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        For Apollo

        For giving up your office and your wife

        You have no idea how grateful I am
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          THE BLACK CITY
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      Zwaantie gasped as she stepped into Stella. Her mind was foggy as Leo pulled her away from the wall. He stopped about thirty feet out. The last thing she remembered was Leo catching her and Phoenix kissing. Now she was on the other side holding hands with Leo. She searched her surroundings.

      The sky spread out in every direction, a dark inky black. A few buildings glowed not far from where they stood, but there were no trees or hills. The ground under her feet lit up. Darkness surrounded her, but she was able to see Leo clearly. In the distance small lights shimmered. They looked like the stars, but they were on the ground, not in the sky.

      “Are those the stars?” she asked, pointing.

      “No, that’s the city.”

      Zwaantie craned her neck around to see if she could spot the stars. She dragged Leo farther away from the wall, trying in vain to find even a single star.

      Nothing but blackness.

      “You seem anxious,” Leo said.

      “The stars, where are the stars?” Zwaantie asked.

      “We’re too close to the city.” He pointed at the bright lights off in the distance. “You can’t see them as well when there is light. When we get out on the boats, you’ll see them.”

      “Oh.” Zwaantie tried to hide the disappointment in her voice. When she pictured Stella in her mind, it was only about the stars, and here she was, and there were none.

      She sucked in a deep breath of the heavy air and took another good look around. They were alone.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “I don’t know,” Leo replied. He spun around and stared deep into her eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine, why?”

      “The wall can be disorienting.”

      “I’m good. I do wonder what memories I lost.” She lost whatever happened between the kiss and crossing the wall. She had to find Phoenix and figure out why they were separated. If the kiss was the last thing she remembered, maybe Leo did something to Phoenix. What if Phoenix was lost in the wall?

      Leo didn’t seem upset about anything, so maybe he didn’t remember the kiss. That would be convenient. But still not good. Phoenix might not make it across at all. Then what would she do?

      They followed a small glowing stone path. The path was perfectly straight, leading right into the middle of several giant glittering square buildings. Lights floated in the air near their heads, each one about three feet away from the last. The precision was disconcerting. Zwaantie wanted to poke them and see what would happen. She’d never seen lights that weren’t attached to a flame of some kind.

      Leo kept a tight grip on her hand and pulled her along. After a few hundred feet, they stepped in between the enormous buildings. They were painted with bright colors, and large signs adorned the doors. They had very few windows, but lights still floated in the air.

      She and Leo were still alone.

      “Where is our group?” she asked, worry starting to set in. What happened in between the kiss and now? Were she and Leo the only ones who crossed? If so, why?

      He glanced at the mist. “I’m not sure. It’s hard to say if we beat them, or if they beat us.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      She had to lie. She couldn’t risk telling him if he didn’t remember. “I was standing behind the carriage admiring the mist. What about you?”

      “I was on my way to find you. I approached the carriage, and then we stepped into Stella.”

      Zwaantie let out a breath of relief. Leo didn’t remember he’d caught her and Phoenix kissing. While this was a good thing, the fact that they were alone in Stella was not. What happened on the other side? What did she forget?

      “Why didn’t we go through in the carriage with the others?” Zwaantie continued to stare at the buildings. They had no pitched roofs or wooden doors and were at least ten floors tall. The largest building in Sol was the castle, and that only had four floors.

      “Who knows? Maybe we fell into the wall or something. Whatever happened is lost on both of us. The wall does that. We’ll never remember, but someone else might be able to tell us. I’m just glad we were able to get out. Let’s go see if we can find anyone.”

      “How tall are those buildings?” Zwaantie asked, pointing up at the building next to them.

      Leo twisted his head around. “Mm, I don’t know. Maybe ten, fifteen stories. Wait until we go into the city. The buildings there are a hundred floors tall.”

      A hundred? How did they not topple over? Sweat pooled under Zwaantie’s arms, and her breath felt heavy. She fanned her face.

      “Are you okay?” Leo asked with a look of concern.

