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For my readers.


I love you more than Silveny loves Keefe.


*mallowmelt and custard bursts for everyone!*





PREFACE


SOPHIE STUMBLED BACKWARD, scrambling closer to her friends as a cage of neon yellow flames erupted all around them.


Heat licked across her skin and smoke choked her lungs while the Neverseen moved forward, their black cloaks gone, disguises abandoned.


There would be no more hiding.


The Neverseen shouted insults and warnings that Sophie tried to focus on, but her mind was too fixated on other words.


Trick.


Trap.


Traitor.


The last word made it impossible to look one of the figures in the eye.


Another betrayal.


Another lie.


Sophie was done with all of it.


She reached for her pendant—the sign of the swan carved into cold black metal curled around a piece of smooth glass. She still didn’t fully understand the reason the Black Swan had given it to her. But she knew enough of its power to realize it was their best chance.


She held the glass into the fading rays of sunset, letting the searing beam of white light refract toward the flames of Everblaze.


It was time to fight fire with fire.





ONE


WE HAVE TO go,” Fitz said, bursting through the doors of Everglen’s upstairs guest room.


He found Sophie sitting alone on the edge of the giant canopy bed, already dressed in some of her old human clothes.


“I thought we were waiting another hour?” she asked, glancing out the window at the endless black sky.


“We can’t. The Council is already convening to vote on our punishments.”


Sophie took a slow breath, letting the words pulse through her veins, steeling her nerves as she reached for her purple backpack. It was the same bag she’d used when she’d left her human life nearly a year earlier. And now she would use it again to leave the Lost Cities.


“Is everyone ready?” she asked, proud of her voice for not shaking. She also resisted the urge to tug out an itchy eyelash.


This was not a time for nervous habits.


It was time to be brave.


The Council had vowed to punish anyone associated with the Black Swan—the mysterious organization responsible for Sophie’s existence. But Sophie and her friends knew the real villains were a group called the Neverseen. Fitz, Keefe, and Biana had even tried to help the Black Swan catch the rebels on Mount Everest. But the Neverseen guessed their plan and turned the mission into an ambush. Sophie had discovered the trap in time to warn her friends, and they’d escaped with their lives—and managed to capture one prisoner. But they’d each broken numerous laws in the process.


Their safest option now was to flee to the Black Swan and go into hiding. But Sophie had mixed feelings about getting up close and personal with her creators. The Black Swan had tweaked her genes to enhance her abilities as part of their Project Moonlark—but they’d never given her any clue as to why. They’d also never told her who her genetic parents were, and Sophie had no idea if she’d finally have to meet them.


“ ’Bout time you got here,” Keefe said as Sophie followed Fitz down the twisting silver staircase. He stood next to Dex in Everglen’s glittering round foyer, both of them looking very human in hoodies and dark jeans.


Keefe flashed his famous smirk and patted his carefully mussed blond hair, but Sophie could see the sadness clouding his sky blue eyes. During their confrontation with the Neverseen, Keefe had discovered that his mother was one of their leaders. She’d even attacked her own son, before fleeing to the ogre capital and abandoning her family.


“Hey, no worrying about me, Foster,” Keefe said, fanning the space between them. He was one of the few Empaths who could feel Sophie’s emotions rippling through the air.


“I’m worried about all of you,” she told him. “You’re all risking your lives because of me.”


“Eh, what else is new?” Dex asked, flashing his dimpled grin. “And will you relax? We’ve got this! Though I’m not sure about my shoes.” He pointed to his soft brown boots, which were a typical elvin style. “All the human ones Fitz had were too big for my feet.”


“I doubt anyone will notice,” Sophie told him. “But I guess it depends on how long we’ll be around humans. How far away is the hideout after we get to Florence?”


Fitz smiled his movie-ready smile. “You’ll see.”


The Black Swan had taught Fitz how to sneak past Sophie’s mental blocking and view the secret information hidden in her brain. But for some reason he wouldn’t share what he’d learned. All Sophie knew was that they were headed to a round window somewhere in the famous Italian city.


“Hey,” Fitz said, leaning closer. “You trust me, don’t you?”


Sophie’s traitorous heart still fluttered, despite her current annoyance. She did trust Fitz. Probably more than anyone. But having him keep secrets from her was seriously annoying. She was tempted to use her telepathy to steal the information straight from his head. But she’d broken that rule enough times to know the consequences definitely weren’t worth it.


“What is with these clothes?” Biana interrupted, appearing out of thin air next to Keefe.


Biana was a Vanisher, like her mother, though she was still getting used to the ability. Only one of her legs reappeared, and she had to hop up and down to get the other to show up. She wore a sweatshirt three sizes too big and faded, baggy jeans.


“At least I get to wear my shoes,” she said, hitching up her pants to reveal purple flats with diamond-studded toes. “But why do we only have boy stuff?”


“Because I’m a boy,” Fitz reminded her. “Besides, this isn’t a fashion contest.”


“And if it was, I’d totally win. Right, Foster?” Keefe asked.


Sophie actually would’ve given the prize to Fitz—his blue scarf worked perfectly with his dark hair and teal eyes. And his fitted gray coat made him look taller, with broader shoulders and—


“Oh please.” Keefe shoved his way between them. “Fitz’s human clothes are a huge snoozefest. Check out what Dex and I found in Alvar’s closet!”


They both unzipped their hoodies, revealing T-shirts with logos underneath.


“I have no idea what this means, but it’s crazy awesome, right?” Keefe asked, pointing to the black and yellow oval on his shirt.


“It’s from Batman,” Sophie said—then regretted the words. Of course Keefe demanded she explain the awesomeness of the Dark Knight.


“I’m wearing this shirt forever, guys,” he decided. “Also, I want a Batmobile! Dex, can you make that happen?”


Sophie wouldn’t have been surprised if Dex actually could build one. As a Technopath, he worked miracles with technology. He’d made all kinds of cool gadgets for Sophie, including the lopsided ring she wore—a special panic switch that had saved her life during her fight with one of her kidnappers.


“What’s my shirt from?” Dex asked, pointing to the logo with interlocking yellow W’s.


Sophie didn’t have the heart to tell him it was the symbol for Wonder Woman.


“Why does Alvar have human stuff?” she asked. “I thought he worked with the ogres.”


“He does,” Fitz replied. “Or he did before you almost started a war with them.”


Fitz said the words in a light, teasing way, but the truth behind them weighed heavily on Sophie’s shoulders. They’d be in a lot less trouble if she hadn’t ignored the rules of telepathy and tried to read the ogre king’s mind. She’d known it was a dangerous risk, but she’d been desperate to know why the ogres had snuck into the Sanctuary and hidden one of their homing devices in Silveny’s tail. The rare female alicorn wasn’t just essential for the survival of her species, she was one of Sophie’s closest friends. If only Sophie had known that ogres’ minds could detect Telepaths—even genetically enhanced Telepaths like her. She hadn’t learned anything useful, and she’d nearly voided the elvin-ogre treaty and started a war.


“But that still doesn’t explain why Alvar has human stuff,” Sophie reminded Fitz. “Ogres hate humans even more than elves do.”


“They do,” Fitz agreed. “But these clothes are from years ago, back when Alvar used to go out looking for you.”


“He did?” Sophie asked. “I thought that was your job.”


Fitz was the one who’d found her on her class field trip about a year earlier and brought her to the Lost Cities.


It was the best thing that ever happened to her.


Also the hardest.


Fitz smiled sadly, probably remembering the same thing: the moment she’d had to say goodbye to her human family. He was the only one who really understood what she’d lost that day, and she couldn’t have gotten through it without him.


“I started searching for you when I was six,” he told her, “after Alvar started his elite levels and wasn’t able to sneak away from Foxfire anymore. But my dad searched for you for twelve years, remember? I couldn’t go on secret missions when I was a toddler.”


“What a slacker,” Keefe interrupted. “I totally could’ve pulled that off. But then again, I’m Batman, so”—he draped an arm over Sophie’s shoulders—“I could be your hero any day.”


Dex pretended to gag, while Biana stared at Keefe’s arm around Sophie.


“Aren’t we supposed to be leaving?” they both asked at the same time.


Sophie pulled away from Keefe as Alden called “Wait!” from the top of the stairs. His elegant cape swished as he rushed to catch them. “You can’t leave wearing your registry pendants.”


Sophie grasped the choker around her neck, hardly believing she’d overlooked that essential detail. The pendants were special tracking devices from the Council. She wondered what other important things she might be forgetting. . . .


Alden pulled out a pair of sharp black pliers and said, “Let’s start with Fitz.” He spoke with the same crisp accent as his children, but his voice sounded weak and wobbly.


Fitz flinched as Alden cut the thick cord and the crystal pendant clattered to the floor.


“Whoa. This just got real,” Keefe whispered.


“Yeah it did.” Fitz traced his fingers across his now-bare neck.


“Are you okay?” Alden asked Biana, who was clutching her pendant in a white-knuckled fist.


“I’m fine,” Biana whispered, lifting her long dark hair to expose her necklace.


Alden hesitated only a second before he sliced through the silver band. Her pendant landed next to Fitz’s, followed by Keefe’s.


