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			FOR LIESA, MY GUIDING STAR

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			[image: decoration]1[image: decoration]

			BUTLER

			The sky was getting bright, but the sun had yet to rise as Cole carried his saddle pad to his horse. He tossed it over Ranger’s back, but the quilted pad fell through the horse to the ground.

			Cole whirled. “Dalton?”

			His friend stood a short distance away, arms folded, leaning against a tree trunk. “Not bad?”

			Cole picked up the saddle pad and shook off the dirt. “Really good, actually.” He swiped a hand through the horse, feeling only a vague, cobwebby sensation. “That looks perfect.”

			“I moved Ranger last night after you conked out,” Dalton confessed. The illusionary horse disappeared.

			“Couldn’t sleep again?” Cole asked.

			“I tried,” Dalton said. “I couldn’t shut down my brain. It took some time.”

			“Dalton!” another voice called. Taller than Cole and Dalton by a few inches, though not much older, Jace stormed over to them, his deeply tanned face flushed. “Where’s my saddle?”

			Dalton cracked a smile. “Isn’t it over there?” he asked, pointing.

			Cole followed his finger to where Jace’s saddle leaned against a mossy log.

			“Ha-ha,” Jace said. “I already tried to grab it.”

			The saddle vanished.

			“That’s two really good seemings at once,” Cole said. “How long did you maintain them?”

			“Since right before you two got up,” Dalton said. “Fifteen minutes or something.”

			Jace huffed. “Good for you. Maybe you and Skye can set up your own dazzle show. Now where’s my saddle?”

			Dalton looked around innocently, then craned his head back. Cole tracked his gaze up into a tree where a saddle straddled a high branch, and a laugh spurted out before he could hold it back.

			“That better not be real,” Jace threatened. “I’ll drop it on your head.”

			The saddle disappeared.

			“Three seemings at the same time?” Cole asked.

			“It’s over by that stump,” Dalton said, nodding toward the one he meant.

			As Cole watched, the scarred old stump melted away to reveal Jace’s saddle. “Four,” Cole said. “And they all looked great.”

			Dalton shrugged.

			“Nice waste of time, Dalton,” Jace complained. “We’re on the run.”

			“You’d do the same thing if you could work seemings,” Cole said.

			“I’d make you two walk off a cliff,” Jace said.

			“You’d kill us?” Dalton exclaimed.

			“Into a lake,” Jace said. “I’d get two of the highest screams ever.”

			“We’d cannonball in and make two of the biggest splashes ever,” Cole said. “Then we’d come for you.”

			“I’d be pretty scared,” Jace said with a snort. “You guys better hurry up and get ready. We’re moving out.”

			Cole turned to reach for his saddle, but Dalton restrained him. “Wait for it.”

			Jace hoisted his saddle pad and saddle together, marched over to his horse, and flung them onto its back. The saddle fell through the illusion to the dirt. Jace turned and glared.

			“Pick up the pace!” Dalton called. “The horses are this way. We’re heading out!”

			Dalton grabbed Cole’s saddle pad and Cole claimed his saddle. They walked together toward where Dalton had moved the horses. Cole glanced at his friend. They had come to the Outskirts together from Mesa, Arizona. When they arrived, they knew nothing about this world. They’d never heard of shaping or the High King or even knew that a place like the Outskirts was possible. A slave trader had kidnapped dozens of kids visiting a neighborhood haunted house on Halloween and brought them to a bizarre new world. Shortly after their arrival they were marked as slaves and scattered across the five kingdoms. They started out alone—strangers in a strange land.

			But they were gradually figuring things out. Cole had managed to find his best friend, and Dalton had some crazy strong abilities.

			“That was amazing,” Cole said. “But why go after Jace so hard? He’s a hothead. You’re going to get punched in the face if you don’t watch out.”

			“He hid my saddle yesterday,” Dalton replied. “If he wants to make jokes, he has to take them too.”

