled members of the local production system.

      Saunti smiled at a child struggling to carve into the wood with his pocket knife. “Let me sharpen that for you.” He took the knife and scraped it along one of their shared whetstones, nearly finishing by the time boots echoed from outside the door. He paused and peered at the window to spot brown horses out front.

      Saunti sighed. Oh great…

      “Vakoi boys,” a man grumbled from behind his stand.

      The door opened, and the black dog ran circles around the floor, barking wildly. The officers seemed apprehensive about taking another step inside until a child rushed over to pet the dog, calming it down.

      She should have let it keep barking, Saunti thought.

      “What are they doing here?” the choppy-haired boy whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Saunti whispered back. They weren’t on patrol—he’d memorized their routes. Officers wouldn’t be around the market this time of the day unless something unusual was going on. Could it have to do with the inspection earlier? His face heated up. Could it have to do with the Meridian book?

      He relaxed when a third and final officer entered with a framed portrait of Vakoi’s despicable face—a replacement for the market. Saunti hadn’t even noticed the old one gone from its spot above the door.

      “They were missing at school too,” the boy told Saunti.

      “Missing?” he asked.

      “The teachers are going crazy,” a teenage boy chimed in, crouching next to Saunti. “They can’t figure out who’s doing it.”

      Saunti scowled as an officer stood to the side, using hand signals to help the other two align the portrait straight. Hanging it crooked was a crime.

      When they finished, the black dog sniffed its way to the boots of an officer. He leaned over to rub the dog’s ear, and a few students approached him to admire his navy blue uniform and question the badges on his sleeves. Their parents struggled to hide their disapproval, as did Saunti. Easterners could never be Nightshades, but they could be officers, and to him, that was just as unforgivable.

      The officers smirked at the children on their way out.

      “Maybe if you study instead of whittling,” one said, “you can be an officer someday too.”

      Saunti gripped the knife and whetstone harder. “They’re just kids. Mind your own business.”

      The officer scoffed at him before leaving the market. It wasn’t against the law to insult an officer like it was to insult a Nightshade, but Saunti could tell that the man wished it was so.

      “Watch your mouth,” said the second, who slammed the door behind them.

      Saunti leaned over to finish sharpening the younger boy’s knife. The teenager next to him waited until the trotting of the officers’ horses disappeared before whispering, “There’s a rumor that the Underground has been taking Vakoi’s portraits.”

      “Hmm…” Saunti hummed, faking disinterest. If the Underground were doing something like that, he’d know. I wonder who’s actually behind this.

      He returned the young boy’s pocket knife, encouraged the other kids to keep practicing, and left them to browse a jewelry stand he’d been eyeing the past week.

      I don’t even know if Aero likes jewelry. He’d never seen her wear any, and he couldn’t be sure if that was because she preferred not to, or because Underground hiders didn’t have access to items like that. It was a risky gift, sure, but it wasn’t like he had any better ideas.

      “Are you looking for something in particular?” asked one of the children’s mothers, the woman responsible for the jewelry-making. Months ago, she’d told Saunti that she sourced her chains from a neighbor and business partner who had been a silversmith before the Vakoi War, while she collected stones and shells for the pendants herself.

      “Not exactly. Maybe you can help me out.” Saunti smiled. “I need something for a girl.”

      “Someone special?”

      “Not exactly.” Aero hardly spoke about herself or her life in the hideout, despite Saunti’s persistent curiosity during the four years he’d known her. Allegedly, someone had forbidden her from revealing anything about Headquarters to him—most likely his own mother.

      “So you want something generic, then,” the woman said, scanning her pieces. Her eyes brightened as she raised a necklace and pointed to its pendant. “How about this one? You can only find these gems deep underground.”

      Saunti laughed, which made the woman raise a brow. “I don’t think that’s the right move.”

      “Shells, then?”

      He recalled the questions Aero had asked him about the ocean. What color is the water? Are there waves all the time? How deep is it? Do you think it’s anything like the Waterway?

      For the millionth time, Saunti wondered, What the hell is the Waterway?

      The woman took his silence as a yes and introduced him to necklaces with shell pendants, explaining the story behind each piece. Saunti gravitated toward a sea snail shell she’d found along Atherus City’s coastline. The tiny beads decorating its swirling spiral strangely held Saunti’s gaze longer than the others, and he took that as a positive sign.

      “How much?” he asked, reaching into his pocket for a velvet pouch.