“Yours will be trickier to remove,” Alden reminded Dex and Sophie.


The Council added extra security measures after the Neverseen used their pendants to convince everyone Sophie and Dex had drowned instead of been kidnapped. Both of them even had trees in the Wanderling Woods—the elves’ equivalent of a graveyard—from the funerals their families had held.


Alden’s brow beaded with sweat as he pried at the thick metal until the cords broke free. “I’ll need to remove your nexuses, as well,” he said, pulling out a dime-size disk.


Sophie sighed.


Another very important detail she’d overlooked . . .


A nexus was a safety device meant to hold their bodies together during light leaps, but the force field it created could be tracked.


“I guess I didn’t plan this running-away thing very well, did I?” Sophie mumbled.


“It’s not the kind of thing one can plan for,” Alden reassured her. “And do not expect yourself to think of everything. You’re part of a team now. Everyone works together and helps.”


The words would’ve been a lot more comforting if her “team” hadn’t forgotten the same important things—though Fitz, Keefe, and Biana were already nexus-free. Their concentration strength had reached the required level. Dex was almost there too. The meter on his wide blue cuff had less than a quarter of the way to go.


When Alden pressed the tiny disk against it, the level surged to full.


“I’ve been tempted to do that myself,” Dex admitted as he slipped the nexus off his wrist. “But I didn’t want to cheat.”


“Wise choice,” Alden agreed. “Having the ability to do something does not mean it’s the safest course of action. It also does not give us permission to break the law.”


“It does when the law is stupid,” Keefe argued.


“I wish I could disagree. But look at where we are.” Alden gathered their fallen pendants and tucked them into his cape pockets along with Dex’s nexus. “There was a time when I believed in the infallibility of our world. But now . . . we must rely on our own moral compasses. Right here”—he pressed his hand to his heart—“we know what is necessary and true. You all must hold to that and let it guide you through what lies ahead. But I’ve let myself get sidetracked. Sophie, let’s take care of those nexuses.”


Thanks to Elwin, her overprotective physician, Sophie had to wear one on each wrist. He’d also locked her nexuses so they couldn’t unlatch, even though both of her meters were full. She’d faded several times during leaps—one of which had nearly killed her. But that was before the Black Swan had enhanced her concentration and healed her abilities.


Still, Sophie reached for the Fade Fuel she wore around her neck in case of emergencies. It hung next to her allergy remedy, both vials tucked safely under her T-shirt. She hadn’t needed either elixir in weeks, but she felt better having them. Especially as Alden produced a twisted silver key and unlocked each of her nexuses.


She stopped him as he examined her third black cuff. “That’s one of Dex’s inventions.”


“I call it the Sucker Punch,” Dex said proudly. “It releases a burst of air when you swing your arm, so you can punch way harder than normal.”


“Very clever,” Alden told him. “And a good thing for you to have. Though, Dex, I’m hoping you’ve learned the dangers of inventing new weapons.”


Dex’s shoulders drooped as he promised that he had. Dex had built the painful ability-restricting circlet that the Council had forced Sophie to wear, not realizing it would be her punishment for what had happened with the ogre king.


She nudged him with her elbow and smiled to remind him that she’d forgiven him. But he kept his eyes fixed on the floor.


“I think that takes care of everything,” Alden said. “Though you all must remember to look out for one another. Fitz and Biana, share your concentration with Dex when you’re leaping. And Keefe, I want you to help Sophie.”


“Oh, I will,” Keefe promised with a wink.


“We all will,” Fitz corrected.


“Hey, I can take care of myself,” Sophie argued. “I’m the one bringing us to Florence, remember?”


The blue leaping crystals all led to the same place in each Forbidden City, which would make it easier for someone to follow them. So they’d be teleporting to Italy, an ability only Sophie had—thanks to a surprise side effect of the way the Black Swan had altered her DNA.


“All of you can take care of yourselves,” Alden said, “but you are stronger when you work together. You must also have a leader to keep the team organized, so Fitz, since you’re the eldest, I’m putting you in charge.”


“Hey, wait a minute,” Keefe argued, “he’s only older by a few months.”


“Uh, by ‘few,’ you mean eleven,” Fitz corrected.


Dex snorted. “Dude, you guys are old.”


He glanced smugly at Sophie, and she blushed, hating that she’d been thinking the same thing.


Well . . . she didn’t think Fitz and Keefe were old, but they were definitely older than her.


She’d guessed that Keefe was fourteen, which would make Fitz at least fifteen—but they could be even older than that. . . .


It was hard to keep track of age in the Lost Cities. The elves didn’t pay that much attention to it, thanks to their indefinite lifespans. In fact, Sophie had no idea how old any of her friends actually were. No one ever mentioned their birthdays. Maybe that meant Sophie wasn’t supposed to care about age either—but she was very aware that she was only thirteen and a half, and the difference between her and the boys felt huge.


“Hey, I’m the one who knows where we’re going,” Fitz said. “So I’m in charge, and . . . I guess we should probably head out. Though, wait—what about Mom? Shouldn’t we say goodbye?”


Alden glanced at Biana. “Your mother has to take care of something at the moment. But she told me to tell you she’ll see you soon.”


Fitz didn’t look very satisfied by that answer. But he didn’t argue, either.


Alden turned to Sophie, not quite meeting her eyes. “I . . . offered Grady and Edaline a sedative a few minutes ago, and they decided to take it. We feared what would happen when they actually had to watch you leave. So they told me to tell you that they love you and that they left a note for you in your backpack.”


The lump in Sophie’s throat made it hurt for her to nod, but she forced herself to do it. Grady and Edaline were her adoptive family, and she hated leaving without seeing them. But she doubted they were strong enough to handle another tearful goodbye, given everything that had happened.


They’d lived in a deep fog of depression ever since they’d lost their only daughter, Jolie, to a fire seventeen years earlier. And now Sophie had discovered that Brant, Jolie’s former fiancé—who Grady and Edaline had been caring for as if he were part of their family—had been the one to set the fire that killed her. Brant had been hiding that he was a Pyrokinetic—the elves’ only forbidden talent—and joined the Neverseen because he hated living as a Talentless. But when Jolie discovered his betrayal and tried to convince him to change his ways, he lost his temper and sparked the flames that accidentally took her life.


The guilt and grief had left Brant dangerously unstable. He’d even tried to kill Grady and Sophie when they went to confront him. Grady had been so furious, he’d used his ability as a Mesmer to make Brant burn off his own hand. Sophie had barely managed to stop Grady before he went too far and ruined his own sanity. She’d also had to let Brant escape in order to get the information she needed to save her friends.


“All right, we’ve lost enough time,” Alden said, pulling the five of them close for a hug. “Remember, this is not goodbye forever. It is simply goodbye for now.”


Sophie felt tears slip down her cheeks as Fitz asked, “Do you want us to let you know when we get there?”


“No, I cannot know anything about what you’re doing. None of us can.”


“Do you think the Council will order memory breaks?” Sophie whispered.


“No, the Council will not sink to that level. Plus, they know we are too prominent and powerful. It is simply wise to be cautious. I promise there’s no reason to worry.”


Sophie sighed.


No reason to worry were Alden’s favorite words. And she’d learned to never believe them.


“Come on,” Biana said, pulling open Everglen’s shimmering doors.


They tromped down the shadowy path in silence.


“I never thought I’d say this,” Keefe said, “but I really miss having Gigantor tagging along with us.”


Sophie nodded, wishing her seven-foot-tall goblin bodyguard was healthy enough to join them. Sandor had been thrown off an icy cliff during the ambush on Mount Everest and broken pretty much every bone in his body. Elwin had assured her that he’d be okay, but Sandor had a long road to recovery before him.


Not as long as the road we’re about to travel, Sophie thought as she spotted Everglen’s enormous gates through the gloomy night. The glowing yellow bars absorbed all passing light, preventing anyone from leaping inside.


“Time to run,” Alden whispered.


Teleporting only worked when they were free-falling, and the bluffs they needed to jump off were beyond Everglen’s protection.


Fitz wiped his eyes. “Tell Mom we love her, okay?”


“We love you, too, Dad,” Biana added.


“And don’t let the Councillors anywhere near my family,” Dex begged.


“You have my word,” Alden promised. “And I won’t let them near Grady and Edaline, either.”


Sophie nodded, her mind racing with a million things she wanted to say. Only one really mattered. “Don’t let Grady go after Brant.”


Alden took her hands. “I won’t.”


Everyone looked at Keefe.


“Tell my dad . . . that I’ve been hiding his favorite cape in a closet on the twenty-ninth floor. But don’t tell him the door is rigged with gulon gas. Let him find that out on his own.”


“Is that really all you want to say, Keefe?” Alden asked.


Keefe shrugged. “What else is there?”


Alden wrapped Keefe in a hug and whispered something in Keefe’s ear. Whatever it was made Keefe’s eyes water.


Sophie’s eyes did the same as Alden opened the gates.


The five friends stared at the towering forest and locked hands.


Slowly, together, they took the first step into the darkness. They’d just crossed the threshold when a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows—not a black cloak like the Neverseen wore.


A diamond-encrusted silver cloak.