      “Yes, I’m just hot. The air is so heavy here.” The air in Sol was cooler and drier. She wasn’t sure she’d get used to this.

      “It’s the humidity.” He tugged on her sweaty hand, and she followed, trying to see into the small windows on the buildings next to her.

      “What are these used for? I don’t see any people.” In spite of not really wanting to go to Stella, she was curious about the way everything worked.

      Leo flashed her a grin. “I’m sorry. I forgot you’ve never seen factories before.” He spun around, looking up. “We’re in the clothing district. This is where our clothes are made. You won’t find any people here because it’s after noon. I don’t have a disc, or I would be able to tell what time it is. I’m guessing it’s about two. Plenty of time to get to the boats.”

      Zwaantie wondered how a disc could be used to measure time. She always knew the time of day based on the sun. Zwaantie craned her neck again. Nothing but blackness in the sky.

      “Where’s the moon?” She tried to keep the whine out of her voice, but she wasn’t sure she succeeded. She’d gotten a taste of the stars in the mage wagon bubble, and now she was finally here in Stella, and she couldn’t see the stars.

      “New moon, I think. You can’t see it.” She stumbled behind him. She couldn’t take her eyes off the brightly colored buildings. She’d expected a village much like Zonnes, but magical. So far, there was hardly anything magical and nothing remotely close to her village. Instead it was tall buildings, hard smooth streets, and no grass or trees.

      They walked down the softly lit street toward the twinkling lights. Everything was too straight and unnatural. Zwaantie wasn’t sure she liked it. She appreciated imperfection. Here, things were flawless with perfectly straight lines. Leo set a brisk pace, and while Zwaantie kept up with him, she winded quickly. The heavy air made it hard to breathe.

      Phoenix and the missing group was a problem. Maybe Leo didn’t think so, but for Zwaantie, these early moments were crucial. She’d rescued Phoenix from a life of slavery, and now they were going to live happily ever after in Stella. It’d taken so much to get to this point, and she couldn’t lose Phoenix now. Where was he?

      She stared up at empty buildings. During the day, buildings in Sol were hardly ever empty. This was strange.

      “Do your people only work early in the day?” That wasn’t very many working hours.

      “Yes. I know a lot of your people worked until late in the day. We only work four to six hours a day, until about noon. With magic, we don’t need to work long.”

      Zwaantie creased her eyebrows. “What do you do the rest of the day?”

      Leo laughed. “We play. We often take long meals and naps. We’ve got more magical toys than we do practical magic. Funhouses, clubs, shows. Trust me. You will never lack for something to do in Stella. Honestly, those who create entertainment with magic work harder than the rest of us.”

      At home, when Zwaantie was bored, she would sew or help Wilma. She would read occasionally. The Voice discouraged idleness, so if she sat still for more than a few minutes, he reminded her of things she had to do. Though she had to admit, her fondest memories were those where she was playing out in the woods with Phoenix. Still, it wasn’t right to only work a few hours a day.

      “Are all of your people mages?”

      “Yes. Though, a few aren’t quite adept at magic.”

      Zwaantie’s stomach fell. If she couldn’t do magic, how would she make it? She hadn’t realized they needed magic to work.

      “How do they survive?”

      “They work in jobs where magic doesn’t matter as much.”

      “So what will the slaves do when they arrive?”

      “They’ll be tested for magic ability and then be given jobs based on interest and aptitude. They’ll have a harder time with magic since most people begin learning as small children, but they should be able to pick it up with time.”

      This did not sound good. She and Phoenix would have to find jobs without the prince’s help. No matter. They were resourceful, they could figure it out.

      After about ten minutes, the twinkling lights turned into brightly lit buildings.

      “Oh my sun, those are enormous.” Dozens of tall skinny buildings with hundreds of windows disappeared into the sky. They seemed never ending. She’d always imagined living in a farmhouse, but she supposed she could live in one of those buildings if Phoenix was with her. She wondered how many people lived in them. All of Zonnes could fit in that one building.

      Leo smiled at Zwaantie.