      She offered it to him in exchange for twenty gold coins. “I hope she likes it.”

      “Me too,” Saunti said, turning to leave.

      The children called out their parting goodbyes as he left the market.

      “Thanks, Saunti!”

      “Bye, Saunti!”

      “See you tomorrow, Saunti!”

      He realized, as he left with Aero’s necklace in his pocket, that he would miss Atherus City Market the most. The noises, the smell of fresh bread, the kids tugging at his sleeves for extra lumber scraps—he’d look back on these memories fondly. It was the one sliver of his life above ground that seemed real, where he didn’t feel pressured to play a role.

      Saunti reached into his pocket, wrapping his fingers around the necklace.

      Everything changes tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            ANYTHING FOR YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eleven days and twenty-three hours ago…

      

      

      
        
        ♫ NIGHT AND DAY - LEE DEWYZE ♫

      

      

      After his shift at the Investigation Office, Pinto rode by horseback across the city, racing against the last traces of sunlight beneath the flickering glow of elevated oil lamps along the roadsides. At last, he spotted the Academy guardian through the window of Brackle Beans, a quaint tea shop just north of Vakoi City Hospital.

      He rushed inside and slapped the Capital Weekly article on Blimmery’s table, making his teacup rattle.

      “I know you wrote this.” He tapped the page with his pointer finger, and his stern tone caught the attention of patrons enjoying their evening tea. They peered up from their novels, sketchbooks, and bite-sized pastries, muttering amongst themselves.

      “It’s about the news.”

      “The Belladonna Traitor?”

      “I heard every commander is out looking for him.”

      Blimmery glanced around at the staring customers, and they turned away, shutting their mouths. The trickling indoor fountain and the faint harp notes of the musician behind the counter were the only noises left in the room, and in the quiet, Pinto re-read the wanted notice, his blood boiling.

      
        
        The Force is offering a reward of 100,000 coins for information leading to the successful tracing and detainment of Yahshi Konya of Sitra, 17, a fugitive guardian wanted for desertion.

      

      

      “If you want a conversation,” Blimmery whispered, “lower your voice.”

      “Fine.” Pinto took the seat across from him and leaned in. “I thought we decided on the pardon, not Professor Embre’s plan.”

      “Nothing’s decided until Defense returns from the search to vote,” Blimmery said. “In the meantime, we’ve had our scribes working all night to get these articles ready. I know it’s not the best look for us, but Embre has a point—painting Yahshi as dangerous betters our odds of tracing him, and right now, that’s our priority.”

      “I don’t recall voting on that.”

      “It didn’t need votes, because unlike the pardon, it didn’t involve a Protocol exception. The higher-ups approved it, so now it’s out of our hands.”

      Pinto eyed Yahshi’s inky portrait. He must be terrified. He’d spent over twenty-four hours in a foreign land, fearing for his life and grieving his father. Thanks to the article, he likely believed his closest friends had turned against him too.

      “We could have waited an extra day so we could publish news of his pardon instead.”

      “That would muddy the narrative too soon and give enemies the incentive to kill him.” Blimmery continued writing in a leather journal. “Research and Medical already voted in his favor, so I’m sure the pardon will clear. As soon as he’s traced, he’ll find out that he’s safe.”

      Pinto set his elbow on the table, biting his nails as he watched Blimmery write. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the Force was blundering.

      “Do you ever think before you write?” he asked. “Or do you just do what you’re told?”

      Blimmery’s face reddened. With a sharp exhale, he slammed his pencil down, snatched the article, and offered it to Pinto as though telling him to take his things and go.

      “Congratulations, Pinto. You found a way to save your friend.” The tremor in his voice signaled his struggle not to speak any louder. “In the end, he’ll be okay, so there’s absolutely no reason for you to disrupt me in my favorite tea shop to call me a stooge.”

      Pinto leaned back. “I’m not calling you a stooge, Doctor. I’m just wondering if⁠—”

      “Leave,” Blimmery snapped, baring his teeth. His grip on the article tightened as he shook the page, motioning for Pinto to bring it with him. “You’ve ruined my tea.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pinto pulled his horse to a stop at the Detainment Facility stable, his stomach sinking at the sight of Evaris by the front door. They hadn’t spoken since their awkward parting after Roz’s interrogation—he’d brushed off her attempt to talk in his rush to leave. I hope she doesn’t remember that.