The style worn by the Councillors.





TWO


IT’S OKAY,” A fragile voice promised as the figure threw back her shimmering hood. Blond ringlets cascaded around the beautiful, familiar face of a weary-looking Councillor Oralie.


Her pink-jeweled circlet was noticeably absent as she told them, “I came here on my own.”


Alden lowered his hand, which was holding a melder—a small silver gadget that caused instant, painful paralysis. “How long before the others arrive?”


“Not long. Bronte and Terik are still arguing, but they will gain nothing. There is too much fear and fury clouding the others’ reason.” Oralie trailed her graceful fingers across her arms, shivering in the moonlight. She was an Empath, like Keefe and his father, and Sophie had never seen her look so pained.


“What will their punishments be?” Alden asked.


Oralie lowered her eyes. “Dex and Keefe will be suspended until midterm and placed under constant chaperone. Fitz and Biana will be suspended for a week and given a month of Sanctuary service—”


“Wait a minute,” Dex interrupted. “How come they get off easier?”


“Their family holds a tremendous legacy in our world,” Oralie reminded him.


The Vackers were practically elvin royalty. They had more relatives in the nobility than any other family. Meanwhile, Dex’s father had never manifested a special ability, and talent was all that mattered in the Lost Cities, not wealth or skin color or age. The elves considered it a fair way of separating people. But Sophie wasn’t sure there was any fair way to separate people. Those without abilities couldn’t join the nobility, and if they married anyone except another Talentless, it was ruled a “bad match.” Dex’s mother had married Dex’s father anyway, but the scorn had haunted Dex his whole life.


“So that’s how it is?” Keefe asked. “Now that we know the truth about my mom, my family’s garbage?”


“Not garbage,” Oralie corrected. “But your father has been removed as an Emissary. The Councillors do not trust that an Empath could be completely blind to his wife’s betrayal.”


Keefe blinked several times, then barked a loud, cold laugh. “Well, I guess I can’t say my mom never did anything for me. I almost wish I could be there when you break the news.”


Title and stature meant everything to Keefe’s father, often at the expense of kindness and love toward his son. So Sophie could understand Keefe’s rejoicing—but she was surprised to feel a sliver of sympathy for Lord Cassius. In one night he’d lost his wife and his beloved title. And in the morning he’d discover his only son had run away.


“What about me?” Sophie asked. “What did they decide for my punishment?”


“That is still the subject of much debate,” Oralie said quietly, “but most likely they will banish you to Exillium.”


Sophie couldn’t decide which part of that sentence was more terrifying. She knew nothing about the mysterious school called Exillium, but she’d been told many times that she did not want to go there. And to be banished?


Sure, she was running away—but banishment sounded so permanent.


“Exillium is relegated to the Neutral Territories,” Oralie whispered, “a part of our world far too dangerous for you to visit. Especially now.”


“Why especially now?” Alden asked.


“The ogres are stirring—at least, that is what I fear. Which is why I came to give you this.” Oralie snapped her fingers and a small glass sphere appeared in her palm. Sophie hadn’t realized Oralie was a Conjurer.


“Your cache?” Alden said, taking a step back.


“Actually, this is Kenric’s,” Oralie corrected. “He gave it to me, before he . . .”


She didn’t say the final word, but it cut deep all the same. Councillor Kenric had been one of the first Councillors Sophie had met, and he’d quickly become one of her favorites. He’d been warm and kind and quick to smile, and had always taken her side. But he’d been murdered a few weeks ago, during Fintan’s disastrous healing.


Fintan was the Pyrokinetic who’d trained Brant for the Neverseen. He’d suffered a memory break for his treason, but had managed to protect his secrets. When Sophie discovered she could heal minds, the Council ordered her to heal Fintan, and during the healing, Fintan had found the strength to spark an inferno of Everblaze.


Sophie had managed to grab Fitz and Oralie and teleport to safety—but Kenric had been lost to the flames. Sophie’s only consolation was that Fintan died in his own blaze.


Oralie took Sophie’s hand, placing the cache carefully in her palm. Seven glittering stones were set inside, each a different color.


“Kenric made me promise to give this to you if anything happened to him,” she whispered, “to make sure you’d be protected.”


“Does that mean he suspected his life was in danger?” Alden asked.


“We both did. Though I should’ve done more to help.” Tears slipped down Oralie’s cheeks. “I should’ve done so many things.”


Councillors weren’t allowed to marry or have children, in order to remain impartial in their decisions. But Sophie had seen a connection between Kenric and Oralie and suspected they’d been in love. They could’ve resigned from the Council and chosen to be together, but for some reason they’d kept their lives separate.


“He believed in you,” Oralie said, tracing a soft finger down Sophie’s cheek. “He told me you were the spark of change our world needed. So keep his gift close, and if the Council catches you, use his cache to buy your freedom. Do not let them send you to Exillium. You must also take this.” She handed Sophie an Imparter, a small silver square that worked like a videophone. “It cannot be traced or tracked—and I’m the only one you’ll be able to contact with it. This way we have means to contact each other.”


“What if the Council discovers your involvement?” Alden asked. “They will surely see this as treason.”


“Sometimes rebellion is the only course of wisdom. As all of you well know.” Oralie turned back to Sophie, and her mouth curved with a word. But by the time it slipped from her lips, it had changed to, “I must go.”


She raised her pathfinder to the moonlight and glittered away before Sophie could blink.


“Now that’s what I call mysterious,” Keefe said. “Foster, you should be taking notes. And who else wants to play with this cache thingy and see what it does?”


“You will do nothing of the sort!” Alden told him. “And you must not let anyone know you have it—I wouldn’t even tell the Black Swan. Our world could crumble if that cache fell into the wrong hands.”


“Really?” Sophie asked. It looked like one of the cheap marbles she used to play with as a kid.


“The object itself is not the danger. It’s what the cache contains. What do you think the biggest threat to our world is?” Alden asked.


“The ogres?” Sophie guessed.


“Actually, it is knowledge,” Alden corrected. “Information holds unimaginable power, and some things are too dangerous to be known—even by the Councillors. So they lock the most disturbing secrets away before having them erased from their minds. They’re called the Forgotten Secrets, and they are stored in what you hold there. Each Councillor vows to guard their cache with their lives. Oralie has taken an enormous risk by giving this to you. She’s also given you our world’s most valuable bargaining chip.”


Sophie rolled the glinting marble around her shaking palm, tempted to give such a huge responsibility back. But she owed it to Kenric to protect his gift. Plus, Oralie’s vague warnings had made it sound like she was going to need it.


“Come on,” she told her friends, shoving the cache into her deepest pocket. “We should get to the Black Swan.”


She reached for Fitz’s hand, and Keefe took her other hand. Biana clung tightly to her brother, leaving Dex to choose between Keefe and Biana.


“I won’t bite,” Keefe told Dex. “Ow—but no need to get squeezy!”


None of them looked back as they sprinted into the trees. They wove around fallen branches and gnarled roots, making so many turns Sophie feared they were lost, until her ears picked up the telltale whoosh of waves. The forest parted a few steps farther, revealing a steep ocean bluff.


“I’m going to open my mind to yours so you can finally show me where we’re going,” she told Fitz.


“I don’t have anything to show you,” Fitz said. “I just know we’re supposed to start at the Path of the Privileged.”


Sophie dropped Fitz’s hand. “I have no idea what that is. And what do you mean by ‘start’?”


“That was the first instruction,” Fitz said.


“Instruction?” Sophie asked. “Or riddle?”


“I guess it could be a riddle,” Fitz mumbled. “But I didn’t think they’d do that this time.”


“Dude, have you met the Black Swan?” Keefe asked.


“I know,” Fitz said. “But I figured for something this important they’d be clear.”


Sophie backed away so she wouldn’t be tempted to shove Fitz off the cliff. “Okay”—deep breath—“what exactly did the riddle say?”


Fitz handed her a scrap of paper where he’d written the complete message.


Take the Path of the Privileged


Past eyes that watch eternal, and blood turned precious.


Seek the tower that would not yield for the next steps of your journey.


“Get anything from that, Foster?” Keefe asked, reading over her shoulder.


“Of course not,” Sophie grumbled. “Why didn’t you tell us about this earlier so we could’ve done some research?”


Fitz tore his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry. I guess I messed up.”


“And you didn’t see anything else?” Keefe asked him. “You searched Foster’s mind for a while.”


“Only a few minutes,” Fitz argued.


Keefe grabbed Fitz’s wrist and pressed his fingers against the exposed skin. “Hate to break it to you, but I can tell you’re hiding something.”


“Empaths,” Fitz grumbled.


“Just keeping you honest. So spill. What did you see in the Mysterious Miss F.’s mind?”


Fitz turned to Sophie, and even in the dim light she could see the red flush in his cheeks. “I might have seen some other stuff—but it wasn’t really thoughts. It was more like . . . feelings.”


“Oh?” Keefe asked as Sophie’s stomach filled with bubbling lava. “Does that mean you—”


“We’re wasting time!” Sophie interrupted. “The Council could be here any second, and I still have no idea where we’re supposed to be going.”