      “The buildings? Yeah, they’re much taller than yours.”

      Zwaantie stopped walking and stared up beyond the buildings to the black sky with no stars. Leo bumped her with his elbow, and Zwaantie spun around. He’d taken off his shirt, and she had a hard time not staring.

      He held up his shirt. “Men don’t wear these ridiculous things here. Vests sometimes, but it’s too hot to wear anything else.”

      He looked her over. “We’ve got to get you something else to wear. Appearance is everything in Stella, and people will talk about what you’re wearing. We’ll need to set up a photo shoot and interview when we get home. Everyone will want to know our story.”

      “Why? What is it anyone else’s business?” This was bizarre.

      “In Sol, your people were very respectful of you and your privacy. Here they treat us normal, most of the time, but they demand our stories. It will probably be very strange for you at first, but you’ll get used to it. People will be very curious about the princess from Sol.”

      She’d never been much of a gossip in Sol, but she’d known a few. Was everyone here like that? Leo took her hand, and Zwaantie stared at his back as he moved. She wanted to reach out and touch his shoulder blade. Soon, she’d see Phoenix wear something similar. She smiled at the thought.

      They turned a corner and strolled along another street with buildings on either side. These were shorter and squat but lit up like a festival tree. Though candles filled the festival trees in Sol.

      The building to Zwaantie’s right was glowing blue and had a flashing sign that said Massage Mage. A few shops down, another building lit up in red and yellow with words and images winking in its windows promising the best beef sandwiches in town. Even with the brightness, the darkness was oppressive. Zwaantie wanted the sun high in the sky. Everything looked odd in the unnatural light.

      They turned a corner, and suddenly the streets were filled with people, and the buildings grew exponentially. Zwaantie craned her neck to see if she could spot the top of one building and found every window covered in moving pictures. The people in the pictures smiled and held up bottles of potions, or strutted around showing off their clothes.

      On another building, pictures and moving words played across the entire outside wall. Zwaantie didn’t have time to read the whole thing, but she caught a small part of it, Princess Sage hosted another amazing party last night. Singing sensation Alexa made an appearance but quickly left after a few terse words with the host. Everyone is dying to know what was said.

      All around Zwaantie, the crowd swarmed. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever get used to the sheer number of people. She supposed she’d have to. There was no going back to Sol now. If she went home, the Voice would make her go to the castle and confess her kiss with Phoenix. Then who knows what would happen. Her chest clenched. She’d never see the sun again.

      Most of the girls wore sleeveless shirts and short pants or skirts. If they’d been in Sol, the Voice would be screaming inside their heads because of their indecent clothes. Would she have to wear something like that? She missed the Voice. Sure, it had been annoying, but there was a certain comfort to having it guide her decisions.

      The people wore sandals like Leo. The other men were dressed similarly, with only lightweight pants. Not one had a shirt on, but a few wore open vests. Though most men weren’t pretty. They had hairy chests and large bellies. Zwaantie shrunk into Leo as a particularly fat man squeezed past her. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by the immodesty.

      The crowd cleared, and a few girls squealed. They were nearly identical in sparkly black short dresses, but each had a different color hair. Purple, pink, and blue.

      “Prince Leo.”

      He pulled Zwaantie close to him. “Smile,” he said.

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do it,” he said through gritted teeth.

      She did as he told her, and the girls pulled out round objects that flashed bright lights in their direction.

      “Thanks,” the blue-haired girl said. They stared into their devices. “Who’s the girl?”

      “It’s a secret, ladies. Watch the vids tomorrow for an exciting announcement.”

      He kept Zwaantie close to him as he steered her away from the girls.

      “You’re going to be all over the Ticker now, and we haven’t even announced your name. I need to find a disc and warn Father and Viggo.”

      Ticker? Disc? He was using words she’d never heard of before. She wasn’t quite sure what had just happened. He ducked into a small shop and let go of her.

      “Prince Leo,” the tall man said from behind a counter.

      “Hello. Can I get a disc?”

      “Of course.”