      After securing his horse, Pinto started across the clearing. Evaris locked onto him like a hawk spotting prey, and in an instant, the grassy distance between them seemed to stretch. He glanced away, pretending to take an interest in the surrounding trees. Could this walk be any longer?

      Finally, as he neared the door, he looked at Evaris again, and she chuckled. Clearly, his walk from the stable amused her, though she didn’t say. “Professor Famir isn’t in.”

      “Actually, I’m here for Commander Roz,” Pinto said. He’d asked around for his whereabouts once he caught word that he hadn’t left on the search—the Force granted him a brief respite to recover from his earlier efforts to trace Yahshi.

      “He’s likely in Watchtower 5,” a doctor had told him.

      Evaris leaned against the stone wall, not persuaded to open the door.

      “May I see him? It’s urgent.”

      She stared him down for a moment longer before nodding, though it was clear she wasn’t convinced as she opened the front door. “In you go, Red.”

      Pinto stepped into the Facility foyer, and the coppery haze of the torch-lit, windowless building devoured him. His recollection of the floor plans he’d studied at the Academy led him straight to the exact ladder of Watchtower 5.

      He ascended, climbing until his head popped into a small, circular room.

      Roz stood on the opposite side, gazing through a window at the coast not far off from the west wing of the Facility. “I’ve been wondering how long you’d go before apologizing.”

      “Apologizing for what?” Pinto huffed as he pushed himself to his feet in the watchtower. “You’re the one who killed Martu Konya.”

      Roz unsheathed a sword and dragged a handkerchief against the blade. “I did no such thing.”

      Pinto lowered his head, eye narrowed. I’m not gullible, Commander.

      Roz peered back with one eye, giving his sword a final swipe. “I heard about your plan to get Yahshi pardoned.”

      He forced himself not to cringe as Roz slowly sheathed his tool, the blade scraping against its holster. After tucking his handkerchief away, he turned fully to face Pinto, his silhouette dark against the deepening blue sky, where the last remnants of sunset faded.

      “I think you’ll come to regret that choice.”

      “I doubt that,” Pinto replied, his voice firm. “Yahshi deserves a chance to redeem himself, especially after what you did.”

      Roz stepped forward, crossing his stocky arms across his chest. “Wake up, Pinto. You don’t know him as well as you believe. Even if the Defense Division votes in favor of the pardon tomorrow, he won’t accept it.”

      “Of course he’ll accept it. His best friends are here.”

      “In his eyes, only enemies are here. It’s time you accept that. The pardon is only valid if he cooperates, which he won’t.”

      Pinto glared as he crouched, readying to descend the ladder. Roz’s attempt to sow doubts was clearly a deflection, and he wouldn’t fall for it. As soon as Yahshi accepted the pardon, he would expose Roz, and everyone would learn the truth.

      For now, I shouldn’t push him. Pinto remembered the advice Kanter had given him. Perhaps this impulsive visit hadn’t been the smartest idea. The last thing he needed was for Roz to consider him a genuine threat—there was no telling what he might do.

      Pinto dropped his legs through the ladderway, catching the reflection of Roz’s smile on the window as he made his way down.
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        * * *

      

      It was around 11:00 when Pinto trekked downstairs to the front of Complex, where he found a guardian with shoulder-length hair sitting on the front steps, gazing at the stars with a glowing cigarette in hand. He coughed a few times before taking another drag.

      Typical Keiyo. Irresponsible as ever. Pinto marched over and plucked the cigarette from his mouth.

      “Hey!” Keiyo shouted. “What the hell?”

      “You made a vow to maintain optimal health, remember?” Pinto narrowed his eye at the stream of smoke before tossing the cigarette down. “And you’re a doctor. You’re better than this.”

      “But all the cool guardians are doing it,” Keiyo whined sarcastically. “And it’s not like there’s a rule against it in The Guardian Handbook.”

      “It’s not like there’s a rule against cutting off your toes. Have you done that too?”

      “Okay, smartass.” Keiyo scoffed and looked back at the sky, but it didn’t take long for his lips to form a subtle curve. “What does it matter if I smoke now, anyway? I eat more vegetables than you, so it balances out.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “I’m the doctor here, aren’t I?”

      A smile broke through Pinto’s stern expression. With a shake of his head, he took a seat next to Keiyo, tracing his gaze to the stars.

      “It’s almost midnight, and they’re still not back,” Keiyo said. Vaults had trickled in earlier that night—all without Yahshi—but Commander Cal’s unit was among the few that hadn’t returned yet.