“Okay,” Keefe said, following her as she stalked to the edge of the cliff. “So . . . we still need to go to Florence, right? The Black Swan told you that?” When Fitz nodded, Keefe asked Sophie, “Doesn’t your photographic memory have a few pictures of the city tucked away?”


She had seen pictures of Florence, but . . . “That doesn’t tell us where we go after that.”


“We’ll figure it out. And once we do, we’ll all smack Fitz a few times and tell the Black Swan to knock it off with the lame, non-rhyming riddles. In the meantime”—Keefe grabbed Sophie’s hand again—“we’re doing this thing!”


They’d barely locked hands before Keefe pulled them off the cliff’s edge.





THREE


KEEFE LAUGHED WHILE everyone screamed and thrashed as they plummeted toward the ocean. “Wow, what a buncha babies. Don’t worry, Foster’s on it.”


His confidence melted some of the fog in Sophie’s head—enough to let her focus on the energy rushing with her adrenaline. She shoved the force out of her mind and thunder cracked the sky, sending them crashing into the void.


As they drifted with the darkness, Sophie imagined a picture she’d seen of Florence: Marble churches. Red rooftops. A golden river lined with colorful buildings.


She homed in on her favorite landmark: the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. Thunder clapped again, splitting the blackness with blinding light.


They slipped through the glowing crack and tumbled into a crowded courtyard, crashing into a marble wall and collapsing in a pile.


“Still gotta work out these landings,” Keefe groaned as he scooted out from under Fitz.


Sophie was much more focused on the pain in her head as hundreds of voices sliced through her mind. Human thoughts broadcast like radio waves, even with her impenetrable blocking. Luckily, she’d learned how to shield her mind by imagining an invisible barrier around her head.


Fitz rubbed his temples, clearly doing the same thing, but she refused to return the weary smile he gave her. Now they were lost in a Forbidden City and it was all his fault.


“It smells weird,” Biana said.


“Probably human pollution,” Fitz explained. “I don’t remember it being this strong, though.”


“Me either,” Sophie said. The air felt thick in her throat, and it had a bizarre caramel smell. Not at all what she’d expected for the land of pasta and garlic.


“So, are we invisible?” Dex asked, watching the crowds milling around them. “Or are they just more interested in that big domed thing.” He pointed to the famous Duomo across the courtyard.


“Probably both.” Fitz removed a small black orb from his satchel. “My dad gave me an obscurer to help us stay hidden.”


The gadget bent light and sound in a limited radius, camouflaging anything inside.


“Are you serious?” Biana asked. “Then what was the point of these ugly costumes?”


“It’s called being careful,” Fitz told her.


“Plus, I get to be Batman!” Keefe added. “But I’m done with the jacket. Why is it so hot here?”


“Too many people, not enough trees,” Fitz said as he took off his scarf and coat, leaving him in a rather tight blue T-shirt.


Biana ditched her sweatshirt, revealing a yellow screen-printed tee. “I liked that this one had a few girls,” she told Sophie, pointing to the group shot of the X-Men. “Even if they have super weird hair.”


“Uh, there’s a guy who has blue fur all over his body, and you’re focusing on the girls’ hair?” Keefe asked. “And hey, that clawed dude’s yellow shirt might be as tight as Fitz’s!”


“Jealous?” Fitz asked, flexing rather impressive muscles.


“Shouldn’t we try to figure out where we’re going?” Dex asked, shoving his sweatshirt into his satchel and hugging his skinny arms against his chest.


“Probably,” Keefe agreed. “But first—what is that?” He pointed to the drippy ice cream a family was devouring. “Whatever it is, I want some!”


“I think that’s gelato,” Sophie told him. “And forget it.”


“Actually, I think it’s a good idea,” Fitz said.


Keefe leaned closer to Sophie. “In case you were wondering—that is why he’s my best friend.”


Sophie sighed. “Even if we had time, how would you pay for it?”


Her friends were used to buying everything with their birth funds—a special account set up when they were born, with more money than they could ever use in a lifetime. But it was useless outside of the Lost Cities.


“Won’t this stuff work?” Dex asked, pulling out a wad of crinkled, colored paper. “I had it left over from when we were in that other Forbidden City after we got kidnapped.”


Paris and Florence did accept the same currency, but . . . “We don’t have time for gelato!” Sophie said.


Keefe draped his arm around her shoulders. “Foster, Foster, Foster. Live a little.”


“You know he’s going to keep pushing until he gets what he wants, right?” Biana asked.


“Fiiiiiiiiiiiiiine,” Sophie mumbled. “Give me the money. I’ll be right back.”


“We’re coming with you,” Dex said.


“Uh-uh. I’m going to have to be visible to buy something. And together we’d be way too conspicuous.”


“But we’re in costume!” Biana argued.


“Yeah, but you guys will still stand out. I mean . . . look at you. You look like models.”


“Wait, is Foster saying she thinks we’re hot?” Keefe asked.


“I think she is.” And the huge grin dimpling Dex’s cheeks was practically beaming.


Sophie wanted to deny it, but the truth was, elves were way prettier than humans. Even Dex with his messy strawberry blond hair was ten times cuter than any human boy his age.


“I’m just saying you guys will draw a lot of attention,” Sophie said. “Especially since you don’t speak Italian.”


She pointed to two portrait artists sitting in the shade of the Duomo, waving their hands as they talked. As a Polyglot, Sophie could tell they were discussing their favorite soccer teams. But the rest of her friends only spoke the elves’ Enlightened Language. Fitz knew a little English from his time searching for her, but that wouldn’t get him far in Italy.


“Sophie’s right. The less we’re all seen, the better. But I’m going with her.” Fitz handed Keefe the obscurer and snatched some money from Dex. “No one wanders off alone.”


“Fine.” Sophie was still mad at him, but they also needed to talk.


“I can’t believe we’re wasting time on this,” she said as Fitz followed her through the crowds of tourists. It was so strange to see gray hair and wrinkles and glasses and canes after so much time around the ageless elves.


“I get that we’re in danger,” Fitz said. “But that’s why I thought this was a good idea.” He scooted closer, lowering his voice as they passed a group of girls ogling him. “I mean . . . aren’t you worried about how everyone’s holding up? Biana seems really nervous, doesn’t she? And Keefe is barely keeping it together. I’m sure Dex has to be freaking out too. So if gelato makes them happy, don’t you think that’s worth it?”


“I guess I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “But still, we’d have more time for things like gelato if you’d told me what the Black Swan’s instructions were before we left and let me work on solving the riddle.”


“I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to drive you crazy. I was worried you’d sneak away without us if I told you.”


The thought had crossed her mind—several times . . .


“I just want to keep everyone safe,” she mumbled.


“I know. So do I. And yet we’re both making it worse. So why don’t we stop trying to do it all on our own and start acting like a team?”


He held out his hand, and Sophie reluctantly shook it, feeling slightly gleeful when the ogling girls gasped.


Her smile faded as she remembered the other subject they needed to cover. “So, um . . . if we’re really going to be a team, don’t you think you should tell me what you saw in my mind?”


“I didn’t see as much as you’re probably thinking,” Fitz said carefully, “and I couldn’t understand it, anyway.”


“What does that mean?”


“It’s hard to explain. I ended up in this crazy place Mr. Forkle called your emotional center. Now I get why Keefe’s always talking about how intense your emotions are. It was super overwhelming.”


“And that was where you were when Mr. Forkle said, ‘Remember this place. You may need it’?”


Fitz nodded. “He didn’t say why, though.”


“Of course not.” That wasn’t how Mr. Forkle worked. He was the only member of the Black Swan she’d met in person, but she still knew nothing about him. Even his name was a fake human identity he’d created to disguise himself as her next-door neighbor.


She wanted to ask Fitz more, but she’d spotted a small gelateria at the end of the alley.


“Think we should ask the shopkeeper if she knows about the Path of the Privileged?” Fitz asked as they peeked through the windows.


“I doubt she knows,” Sophie said. “But it’s worth a try.”


Her mouth watered as they made their way inside and studied the shiny bins heaped with sculpted mounds of colorful gelato. Every flavor looked amazing, so Sophie took the shopkeeper’s advice and ordered five cups of the melone.


“Okay, I don’t know what’s in this,” Fitz said as he took a heaping spoonful, “but it might be better than mallowmelt.”


Sophie wasn’t sure anything could beat the gooey cookie-cake thing elves made—but the gelato did come pretty close.


“Can you think of anywhere that could be called the Path of the Privileged?” Fitz asked the shopkeeper, his accent even crisper with the English words.


When the shopkeeper didn’t answer, Sophie repeated the question in Italian, adding, “It’s for a school assignment. Our teachers have us doing a scavenger hunt, and that’s one of the clues they gave us.”


“I bet your teacher wants you to learn on your own, not let adults do your work for you,” the shopkeeper said, wagging her finger. “But since you at least spoke to me in my language, I will tell you that your teacher probably means the Vasari Corridor.”


As soon as the woman said the name, a dozen different facts clicked in Sophie’s memory. The Vasari Corridor was a historic walkway the Medicis had built between their palaces, so they could move through the city without having to walk among their people.