      The man handed Leo one from the dozens on the shelf, and Leo pressed two fingers on it and it glowed white.

      “Thank you,” Leo said.

      “You’re welcome.” He touched Leo’s disc with another one. Zwaantie crept forward, staring at the strange devices. They were paper thin, but shiny. A few glowed, and they came in many different colors. Some even had pictures on them.

      Then Leo spoke into his disc. “Viggo.”

      A face popped out of it, and Zwaantie jumped. “What the dark?” It was as if the guy was in the room with them, but only his life-size head. Except she could see right through it. His features were sharp though, lifelike.

      Leo gave her a small smile. “It’s just Viggo, my brother. He’s on another island, but we can talk to each other this way.”

      “Hey, Viggo.”

      The face beamed at him. “You’ve returned.”

      “I have. Listen, the Ticker is probably already buzzing with the news of Zwaantie. We’ve been spotted. I didn’t release her name or anything, but you might want to watch, and spin things if needed. We’ll do a big announcement tomorrow.”

      “Of course. Though I’ve already seen the picture. She’s very photogenic, but you have got to get her into different clothes.”

      “Stars! It’s only been two minutes, and she’s already up on the Ticker.”

      “She’s big news. It won’t take long until she’s at the top. I’ll do my thing. Get her in some new clothes and take another picture, please. When will we see you?”

      “Tonight. We’ll do our best. Thanks, Viggo.”

      “No prob. See you in a few hours.” The head twisted and gave Zwaantie a ghostly smile. “Nice to meet you, Princess.”

      “Thanks,” she said, and the head disappeared.

      “Let’s get you some clothes,” Leo said. He nodded at the shop owner and dragged her out of the store. She wanted to ask what this was about, but she didn’t even know where to begin with her questions. She had so much to learn. Zwaantie didn’t know if she’d ever get used to Stella. She hadn’t even been gone five hours, and already she missed home.
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      As they moved along, Zwaantie couldn’t help but stare up at the tall buildings. Her head went fuzzy. Everything was surreal.

      “Leo!” yelled a girl.

      “Not again,” he muttered, but spun around anyway. “Oh, never mind.”

      His face split into a wide grin, and a very pretty, very pregnant girl crushed him in a hug. “You are in serious trouble, mister. You kept Hunter longer than a couple of days.”

      He laughed. “And you are still pregnant, so I’m not in too much trouble. How’s my soon-to-be nephew treating you?”

      “Ugh,” she muttered with both hands on her enormous stomach. “He needs to come out. Now that you are home, he can. Where’s Hunter?”

      “I don’t know. We had some trouble crossing the wall and got separated. I thought I’d check here first, but since you haven’t seen him, then they are probably down by the boats. I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “I’ve been here since you left. I didn’t want to take any chances. I nearly came over to Sol myself, but then Sage reminded me they don’t have magic over there, and I’m not having this baby with no magic. I’ve heard of women who have given birth in the middle of the night, and they said the pain is worse than death.”

      She rattled this off in one breath.

      “How did you find us?” Leo asked.

      “The Ticker. I recognized the store you were standing in front of. I was only a few shops down and quite frankly, I was angry no one told me the second you crossed the wall.”

      She noticed Zwaantie and raised her skinny eyebrows. She had a regal air about her. “Are you the princess?”

      Zwaantie nodded. She wanted this woman to like her. Though she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like she’d ever see her again after today.

      Leo gestured toward the girl. “Zwaantie, this is Candace. Lower queen of Deep Sky and my big sister. She’s also Hunter’s wife.” Zwaantie understood now why he and Hunter were so comfortable with one another. Hunter wasn’t just his guard, he was also married to his sister.

      Candace hugged Zwaantie, the huge belly pushing into her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, but I need to go kiss my husband. We’ll talk on the way home.”

      “Can you help us with something first?” Leo asked, grabbing her arm.

      She shook off his hand. “No, I’m going to find Hunter.”

      “It won’t take long. If you do this for me, I’ll let you and Hunter have your own boat.”