      “I don’t think that’s a good sign,” Pinto said. “If they traced him, they would have returned earlier.” He flinched at a click and looked over to see Keiyo holding up a glowing match.

      “I don’t want him to die, you know.” Keiyo brought the match closer to his face, watching its flame flicker in the gentle wind. “I only came at you so harshly yesterday morning because you didn’t see how stressed Vell was before you arrived. I didn’t want to risk getting her hopes up, only for the Force to kill him anyway.”

      “I get it. You were being realistic.”

      “And yet, somehow, you delivered on your promise.” Keiyo waved his match, extinguishing the flame. “If you hadn’t vouched for Yahshi in the Research Division, pardoning him wouldn’t even be an option. Thanks to you, we actually have a shot at bringing him home, and keeping him alive.”

      “I have you to thank for that too,” Pinto said. “I know you did the heavy lifting to get the Medical Division on board. They supported the pardon because of you.”

      “Now it’s all down to Quax and Vell. I’m sure that together, they can get Defense on board.”

      They sat in the stillness for a while, waiting for the faint sound of Commander Cal’s vault approaching in the distance. The longer they waited, the more they felt it would never come.

      “So, talk to me,” Keiyo said, breaking the silence. “I’m way out of the loop. You’ve been to all these cool meetings and interrogations and stuff, but what do I get? Oh yeah, more tools to lace, berries to harvest, and medicine to deliver. Now, don’t get me wrong—I love my tools and berries and medicine. But not right now. Not in the middle of…this.”

      Pinto mulled over the evidence, wondering where to begin. Roz’s suspicious interrogation, and the threat he’d made to Pinto? His knowledge that Keiyo had been involved in Yahshi accessing the archives? The mysterious girl Yahshi had supposedly been planning to leave with?

      “She had black hair and bangs. Looked about the same age.”

      Pinto frowned, recalling the store clerk’s interrogation transcript. His description of Yahshi’s accomplice was awfully vague, but ‌it matched⁠—

      “Oh no…” Keiyo’s eyes searched Pinto’s face. “What is it?”

      “The Research Division believes there’s a girl involved. She was seen with Yahshi at a convenience store the night before he left, and the clerk described her as having black hair and bangs—around the same age as him. I’m just now wondering if it might have been…” He trailed off, and it took Keiyo a moment to reply.

      “You know, I’ve been wondering for a while if there might be something going on between them.” Keiyo paused, his brows inching toward each other. “Yesterday morning, when Vell panicked at the Hospital, I really started to think I might be right. It was almost like she was⁠—”

      “Left behind?”

      “Maybe that too.” Keiyo paused. “I was gonna say something else.”

      “What else could possibly be going on between them?”

      He lowered his chin, urging Pinto to think harder.

      “No…” His brows knitted together. “You don’t mean…”

      “I do.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Well, they’re awfully close.”

      “I’m close to them too.”

      “Yeah, but…” Keiyo rocked back and forth, deciding whether to finish his sentence.

      “But what?”

      “Does Vell ever hold your hand?”

      Pinto went silent.

      “During the branding ceremony, Yahshi tried to avoid saying the Vows,” Keiyo said. “He fought back against the Academy guardians time after time. I wouldn’t be surprised if he⁠—”

      “Yahshi moved on from that. He wouldn’t break the rules, and neither would Vell.”

      “Or they’re good actors.” Keiyo hesitated before adding, “Some people know how to hide.”

      Pinto nodded. “I’m going to ask her.”

      “Pinto. Don’t.”

      “I’m asking tonight. If Vell was more involved in Yahshi’s desertion than she’s letting on, I deserve to know. I’m the one who started the fight for his pardon.”

      “She’ll be exhausted from the expedition. I don’t think it’s a⁠—”

      The distant rumbling of a vault interrupted them, and they stood in unison, making brief eye contact. Together, they rushed down the stairs and planted themselves by the Complex stable, close to the main road, watching the distant aluminum approach.

      After standing there for a few minutes, Keiyo cleared his throat. “I never said thank you.”

      “For what?” Pinto asked.

      “For not telling anyone about the key.”

      He chuckled. “How did you know I found out?”

      “You’re smart. I figured you put the pieces together.”

      The vault was much closer now, and Pinto squinted to see Cal smiling from the driver’s seat, waving with one hand on the reins. She parked the vault by the stable and hopped down. “Couldn’t wait to see me?”

      “Why wouldn’t we stay up to see a pretty face like yours?” Keiyo asked.