“Can you tell us how to get there?” Sophie asked, paying for their gelato as Fitz gathered the cups for Keefe, Dex, and Biana.


“One of the entrances is across the Arno, near the grottos at the Palazzo Pitti,” the shopkeeper told her. “The other is at the Uffizi Gallery. But there’s no point walking to either. All landmarks are closed today because of the fire.”


The sweet melon flavor turned sour on Sophie’s tongue. “What fire?”


“Late last night, at the Palazzo Vecchio. It breaks my heart. All that precious history lost because of some selfish arsonist.”





FOUR


IT HAS TO be Brant,” Sophie whispered as she watched the firemen rush around the Piazza della Signoria.


They’d ignored the shopkeeper’s warnings, using their obscurer to slip past the police blockades. The fire hadn’t killed anyone, and it had been extinguished before it spread to other buildings. But the famous Palazzo Vecchio’s stone walls were blackened and crumbling, and the clock tower was leaning more than the Tower of Pisa. The crowds behind them were crying, and Sophie understood their grief. She’d felt the same way the day she watched the elves’ capital city of Eternalia consumed by Everblaze.


“That wasn’t the building we needed, was it?” Fitz asked as they jumped out of the way of two firemen. “I thought the entrance to the corridor was in some place with a weird name?”


“The Uffizi,” Sophie agreed, pointing to the arched building next to the ruined palace. “But the police have closed all the landmarks, and an obscurer won’t fool sensors and alarms.”


“Well, I don’t think we should stay here,” Fitz said. “The Neverseen could be watching.”


“How do you know it’s them?” Dex asked. “Don’t humans have fires all the time?”


“Can’t you smell it?” Sophie asked.


Keefe sniffed the air. “It smells like burned sugar.”


“Exactly. I should’ve recognized it earlier. That’s how the San Diego fires smelled. And Brant set those.” She glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to spot a figure in a hooded black cloak.


“But how could it be him?” Dex asked. “He was super messed up when he fled to the ogres. He’d lost a hand and, like, most of his face.”


Sophie shuddered, trying not to picture Brant’s bloody, blistered skin. He hadn’t been able to walk on his own—couldn’t even reach for his pathfinder. He’d forced her to get it for him as part of their deal to save her friends.


“He survived Jolie’s fire,” she said, remembering Brant’s old scars.


She hoped a few of them were left. He deserved to be reminded of the life he’d destroyed.


“Or maybe the Black Swan set the fire themselves,” Dex suggested, “to hide from the Council or something.”


“Do they have any Pyrokinetics?” Biana asked.


“I hope not,” Sophie said. “But even if they do, why would they burn the place they instructed us to go?”


“Because this place wasn’t part of their instructions,” Fitz reminded her. “This is the building next door.”


“But it still makes it ten times harder for us to get to them,” Sophie said.


“Uh, you guys are totally ignoring the much more important question,” Keefe interrupted. He pointed across the courtyard to a weathered marble statue. “Am I the only one who’s noticed that dude is naked?”


Sophie rolled her eyes. “That’s the David.”


“I don’t care what his name is,” Keefe said. “I still don’t want to see his stuff.”


“I’m with Keefe on this one,” Dex jumped in.


“Me too,” Biana agreed, blushing bright pink.


“Yeah, why isn’t he wearing clothes?” Fitz asked, looking anywhere but at the statue.


“Because it’s art!” Sophie said. “Most of the old painters and sculptors did nudes. They were studying the human body or something, I don’t know—why are we talking about this?”


“You’re right,” Fitz said. “We need a plan. Personally, I think we should keep following the Black Swan’s clues. Once we get into that corridor, I bet the rest of their instructions will make sense. We just need to figure out how to get past security and—”


“I’m on it,” Dex said, heading toward the Uffizi.


Fitz grabbed his arm. “We all have to walk together to stay in the range of the obscurer.”


Dex muttered something about “power trips” as Fitz took the lead. They wove carefully around all the firemen and reporters, reaching the entrance of the museum without bumping anyone.


Dex pressed his palms against the stone facade. “You were right about the crazy security, Sophie.”


“Can you disable it?” Biana asked.


“Only temporarily. How do we get to this corridor thing?”


“On the upper floor, through a plain, unmarked door.” Sophie could see it perfectly in her mind, which felt strange, since she’d never been there.


“Okay, I can buy us some time,” Dex said, “but I’m going to have to ruin the obscurer.”


“Is that the only way?” Fitz asked.


“No, I thought it’d be fun to make things extra hard and dangerous!”


“Hey,” Sophie said, stepping between them, “no time for fighting.”


Dex glowered at Fitz as he went back to work, twisting the obscurer apart and tinkering with the gears. He pulled out several cogs and springs and shoved them into his pocket before closing it back up. “Here, Wonderboy. Catch.”


Fitz caught it with his mind.


Telekinesis.


It was an elvin skill Sophie rarely used, thanks to an epic splotching match where she’d accidentally flung Fitz into a wall. But Fitz clearly didn’t share her reservations. He spun the obscurer a few times, probably to annoy Dex, then dropped the gadget into his hand.


“As soon as I open the door,” Dex told Fitz, “roll that in. Then we run. Everyone ready?”


Dex didn’t bother waiting for a reply before he tapped his fingertips against the lock and the door clicked open. “Now!”


Fitz bowled the obscurer into the museum and it streaked across the floor, blaring white noise and blinding everyone with a flash.


“How are we supposed to see where we’re going?” Sophie asked as Dex pulled her into the museum.


“We aren’t,” Dex said. “But no one can see us, either.”


“Ow, I just hit my shoulder,” Biana cried.


“Maybe it was on another naked statue,” Keefe suggested.


“EWWW, WHAT IF IT WAS?!”


“Will you two be quiet?” Fitz yelled. “Everyone follow my voice. I found the stairs.”


They climbed to the second floor, where the light was slightly less blinding.


“Which way?” Fitz asked.


“I think we’re supposed to go west,” Sophie said. “Everyone look for a green room and a plain wooden doorway.”


They walked by it at first, but Biana doubled back and called them over.


Fitz rattled the locked doors until Dex pushed him aside. “Leave this to the experts.”


Several agonizing seconds passed.


“Any time now,” Fitz said.


“Sorry, this lock makes no sense. Wait—got it!”


They raced into the corridor, and Dex flicked on the lights before turning to latch the doors behind him.


“Whoa, this place is huge,” Sophie whispered as they climbed the grand stairway. She’d been expecting a dark, cramped hall, but this really was the Path of the Privileged. The entrance ceiling was gilded and decorated with frescoes, and the walls were covered in priceless paintings.


“Better hurry,” Dex said, running to catch up with them. “The tweaks I did to the lock won’t last. Plus, I can feel cameras, and it would waste too much time trying to deal with them. The obscurer flash might’ve fried their circuits, but it’s better to keep your head down. And let’s get cracking on that next clue.”


“Wasn’t it the one with the blood?” Biana asked. “If it was, think it has anything to do with this?”


They stopped in front of a cluster of portraits that looked like they’d been burned and pieced back together.


“No. Those paintings were destroyed during a terrorist attack back in the 1990s,” Sophie whispered. “I can’t imagine the Black Swan would ever call that ‘blood turned precious.’ ”


Biana shuddered. “Humans are so awful to each other.”


“Uh, didn’t a Pyrokinetic elf just burn another building earlier today?” Keefe asked.


“Are you saying elves are as bad as humans?” Biana asked.


“I’m saying we’re not as different as we should be. Certain elves, especially.” The bitterness in his voice made it clear he meant his mom.


“Come on, let’s keep moving,” Sophie said, then realized they were forgetting a clue. Before the “blood turned precious” they needed “eyes that watch eternal.”


Could it mean the portraits staring at them?


That didn’t feel right.


Then she spotted a barred round window.


“Is this the one we saw in your memory?” Fitz asked.


“It’s hard to tell. The scene in my head was from the other side of the wall. But I just remembered that these windows were called Cosimo’s eyes. They were his way of keeping watch as he walked through the city. That’s the next clue.”


“Great, so now the blood part is next?” Biana asked with a grimace.


“Actually, I think I know what that means—and it’s not as bad as you’re thinking.”


Sophie confirmed it a few minutes later when they reached a row of wide panorama-size windows. “Yep, we’re on the Ponte Vecchio now. There are a bunch of gold shops lining the bridge underneath us, but they used to be butchers. The Medicis didn’t like the smell, so they moved the gold merchants here.”


Biana gagged. “I still can’t believe humans eat animals. Did you do that, Sophie?”


“Hey—check out that view,” Keefe said, saving Sophie from having to answer. “I’ll give humans this, they make their own kind of beauty. Even if that river looks pretty brown.”


The Arno River definitely wasn’t an inviting color, but it was lined on each side by pastel buildings, many with terraces and window boxes, like a scene from a painting. But the panoramic view also reminded Sophie of another less-than-awesome human fact. The windows they were looking through had been added for Adolf Hitler. He’d probably stood right where they were.


“Let’s go,” Sophie said, needing to get away from the evil in the air.


The elves might have done some terrible things over time—but she doubted they could ever match human monsters like Hitler.