      Candace cocked her head for a moment and thought. “As long as it doesn’t take too long. What do you need?”

      “Zwaantie needs some clothes. That picture of her in this ridiculous dress is already circling. We can’t risk any more. All she needs is one outfit to get her home.”

      Candace glanced at Zwaantie again as if realizing she missed something the first time.

      “Wow, you must be stifling. Does everyone in Sol dress like you?”

      Zwaantie nodded. “But it’s not as warm there.”

      “Well, this is easy.”

      Zwaantie wasn’t sure what to make of Candace. She seemed friendly enough on the outside, but Zwaantie didn’t know if people were different here in Stella. She wasn’t sure what was polite or rude.

      Leo stayed outside while Candace pulled Zwaantie into a building.

      Shirts, skirts, and pants of all kinds of material covered the walls from floor to ceiling. No wonder the clothing factories only operated a few hours a day. Stella had more than enough clothes to last years and never run out of something new. Zwaantie could get used to this.

      A few shirts winked and flashed, and others changed color in the blink of an eye. From one rack, soft music flowed from the skirts. They passed another rack of pants that smelled like a garden.

      “This is amazing,” Zwaantie said, genuinely impressed.

      “Yeah, we have good clothes. This is one of my favorite stores. Do you have any idea what you want?”

      Zwaantie chewed on her lip. The sheer number of choices was overwhelming. Plus, she was acutely aware that at home, she’d have the most fashionable clothes made, but here she could pick out something awful and not even know it. Somehow, everyone here was watching her. She wanted to know she was wearing the right thing.

      She thought back to the dress with the bright blue jewels that she wore at the dance in Sol. Leo seemed to like it.

      “Leo likes blue, so maybe something with blue in it.”

      Candace went to a rack of shirts with small sleeves and simple V-necks and riffled through a few shirts, then turned and glared at Zwaantie. She took a step back. What the dark?

      “What’s Leo’s favorite food?” Candace snapped.

      “I don’t know,” Zwaantie confessed.

      “How can you not know these things? I thought you loved him.”

      “We didn’t have much time to get to know each other. I only met him a few days ago. Over time I’m sure I’ll learn them.” Zwaantie couldn’t see how Candace could find fault in that. Though, she couldn’t help but feel this woman could see right through her.

      Candace’s voice dropped low and tight. “I can tell you don’t love him. You barely touched him while we were standing out there. When Hunter and I fell in love, Dad used to joke that we would fall over if we didn’t have each other to hold onto. Leo only had Hunter gone for a week and half, and I thought I was going to die. And Leo’s favorite color is orange, not blue. If you loved him, you’d know these things.”

      She shoved a plain blue shirt in Zwaantie’s hands and then plucked a bright pink skirt off a rack. Her face twisted into a scowl.

      “Leo is my favorite sibling. And I have eleven of them so that’s saying a lot. You may not love him now, but you sure as hell better by the time your wedding day comes. It should be nauseating to be around you two, or I’ll make sure you have a miserable marriage.”

      Candace stomped out of the store. Zwaantie held the clothes, completely lost. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t believe the way Candace had talked to her. Zwaantie would never be mean to anyone. Though, Zwaantie couldn’t imagine loving someone the way Candace loved Hunter. It was so passionate and loud. The love she had with Phoenix was quieter. Simple. While she wanted desperately to kiss him again, she didn’t need to hang all over him to prove she loved him. But Zwaantie knew his favorite color. It was green.

      A tiny woman with spiky purple hair and a t-shirt that fell off one shoulder approached Zwaantie.

      “Do you want to try those on?”

      Zwaantie nodded, not sure what else to do. Would Candace come back?

      The woman pointed to a small room with a curtain. Zwaantie stepped behind it and fumbled with her dress. At least it was an easy one to remove. Once Zwaantie managed to get the laces undone, it fell to the ground, and she slid out of her petticoat. She pulled the pretty blue shirt over her head and reveled at how smooth the material was. She could finally breathe again. The shirt smelled good too, like mint. The skirt was too short, and the Voice would berate her if it were still around, but the skirt still felt nice.