      Pinto glared at him, and Keiyo tilted his head as if to say, What did I do wrong?

      “We’re here!” Cal shouted to her unit members, hands cupped around her mouth.

      Pinto heard the door burst open, followed by Vell’s and Quax’s boots hitting the ground. They emerged from around the passenger box, their pants dirtied and their hair disheveled.

      “We didn’t trace him,” Vell said in a monotone voice, wrapping a tense arm around her waist.

      “That’s okay,” Keiyo said. “We have wanted articles going up in Eastern Territory by morning, and with everyone looking, we’ll find him eventually.” He elbowed Pinto’s side a few times. “Plus, thanks to this guy, we’ve almost secured Yahshi’s pardon! The Defense Division takes the final vote tomorrow morning.”

      Cal frowned, but her little brother smiled.

      “You really managed that?” Quax asked.

      Pinto nodded, but his eyes were on Vell—she stared blankly at the Complex, strangely unmoved by the good news.

      “Vell,” he said, eyeing the tight grip around herself. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.” Vell hastily released her abdomen. “I’m gonna shower. Will you be up?”

      “I’ll be in my flat.”

      She offered a faint smile and headed for the front steps, her paces short. It was like she feared moving too quickly would cause something heavy to slip from an interior pocket of her overcoat. She’s hiding something.

      “They’re considering a pardon?” Cal asked, recapturing Pinto’s attention. “All because of you?”

      Pinto couldn’t believe the bitterness seeping into her voice. How could the Belladonna Prodigy, the youngest unit member in guardian history, be jealous of Yahshi? Did she not believe that he deserved the same second chance the Force had given her years ago, after she’d murdered Chima Fernis?

      “I only pitched the idea,” Pinto said, aiming to downplay his efforts. “It was over half the Research Division that agreed to escalate it.”

      Cal cleared her throat, breaking eye contact. “Well, that’s quite the feat. He better appreciate it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few blocks from the Complex, Pinto and Vell strolled down the north wing of Vakoi Square, a road lined with a lively array of restaurants, bars, and live music. The various genres from all directions blended together terribly.

      “You like this place?” Pinto resisted the urge to cover his ears with his palms, but only because he seemed to be the center of attention. With every step he took, another pair of eyes landed on his uniform.

      Vell ran her hands through her damp hair. “I don’t mind it.”

      A Medical guardian walked past them, his cheeks bright red. At his sides were two attractive Vakoi City women, laughing at something he’d said. Pinto looked over his shoulder as they passed, seeing the doctor snake his arms around both women’s waists.

      His lips parted as he faced forward again. I could report him, but he’s my superior, and I don’t have any evidence. Plus, he couldn’t report a potential violation of that Vow when it was the exact one he intended to discuss with Vell tonight.

      “Want a drink?” Vell asked, stopping at the entrance to an open-air bar with only a few available seats. By the entrance, a man in a clown outfit played an obnoxious tune on a violin—Pinto couldn’t tell if his purpose was to attract prospective customers or scare them away.

      A bar. How ridiculous. If people want to have a good time, what’s so hard about doing that sober?

      “We can get juice,” Vell said. “I just wanna sit.”

      Pinto glanced down the bench-less road and shrugged. “Okay.”

      They took the open seats at the bar, catching a few eyes and nods of acknowledgment of their service. Pinto ordered two fruit juices and bit his nails, formulating how to ask the dreaded question.

      “Are you sure you’re not too tired for this?”

      “What?” Vell shouted over the violin music.

      “Are you tired?” he yelled.

      “Yeah!”

      “Sorry!” Pinto glared at the violinist, who eased the volume down a little. “Should we go back?”

      Vell shook her head as the bartender slid two iced juices down the bar, which stopped directly in front of them.

      “So…” Pinto paused and took a sip. “How was the expedition?”

      “Tiring.” Vell raised her glass but hesitated to drink from it. “Actually, the reason we took so long was because I convinced Commander Cal to make a detour through Frontal.”

      Pinto’s eye widened. He had passed his journal from the Academy off to Vell earlier that week, hoping she could find an opportunity to deliver it to his little sister during one of her expeditions. He still hadn’t received a visitation right.

      “The truth is, we could have stopped in Frontal a few days ago, but I was too scared to ask Commander Cal for a personal favor. With everything going on, though, it could take even longer for you to get a visitation right, so it was now or never. She wasn’t happy about it, but she agreed.”

      Pinto took another sip, bracing himself. “Was Perma there when you delivered it?”