“We must be getting close to the next clue,” she said, trying to stay focused. “Anyone see a tower? I’m guessing it’s part of the corridor somehow.”


“What do you think they mean about it not yielding?” Fitz asked as the corridor made a sharp turn.


Then another.


And another.


Sophie stopped. “I think we’re here. Vasari tore down pretty much anything in his way when he built this corridor. But there was a family named the Mannellis who refused to let their building be knocked down. So Vasari detoured the corridor around it, and I think that’s what we just did.”


Keefe smirked. “Look who knows all the things.”


Sophie looked away. Having to wonder if her memories were hers made her wish she could scrub her brain.


“The clue said this is where we’d find the next steps in our journey,” Fitz said. “Everyone spread out and look for the sign of the swan.”


They combed the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Sophie was starting to worry she’d guessed the clue wrong, when she realized a long scratch under her feet had a very distinctive curve.


“Over here,” she called, tracing her fingers along the mark. The curve deviated from its design to make a full circle—but she could still tell it was the sign of the swan.


“I feel a latch,” Dex said, pressing his palm against the floor. He twisted his hand a few times, miming turning a doorknob, and a quiet click made the floor drop away.


They stared at the rusty ladder leading down into the misty darkness.


“Okay, so who wants to climb down into the scary pit of doom first?” Keefe asked.


“I’ll go,” Sophie said.


“Nope,” Fitz told her. “You’ve almost died enough times. Time to let me take a turn.”


“Or you could just be careful,” Sophie said.


He flashed his perfect smile. “That works too.”


He slipped one leg into the opening, testing his weight on the rung before stepping onto the ladder.


“Once I see what’s at the bottom I’ll let you know if it’s safe.” He stepped down another rung. Then another.


The darkness swallowed him on the next step, and Sophie kept one hand poised on the ladder, ready to rush down at the first sound of danger.


After an agonizingly long time Fitz shouted, “All clear!”


“Yes,” another voice called—one Sophie would’ve recognized even if he hadn’t started the next sentence with his favorite expression. “You kids took your sweet time getting here!”





FIVE


SOPHIE HAD ASSUMED the Black Swan would be done with disguises now that they were letting her and her friends join. But when she reached the bottom of the murky tunnel, she found Mr. Forkle looking as shriveled and swollen as ever. His huge belly barely fit between the curved walls, and the cramped space was filled with the dirty-feet stink of the ruckleberries he ate to alter his appearance.


“Not to complain,” Keefe said as he stepped into the ankle-deep sludge, “but you guys seriously need to pick some better hideouts.”


“This is not our hideout,” Mr. Forkle said, handing them each a pendant.


They breathed on the crystals, and the warmth activated the balefire inside. The pale blue glow seemed especially eerie, but that might’ve been because Sophie despised balefire.


The everlasting flames had been Fintan’s trademark—until he learned to spark Everblaze. But Sophie was still grateful to have light in the claustrophobic tunnel. Especially when she saw the shadowy path ahead.


“Well, that looks fun,” Keefe said, pushing Fitz forward. “Lead the way, buddy!”


“Actually, that path only goes to our demolished hideout,” Mr. Forkle said.


“So it was at the Palazzo Vecchio?” Sophie asked.


“No. That was marked as a decoy. But if the Neverseen found it, we knew it was only a matter of time before they located the real one. So I collapsed our grotto before I came here.”


“Where are we going, then?” Dex asked.


“Through our emergency exit.” Mr. Forkle licked one of the slime-covered bricks, opening a secret door hidden in the wall.


Sophie gagged. “That’s gross.”


“It certainly is, Miss Foster. But let that be a lesson. The best places to hide are the places no one wants to go.”


He was right about that. The air in the tunnel smelled like eggs mixed with skunk spray, and cold slimy muck rained down on their heads as they walked.


“Do you know how the Neverseen found your decoy?” Sophie asked.


“I swear it wasn’t me,” Keefe jumped in. “I threw my Sencen Crest into the ocean, and Elwin melted off a ton of skin, so I am aromark free. Remind me to thank my mom for that one, by the way. So awesome of her to let me lead my friends into ambushes.”


The sharpness in his tone made Sophie reach for his hand.


“I’m fine,” he promised. But he didn’t pull away.


“We do not blame you, Mr. Sencen,” Mr. Forkle said. “We assume they used Gethen. We’d been holding him here after we captured him on Mount Everest—but don’t worry, we’ve relocated him to somewhere much harder to reach. And we’ll figure out what enzyme they’re tracking him with so this won’t happen again.”


“Have you learned anything from him?” Keefe asked, voicing the question Sophie was sure they’d all been thinking.


Gethen was the first member of the Neverseen they’d captured. He’d also been one of Sophie and Dex’s kidnappers.


“Not yet,” Mr. Forkle said. “His mind is . . . tricky. We’ll discuss it more later. Right now, I need to get you to your new homes.”


Sophie wasn’t sure which felt stranger—trying to imagine feeling at home with the Black Swan, or the fact that he’d said “homes.”


“Are we going to be living together?” Biana asked, noticing the plural as well.


“Of course.”


“Will you be living with us?” Sophie asked.


“No. I live in the Lost Cities. I cannot disappear too long without someone noticing my absence.”


“But you lived with humans for twelve years,” Sophie reminded him.


“Yes, and someday I’ll tell you how I managed to escape anyone’s notice.”


“So wait,” Dex said. “Does that mean we could’ve met members of the Black Swan and didn’t know it?”


“I’m sure you have, Mr. Dizznee. Many of us are fans of your father’s store.”


Slurps and Burps was the Lost Cities’ most popular apothecary. Sophie could understand how a covert group would find their serums handy, since many could alter appearances. But it was strange to think she might’ve passed the real Mr. Forkle shopping in the cluttered aisles.


And if the Black Swan hid among them, surely the Neverseen did as well. Sophie wondered if she’d seen the rebels in the streets of Atlantis, or if their kids went to school with her at Foxfire. She ran through a mental list of possible suspects—the primary being her longtime rival, Stina Heks—as Biana said, “So basically, you’re all two different people?”


“Or three,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Perhaps even four or five. And yes, that can be rather challenging.” He lifted his double chin, revealing a registry pendant hidden underneath. “A clever Technopath rigged this to communicate where I want the Council to think I am. But it only covers blocks of time.”


“Should I have done that to our pendants?” Dex asked.


“No, you five have already drawn the Council’s suspicion. Better to sever your ties and seek refuge in our hideout.”


“Any chance we’ll be leaping soon?” Keefe asked as a blob of slime dripped into his hair.


“We won’t be leaping. The ogres have a gadget that can follow the trail of a leap to its source. It’s how they restrict entry to their cities and monitor intruders. Now that we know the Neverseen are working with the ogres, we must assume they’ll try to track us.”


“So we can’t leap anymore?” Fitz asked.


“Not here, when they’re so close.”


The words echoed through the tunnel, turning every shadow into a cloaked figure.


“If they’re close, why aren’t we going after them?” Keefe asked.


“We fight the fights we can win, Mr. Sencen. Right now, the Neverseen have too many advantages. They’re hidden somewhere in the city, likely somewhere with great potential for human casualties. That’s why I have our transport waiting downriver, where they’d never think to look.”


“Uh, not to ask the obvious question,” Dex jumped in, “but why not have us meet you there in the first place?”


“We have reasons for working in riddles, Mr. Dizznee, and convenience is never a consideration. But the trail you followed was incredibly secure.”


“Maybe, if you ignore all the human technology I had to handle,” Dex mumbled. “And you’re lucky Sophie remembered all those weird facts about Florence.”


“Is that what you think it was?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Luck?”


Sophie sighed. “Exactly how many weird memories have you given me?”


“As many as you’ll need.”


“How can you possibly know that?” Fitz asked.


“Very careful planning.”


Sophie stopped walking. “Planning for what?”


“Please keep moving, Miss Foster. We do not have time for such discussions.”


“You’re seriously not going to tell her?” Keefe asked. “Don’t you think she deserves to know?”


“She deserves many things,” Mr. Forkle said. “But most important, she deserves a choice. And in order to give her that choice, she must discover her purpose on her own. There are also things we must keep secret—for her protection and ours.”


“Sandor always says that secrets hinder his ability to protect me,” Sophie reminded him.


“That applies to you keeping secrets from him. Not the other way around,” Mr. Forkle replied. “We must hurry. Our rides won’t wait forever.”


Sophie glanced at her friends, and she didn’t have to be a Telepath to know what they were thinking. After all the risks they’d taken—all the sacrifices they’d made—they’d been hoping the Black Swan would be more . . . cooperative.


But it was too late to turn back. They had to keep moving forward and hope they could convince the Black Swan to work with them.


She clutched the cache in her pocket, glad to know she had a secret of her own as she followed Mr. Forkle out of the tunnel.


The river was empty. No people. No boats. No sign of whatever ride Mr. Forkle had arranged—until he blew into a slim copper whistle. It made no sound, but the brownish water rippled. Bubbles followed, growing larger until a scaly gray-green head popped out of the water.


“Plesiosaurs?” Keefe asked as five more dinosaur heads burst out of the water.


“Eckodons,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Though Miss Foster likely knows them as Nessie.”