      She stepped out from behind the curtain. The shop girl had a pair of orange sandals in her hand. She smiled at Zwaantie. “That looks nice on you. Where are you from anyway?”

      “Sol.”

      The girl laughed. “Yeah, right. Where are you really from?”

      “I’m really from Sol. I came over with Prince Leo a few hours ago. You didn’t think my clothes were odd?”

      The girl’s mouth dropped open, and she pulled out her disc and ran her finger along it. She stared at the disc and then at Zwaantie. “It is you. No way! What are you doing in Stella?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t say. Prince Leo wants to keep it a secret. If you don’t mind me asking, what are you looking at?”

      “Your pic. Here.” The girl snapped her finger, and an image floated in front of Zwaantie’s face. It was like a portrait, but cleaner somehow. Leo had his arm around her, and they both smiled wide. That must’ve been what the girls had done.

      “Unbelievable,” Zwaantie said. She was both fascinated and horrified. Could someone take a picture at any time, and everyone in Stella see it?

      “You don’t have pictures in Sol?”

      Zwaantie shook her head.

      “Wow. We haven’t had a visitor from Sol in hundreds of years. People will be talking about you for months.”

      Zwaantie clenched her fists. She’d never be able to run away and hide.

      “Here, put on these shoes. You look great. Do you just want to wear them out of the store?” the girl asked.

      “Yes, I would. Thank you.”

      “Okay. Can I have your disc?

      “I don’t have one of those.”

      “You don’t have discs in Sol either? How do you function? Whatever. We still take coins. It will be twenty diras.”

      Zwaantie didn’t know what to say. They had money in Sol, but she’d never handled it, and she’d only traded food with Stellans.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have any coins either.”

      “Shame. I liked that outfit on you. But I can’t let you have it for free.”

      Zwaantie’s cheeks flamed as she slipped into the dressing room. She’d never felt so out of place in her life. Without Candace, she couldn’t buy the clothes. She struggled to put her dress on, left the Stellan clothes on the floor, and raced out of there, hoping she wouldn’t have to face that woman again.

      She spotted Leo just outside the store, surrounded by a small group of people. He beamed when he saw her.

      “Where are your new clothes?”

      “Candace left before I was done trying them on. I don’t have money or a disc.”

      Leo shook his head, chuckling. “Candace is altogether too eager to see Hunter. I didn’t even see her come out. She’s probably on the dock with him already.”

      “Did he say anything about the slaves?” She wondered where Phoenix and Luna were.

      “They all made it across okay. We’ll head to the docks in a few. But let’s get you those clothes. Did you find something?”

      Zwaantie nodded, but she really didn’t want to set foot in that store. Leo put a hand on her back and led her inside. The woman with the purple hair grinned at Leo.

      “Hey, Prince, how can I help you?”

      Zwaantie was shocked by how casually the shop girl treated him. He was a prince, and she was acting like he was just another customer.

      “My fiancée would like to purchase a new outfit. Perhaps you can help her.”

      The girl gave Zwaantie a long look. “Fiancée, huh? That’s new. The clothes she tried on are still in the dressing room.”

      Leo handed the girl his disc. The girl’s fingers flew across the surface, and then she took another identical device and touched them together.

      The girl pointed to the dressing room. “They’re all yours.”

      Zwaantie changed quickly, leaving her dress behind. She had no more use for Solite clothes.

      She stepped out of the dressing room, still embarrassed. She had no idea how she would function here. They couldn’t do anything without money or one of those discs. She had to get her hands on one.

      Leo gave her an appreciative stare. “You clean up nice, Princess. But I already knew that. Come on, let’s explore for a bit before we have to meet everyone at the docks.”

      Leo took her hand and pulled her out of the store.

      “What else can the disc do?” Zwaantie asked.

      He held out the disc. “We use it for everything. We can communicate with anyone in the kingdom, tell time, pay for things, and do more with magic. I can use any disc, and it will recognize me from my touch. So even if I didn’t have mine, I could use another’s, and my information would be on there.”