      Vell nodded.

      “What was she like?”

      “Surprised to see a guardian, but happy to see your journal.”

      Pinto had a million more questions. Was she still mad at me for leaving her? Did she look healthy? How does she style her hair now? Was she wearing her Frontal Secondary uniform?

      But he kept those questions to himself. He’d visit Perma eventually, and a reunion in person would be better than one through Vell’s recollection.

      “Thank you for doing that.”

      Vell took a sip. “Anything for you.”

      They sat in the noise for a while longer.

      “Vell, you trust me, right?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Then can you tell me what you were hiding in your overcoat?” he asked, recalling how she’d left the vault with an arm wrapped around herself. “Whatever it is, I won’t make a fuss.”

      Vell stared at him for a moment, her expression lightening. The loose gold coins in her pocket rattled as she grabbed a handful of them.

      “Follow me.”

      She scattered the coins onto the bar and left her seat behind.
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        * * *

      

      “So the worker threw it outside, and out of all the things you could have done, you took it with you?” Pinto exclaimed, pacing Vell’s flat.

      Vell crossed her arms. “You said you wouldn’t make a fuss.”

      Pinto halted, glaring at the book on Vell’s bed—The Force’s Hidden Agenda by Meridian Owding. The Force had banned it decades ago, rounding up existing copies for a massive bonfire. “There shouldn’t be any left.”

      “I figured it might be a banned book, but I wasn’t sure,” Vell said. “I only brought it with me because I recognized the name Owding. That’s Doctor Blimmery’s family name.”

      “I remember the story.” Pinto recalled an old Capital Weekly article he’d read. “When Doctor Blimmery was young, his uncle was executed for writing that book. That’s the reason he became a guardian in the first place—he needed to prove his family wasn’t treasonous like his uncle and redeem the Owding name.”

      “Really?” Vell peered down at the book. “Do you know anything about its contents?”

      “Only that it’s dangerous.” Pinto reached for the cover but withdrew his hand. He couldn’t touch it. It was filled with propaganda and false information the Force had worked tirelessly to eliminate. The fact that it had made its way into the Complex sent a chill down his spine.

      He turned to Vell. “Did you read it?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” With a wince, Pinto snatched the book and stuffed it into his overcoat, making a beeline for Vell’s door. “We need to get rid of it.”

      Vell didn’t bother to lock her flat as she rushed to catch up to him down the hallway.

      “How?” she asked.

      “I know a place,” he whispered back.

      It was nearly 1:00 in the morning when they left the Complex on their white horses and galloped toward the outskirts of Vakoi City, where ocean waves crashed against the shore of a desolate beach. The moonlight illuminated every ripple of water in view.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t read it first?” Vell stared at the horizon. “It’s short.”

      Pinto tossed the book onto the sand, and its title glowed tauntingly in the moonlight. What kind of agenda could the Force have, apart from protecting the Empire?

      Kanter’s warning echoed in the wind that rustled his curls. “Sometimes the most dangerous are among our own.”

      He shook the idea away. Even entertaining the thought of reading it felt criminal.

      “You shouldn’t have brought it with you, Vell.” The words came out sharper than he’d meant, and in a rush to move on, he reached into his overcoat for a matchbox—but he didn’t have one.

      Dammit.

      Vell offered hers without hesitation. “Here.”

      “Thank you.” Pinto sighed as he took the matchbox. “And…sorry.”

      With a flick, he knelt and brought the flame to the book. It took several seconds for the heat to grab hold of the pages, warming his hands as it nibbled on the words inside. He stood and stepped back, returning Vell’s matchbox as she joined his side.

      They stared down at the burning Meridian book, shivering as another chilly ocean breeze washed over them. Pinto yawned, and Vell rubbed her eyes. It had been a long two days, and the night was coming to a close.

      It was time.

      “I really hate to say this,” Pinto muttered, eye on the fire, “but was there something going on between you and Yahshi?”

      The question came out painfully blunt.

      “Of course not,” Vell said, her voice as calm as ever. “Why do you ask?”

      Pinto figured it was best not to mention the girl in the convenience store or the comment Keiyo had made about them holding hands. He settled on saying, “You were the last person to see him before he ran.”

      “Pinto…”

      He turned to look her in the eye.

      “I’m not keeping any secrets.” With a tired smile, she stepped closer and took his hand in hers. It was like she’d read his mind.

      Pinto smiled back. “Forget I asked.”
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