Sophie smiled, no longer stunned when human myths turned out to be based on reality. The creatures did have long, hooked necks like the Loch Ness Monster, but their noses were a bit more pointed, and long gills lined their cheeks.


“These are the dinosaurs that use sound vortexes, right?” Fitz asked.


“Precisely why I chose them,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “They will be slower than light leaping, but faster than many other methods. And the Neverseen cannot track us underwater.”


“Underwater?” Sophie repeated as he handed everyone a clear slimy membrane and told them to wrap it around their bags to keep them dry. “How will we breathe?”


“Yeah, I can only hold my breath for fifteen minutes,” Dex said.


“Fifteen minutes?” Sophie repeated. “How can you hold your breath that long?”


“It’s a mind over matter skill,” Mr. Forkle explained. “One very few take the time to learn.”


“My dad said the stuffy nobles underestimate it,” Dex said. “He made us practice all the time.”


“Your father is wise,” Mr. Forkle told him. “Nevertheless, you will not have to hold your breath today. I brought lufterators.”


He passed them each a T-shaped gadget and showed how they put the longer end in their mouths and let the other piece cover their lips and nose. It felt like sucking air through a teeny straw, and it made Sophie dizzy. But after a few tries, her lungs fell into a slower rhythm.


“Do you have any more lufterators?” Biana asked.


“One is all you’ll need,” Mr. Forkle assured her.


“I’d still feel better if I had a spare,” Biana insisted.


“I can check yours to make sure it’s working, if you want,” Dex offered.


“No!” Biana said, a bit too quickly. “I’ll just . . . wait here and you guys can send someone back for me with another.”


“Don’t be absurd, Miss Vacker,” Mr. Forkle said. “We’re all leaving now.”


Biana shot Sophie a desperate Help me! look, but Sophie didn’t understand the problem.


Keefe grabbed Biana’s wrist. “It feels like you’re hiding something . . .”


“I agree,” Mr. Forkle said. “So let’s see what it is, shall we?”


“You don’t have permission to read my thoughts!” Biana shouted.


“I do not need it if you’re endangering us.” Mr. Forkle closed his eyes and Sophie knew there was nothing Biana could do to stop him. Even she couldn’t block him—and he’d designed her mind to be impenetrable.


Biana turned to her brother. “Please, don’t let him do this.”


“It’s already done.” Mr. Forkle said, staring at the empty space behind her. “It appears we have a stowaway.”





SIX


HOW CAN WE have a stowaway?” Fitz asked as Mr. Forkle shouted, “Show yourself!”


Nothing happened for a moment. Then Della appeared behind Biana.


“Mom?” Fitz said, rushing to tackle-hug her before he shouted at his sister. “HOW COULD YOU KEEP THIS SECRET?”


“I made her swear not to say anything,” Della explained. “And I only involved her because I needed to hold on to someone while we were teleporting.”


“Why the subterfuge?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Please tell me you don’t doubt our ability to protect your children?”


“Quite the opposite.” Della straightened her gown, looking like an ocean goddess in aquamarine silk. “I’m here to join the Black Swan.”


The words seemed to dangle, waiting for someone to reach out and grab them.


“Does Dad know?” Fitz asked.


“Of course. He wanted to join, but we decided he’d be more useful if he stayed working with the Council. And my talents are far better suited for covert activities.”


“Ms. Vacker—” Mr. Forkle started.


“Della,” she corrected.


“Your offer is very generous, Ms. Della,” Mr. Forkle emphasized with a slight smile. “But we already have a Vanisher working with us.”


“No one can vanish the way I can. Not even my son—and I’m sure you’ve heard how valuable Alvar has been to the Council.”


She blinked out of sight, reappearing a second later knee-deep in the river. Sophie wasn’t sure what was crazier, how fast Della had moved, or how she hadn’t caused ripples in the water.


“Impressive,” Mr. Forkle admitted when Della reappeared next to Biana and showed how her gown was still dry. “But the question is whether letting you join would be wise. Someone as high profile as yourself—”


“Could be an influential advocate,” Della finished for him. “When the Council finally comes to their senses, do you think the public will instantly trust you? The Vacker name may have had a few controversies lately, but it still holds incredible influence and power.”


Mr. Forkle studied Della. “I see you’ve already removed your registry pendant.”


“I would never put any of you at risk. Plus, I wanted to prove that I’m committed.”


“And yet you make the commitment too lightly.”


“Do I?” Della’s melodic voice hardened. “I’ve trusted my children—and three others who might as well be my family—to your care.”


“Your children’s situation is different,” Mr. Forkle argued. “We both know we can’t leave them to the Council’s caprice.”


“But I could protect them on my own.” Della vanished again, reappearing with a melder pressed to Mr. Forkle’s head. “Do not underestimate me, sir.”


“You’re not the only one with tricks up their sleeve,” Mr. Forkle warned her. He tapped his right temple, and Della’s arm dropped to her side.


“Are you a Mesmer?” Sophie asked, remembering Grady’s similar feats.


“My tricks are more limited,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But the mind is more powerful than the body—never forget that.”


“I won’t,” Della said, vanishing the same instant Mr. Forkle collapsed.


She reappeared, balanced on his belly with one of her jeweled shoes pressed against his throat. He kicked and thrashed, but couldn’t throw her off.


“I believe you’ve proven your point, Ms. Vacker,” he wheezed.


She pressed her shoe down harder. “I told you to call me Della.”


“Whoa, remind me never to get on your mom’s bad side,” Keefe said.


“A valuable lesson for everyone,” Della agreed, jumping to the ground and offering Mr. Forkle a hand up. “Everyone believes I’m the fragile beauty hiding in my husband’s shadow. But I’m far more powerful than anyone imagines.”


“I can see that.” Mr. Forkle wiped mud off his long black tunic. “But I alone cannot approve your admittance into our organization. All I can promise is to bring the matter before our Collective.”


“Collective?” Sophie asked.


“Our ruling order,” Mr. Forkle clarified. “Five overseers, each with equally weighted votes.”


“So there are four other leaders we’ve never met?” Keefe asked.


“There are many members you haven’t met. But that is a good thing. The more people we have helping our cause, the more chance we have of making a difference.”


“All the more reason to let me join,” Della said.


“Perhaps,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “I’ll make the suggestion when I speak with the Collective. But first we have a problem. I did not plan for a stowaway, so we are short one lufterator.”


“I can tweak mine so two can share,” Dex said, bending his into a Z-shape. He made a few more tweaks before holding up the mouthpiece proudly. “Now it works on each end.”


“They’ll have to keep their faces very close together,” Mr. Forkle noted.


“Foster and I volunteer!” Keefe shouted.


“Uh, if anyone’s going to share with Sophie it should be me,” Dex argued.


“Wait, why do I have to share?” Sophie asked.


“Yeah, I nominate Dex and Keefe,” Fitz agreed.


“So do I,” Mr. Forkle decided. “Keefe, give your lufterator to Della.”


“Wait—what just happened?” Keefe asked.


Fitz, Biana, and Sophie cracked up.


Dex fumed as Mr. Forkle ordered him and Keefe to test the gadget to make sure the lufterator still worked. They had to stand so close their noses practically touched.


“Gross,” Keefe whined, spitting out his mouthpiece. “The air tastes like Dex breath.”


“Keefe breath’s just as nasty,” Dex snapped.


“But you can breathe?” Mr. Forkle clarified.


When they nodded, he ordered everyone into the water. They gasped as the cold soaked through their clothes—except Della, who strode through totally dry.


“Did you know your mom could do that?” Sophie asked Fitz.


“I did,” Biana jumped in. “And I will figure out how to do it.” She blinked out of sight, and when she reappeared her hair was dripping wet and stuck to her face. “It’s going to take some practice.”


“I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me Mom was with us,” Fitz grumbled.


“Now you know how I felt when you and Dad were busy planning all your secret visits to the Forbidden Cities.”


Sophie had never considered how much the search for her had affected the Vacker family. They’d all lived with secrets—and broken the law—for twelve years.


The river grew deeper, and they switched from wading to swimming. Sophie struggled to paddle while holding her backpack, until Fitz reached over and carried it for her.


“Thanks,” she mumbled, wishing she could swim so effortlessly. Within minutes he’d reached the elephant-size water dinosaurs.


“Eckodons are friendly, right?” she asked Biana.


“Of course.” Biana swam to a purple-toned eckodon and stroked the base of its neck. “See? Totally harmless.”


Sophie swam to a blue-toned eckodon and it made a gurgley, growling sound.


“That’s how it says hi,” Fitz promised, pulling himself onto his green eckodon’s back.


Sophie copied him while transmitting Friend over and over. Her tweaked genes allowed her to communicate telepathically with animals. She couldn’t tell if the eckodon understood—some creatures thought in images or emotions. Still, the eckodon didn’t chomp her head off, so she took that as a good sign.


Dex and Keefe, meanwhile, were having a very difficult time figuring out how to sit on their eckodon. After several hilarious attempts, they settled for Keefe facing backward with his arms wrapped around Dex, and Dex reaching around Keefe to hug the eckodon’s neck.


“You guys look so cute,” Fitz told them.