      “Can I see it?” she asked.

      “Sure.” He placed it gently in her hand and pressed his finger on it. A number blinked up at them from the smooth black surface.

      “What’s that?”

      “The time. It’s just after three.”

      “Notes,” he said to the device.

      Words flew up out of the device and floated in front of them.

      Who is Prince Leo’s mystery girl?

      Is the royalty adopting a new style? If so, we need a cold front.

      Leo returns from a visit to Sol. Could this mean better food?

      “I don’t understand,” Zwaantie said, trying to make sense of the words.

      “It’s everything on the Ticker about me. I just wanted to see what people were saying.”

      “Can I have one?” Zwaantie asked.

      “We’ll get you set up when we get home.”

      Zwaantie frowned. She’d need it before they reached the castle. She and Phoenix would have to run away at the first opportunity. “How does money get on there?”

      “Oh, it just keeps track of how many coins we have. The bank keeps the money, and it moves from account to account when we spend it on our devices. Hardly anyone uses actual dira anymore.”

      As they walked the streets, Zwaantie noticed the smell. In Sol, the streets smelled of farm animals or refuse. They didn’t have good systems to get rid of the stench. Here the streets smelled faintly of oranges and tulips.

      “It smells nice here,” Zwaantie said.

      “Our city mages do a good job. Most of them do it because they love the magic. Every building is infused with magic. Most of it illusionary, but it makes life interesting. I want to show you something before we head to the boats. But first, let’s get another picture with your new clothes.” He held out his disc and said “picture.”

      The disc floated off his hand and hovered in front of them. He put his arm around her and held her close. “Smile one more time.”

      She did. The disc returned to him. He placed his finger on the disc, and the picture popped up. He touched the picture. “Guess who’s getting married. More deets on the vids tomorrow.” He took his finger off the picture. “Send to Ticker.”

      The picture disappeared.

      “Much better. I accidentally let slip you and I were getting married to the shop girl. By the time the picture gets there, everyone will know. Viggo’s going to be upset because he wanted the announcement to be controlled, but there’s nothing we can do about it now. We can relax for a bit. Oh, here it is.”

      He pulled Zwaantie down a small side street and suddenly they were in the middle of a forest. Zwaantie blinked at the sudden change of scenery. Trees towered over them, and leaves and pine needles littered the ground. Heavy pine replaced the tulip and orange smell.

      “What happened?” Zwaantie asked.

      “A botany mage created this. It’s an illusion of course, but she wanted the people of the city to be able to experience the forest. She’s a good friend of my father’s. Her house is amazing. Flowers and trees everywhere. And they aren’t an illusion.”

      They kept walking, and a minute later they were back on the street. Zwaantie glanced behind her. No trees, just a shimmer of light.

      They wandered in and out of the buildings. Zwaantie loved all the little shops with magical trinkets floating around. She almost forgot she was supposed to be miserable.

      Leo’s disc buzzed. He glanced down at it. “Oh, stars, I lost track of time. We need to go.”

      As he dragged her down the streets, she couldn’t help but notice the eyes following her as she walked.

      “Why are people still staring at me? I thought if I dressed like them, they’d stop.”

      “You mean besides the fact that you’re gorgeous? You’re with me. It will only get worse when people find out that you’re the princess. I thought you’d be used to it. In Sol, everyone bowed wherever you went. At least here, they’re not stopping in their tracks. ”

      “I didn’t go out in public very often, and when I did, I usually went disguised because I hated the attention. I just want to be normal.”

      Leo stopped short, spun around, and pulled her close. His chest felt so nice against hers. She should be thinking about Phoenix, not Leo.

      He stared deep into her eyes. “Zwaantie, you continually surprise me. I need you to understand something, though. You will never be normal. You are special in so many ways. Embrace that.”

      He kissed her on her forehead, and tugged at her hand. She didn’t want to be special. She scanned the crowd, so many eyes on her. She’d never be able to hide in Stella. Her plans with Phoenix were looking grim.
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