“Dude, your payback is going to be legendary,” Keefe warned.


“Lufterators in!” Mr. Forkle called, before Dex could add his own threats.


Sophie took one last deep breath and slipped the gadget into her mouth. She’d barely grabbed her eckodon’s neck before Mr. Forkle shouted, “Dive!”


Down, down, down they plunged, all the way to the bottom of the river, where the water felt cold and gritty. Sophie’s balefire pendant gave her just enough light to see Fitz as his eckodon swam up beside her. He held out a thumbs-up to ask if she was okay.


She nodded, taking several shallow breaths as he pointed to where Mr. Forkle and Della had taken the lead. Sophie was glad her eckodon seemed to be following on its own, since she had no idea how to steer a plesiosaur.


Fitz stayed beside her, with Biana right behind, and Dex and Keefe a little farther back. The eckodons swam at a steady pace until the shore dropped away and Sophie realized they’d reached the ocean. Then each eckodon stretched out its neck, tucked its flippers, and let out a piercing scream.


The shrill whine was louder than whale song, richer than dolphin squeaks, and powerful enough to part the tide. The sound pitched higher, then lower, swirling the water into a funnel that blasted the eckodon forward like a rocket. Whenever the vortex slowed, the creature cried again, blasting them faster and faster, until Sophie was sure they’d crossed the whole ocean. And maybe she was right, because when they finally slowed the water was tropical teal and swarming with colorful fish.


They surfaced minutes later, floating along a river that cut through an enormous underground cavern. A thin crack split the ceiling, letting in just enough sunlight to bounce off the glinting rock walls. Everywhere the light touched, life had followed, transforming the cave into a subterranean forest. The farther the river led them, the more the cave widened, until all Sophie could see in any direction was the ever-stretching paradise.


“Can you believe this place?” Fitz whispered.


Sophie inhaled the sweet, heady scents: honeysuckle, jasmine, plumeria—plus dozens of other aromas she couldn’t recognize. It definitely wasn’t the bleak cavern she’d expected after her previous experience with a Black Swan hideout.


“Okay, I am done with Dex snuggle time,” Keefe announced as he and Dex’s eckodon swam up beside Sophie’s. He leaped from his plesiosaur to hers and prodded Sophie’s eckodon to swim away from the rest of the group.


“Relax,” he said, tightening his grip on Sophie’s waist. “I won’t let you fall.”


That wasn’t why she felt nervous. The last time she’d sat like this with Keefe, they were flying with Silveny across the ocean. The alicorn had been carrying them to the Black Swan that night as well. Sophie hoped this time wouldn’t end so violently.


Keefe must’ve been sharing the same terrifying memories, because he whispered, “I will never let my mom hurt you again.”


“You didn’t let your mom do anything, Keefe. You know that, right?”


“You heard what Oralie said. The Council’s blaming my dad for not knowing what my mom was up to. But . . . he’s not the only Empath who lived with her.”


“You told me yourself, you can’t feel a lie—only the emotions that go along with it.”


“I still wasn’t paying close enough attention.”


“Why would you? No one assumes their family is evil.”


He tensed at the word and Sophie glanced over her shoulder. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”


“Yes you did. And she is. And I should’ve seen it.”


“You can’t do that, Keefe. Edaline told me once that hindsight is a dangerous game. The clues seem too obvious when you know what to look for. Believe me, I would know.”


She’d replayed her kidnapping—and Kenric’s murder—more times than she’d ever admit. And each time she saw more warnings she shouldn’t have missed. But she couldn’t let herself take the blame. The elvin mind couldn’t process that level of guilt. Their sanity shattered under the weight of the burden. She’d watched it happen to Alden over his guilt from what happened to Prentice—an innocent member of the Black Swan he’d condemned to madness and Exile before he realized the Black Swan weren’t really the villains. The only reason he could still function was because Sophie had found a way to heal him.


“Please,” she whispered, “you have to protect your mind, Keefe. We both do.”


“Okay,” he said after a painful silence. “So we catch these guys and make them pay for what they’ve done.”


“Can you really do that?” Sophie asked. “I mean . . . it’s your mom. I know you think it won’t matter, but—”


“It won’t. She used me. Tried to kill me. Tried to kill my friends—and don’t say she saved Biana on Mount Everest—”


“But she did! They would’ve rolled off that cliff if she hadn’t stopped them.”


“Right, so she was saving herself, and Biana was lucky enough to benefit.”


Sophie wanted to argue, but she could tell it wouldn’t help.


Plus . . . maybe Keefe needed to hold on to his anger. Anger was safer.


“If you ever need to talk,” she whispered.


“Thanks,” he whispered back, so close she could feel his breath on her cheek. His arms tightened ever so slightly, making her heart switch to hummingbird pace.


“Listen, Sophie, I—”


“You’re still wearing your Sucker Punch,” Dex interrupted as his eckodon caught up with them. “If he’s annoying you, just knock him off with a good backhand.”


“Man, one second you’re sharing your air with a dude, and the next second he’s trying to get you punched in the face,” Keefe mumbled.


“Isn’t that pretty much what everyone wants to do after they meet you?” Fitz asked as he and Biana swam up beside them on their eckodons.


“Keep it up, dude. You’re just adding to my list of reasons to punish you,” Keefe warned.


Fitz shrugged. “Bring it on.”


“You guys are ridiculous,” Biana said, staring at the glinting rocks of the cave above them. “Does anyone know where we are?”


“Yes,” Mr. Forkle called from up ahead. “Your new home.”





SEVEN


THE DWARVES CALL this cavern Alluveterre,” Mr. Forkle said as he slowed his eckodon to let Sophie and her friends catch up. “Which in dwarven means—”


“The sands of dawn,” Sophie translated.


Keefe laughed. “Always gotta show off.”


Mr. Forkle ignored him. “The dwarves view this place as a testimony of our planet’s power to re-create itself. Above us is a barren wasteland of human pollution and destruction. But look what has surged to life in the safety below, thanks to a little light and a little peace. The dwarven king brought me here when I revealed the existence of our organization. He thought it would be the perfect place for us to make a fresh start.”


“So King Enki is on our side?” Della asked.


“He’s not against the Council, if that’s what you’re wondering. But he has felt for some time that the Councillors’ methods are not working. Many dwarves have offered their assistance—though at the moment most have returned to their cities. They need time to mourn their friends who fell in the battle on Mount Everest, and to treat their wounded.”


Sophie tried to remember how many dwarves had died that day—was it three? Four?


She hated that she didn’t know—hated how easy it was to focus only on the people she knew, and forget that there were dozens of others risking their lives for the Black Swan’s cause.


Before she could ask how the injured dwarves were doing, Mr. Forkle said, “Here are your new residences.”


He pointed ahead, to where an arched bridge with a black gazebo in the center connected two enormous trees standing on either side of the river. Their trunks had been wrapped in wooden staircases that wound up to the tallest branches, where two massive tree houses overlooked the entire forest.


“The residence on the east is for the girls. And the west is for the boys. The bridge in the center has a common area for you to share meals together.”


“See, I think a group party house sounds way more fun. Who’s with me?” Keefe asked.


Nobody agreed—though Dex looked like he wanted to. So did Biana.


The eckodons crawled ashore, and Sophie transmitted, Thank you, as she and Keefe slid off her plesiosaur’s back. Three gnomes popped out of the bushes to greet them, flashing wide, green-toothed smiles and shaking the leaves off their earth-toned skin as they set a bucket of nasty wriggling things in front of each eckodon. Sophie had thought the sludgers she fed Iggy, her pet imp, were disgusting. But these looked like the evil spawn of scorpions and maggots.


“Larvagorns,” a gnome with long braided hair said as the eckodons gobbled the creepy-crawlers up like candy. “Believe it or not, the dwarves consider them a rare delicacy.”


Sophie was very glad to be an elf. The squisssssssssssssh-CRUNCH alone made her gag.


“I thought we trained animals to be vegetarians,” Biana mumbled.


“Only the ones we keep at the Sanctuary,” Della said. “It would be pointless to bring them there for preservation, only to have them hunt each other. But those in the wild are free to choose their own diets.”


“So these things seriously live around humans?” Sophie asked as the eckodons licked the bug slime off their chops and waded back into the river.


“Technically,” Mr. Forkle said, “they live in underwater caverns. And they swim far too fast for humans to spot them or catch them. Still, we make sure they’re safe and undetected. And one of these days we will catch that tricky lake dweller who keeps making headlines.”


“Keep telling yourself that,” one of the other gnomes told him. Sophie assumed the gnome was a “he,” since he wore grass-woven overalls instead of a grass skirt like the other two. But it was hard to tell. Gnomes all had the same huge gray eyes and bodies like children. They lived with the elves by choice and were incredibly industrious creatures. More plantlike than animal, they absorbed all their energy from the sun, and needed very little sleep—and even less food. But they craved work and loved to garden, so they traded their harvest with the elves and filled their sleepless days with elvin tasks. Alden had called it a symbiotic relationship, and the longer Sophie had lived with the elves, the more she agreed. The elves cared for the gnomes, and the gnomes worked happily, neither side imposing upon the other.
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