			“I didn’t hide your saddle,” Cole said.

			“I didn’t want to make him the only target,” Dalton said. “I know you can take a joke.”

			“Right. Because we’re friends and we get each other. Jace could be a different story. I’m not sure you want to tangle with him.”

			“Whatever,” Dalton said. “We can’t let him think he’s Mr. Big Shot. So if Jace teases—we tease him back.”

			“I get standing up to him,” Cole said. “But is it smart to prank him?”

			“What’s the worst he could do?” Dalton asked. “I mean really. Retaliate somehow? If he does, I’ll get him again. It’ll save us trouble down the road.”

			“What about when we leave Elloweer?” Cole said. “You won’t be able to make illusions in Zeropolis.”

			Dalton sighed regretfully. “That’ll stink. But all the more reason to get him while I can. If he respects me, he’ll back off.”

			“Or he’ll tease you harder until you cave,” Cole said.

			Dalton shrugged. “I won’t give up.”

			“It’s risky,” Cole said.

			“It’s more risky to let him bug me whenever he wants,” Dalton replied. “Wait and see.”

			They reached Cole’s horse.

			“You first,” Cole said.

			Dalton laid the saddle pad across the animal’s back. “This one’s real.”

			Cole swung the saddle onto the pad. “You better mount up too.”

			“If Jace is my biggest problem before we leave Elloweer, I’ll be grateful,” Dalton said, walking away.

			Cole gave a nod. “I can agree with that one.”
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			Shortly after sunrise the Red Road came into view, interrupting the wilderness like a wound. Bordered by maroon curbs, the avenue of seamless red pavement began abruptly and extended to the edge of sight, the only evidence of inhabitants in the otherwise untamed landscape. Cole, Dalton, Mira, Jace, Skye, and Joe had avoided serious trouble since parting from Honor and the former Rogue Knight on their way to Zeropolis. Cole hoped that drawing near to Trillian wouldn’t end their peaceful streak.

			He looked to Skye, who considered the road warily. He understood her hesitation. The Lost Palace, longtime prison of Trillian the torivor, awaited at the end. As the new Grand Shaper of Elloweer, Skye was about to ask Trillian to become her teacher.

			Cole did not envy her. One of the most feared and dangerous beings in the Outskirts, Trillian had been caught off guard by a team of mighty shapers and locked away long ago. Had they failed to imprison him, the torivor probably would have brought the entire Outskirts under his control.

			Only a few weeks had passed since Cole first visited the Lost Palace and witnessed Trillian’s enormous power firsthand. Inside his prison, the torivor could rearrange reality almost without limits. Not only had Trillian invaded his mind, but Cole had risked his life and freedom to rescue Mira’s sister Honor from captivity.

			As a rule, the people of Elloweer stayed far from Trillian’s domain. Nobody wanted to risk crossing the torivor or the members of his Red Guard, which was exactly why Joe had suggested their little group of fugitives should accompany Skye to the Lost Palace on their way to Zeropolis. Since Skye had official business with Trillian, Joe had been willing to gamble that the nearness of the torivor posed a lesser threat than traveling through more populated regions.

			Cole’s eyes strayed to Mira, astride her dappled mare. There was no question that her father, the High Shaper, desperately wanted her back. After stealing the shaping powers of his five daughters, Stafford Pemberton had faked their deaths and tried to hold them prisoner. With help from their mother, the daughters had escaped and survived in exile, never aging after their powers were taken.

			Not only Mira had regained her power—her sister Honor had as well. The High Shaper had first sent legionnaires to apprehend Mira, and then sent his secret police, the Enforcers. He now had to be more frantic than ever to find her. Since defeating Morgassa, Cole hadn’t seen any agents of the High King, which suggested that the strategy of heading toward the Lost Palace was working.

			“Do we ride on the road?” Skye asked, having stopped only a few paces from where the red pavement started.

			“We don’t really need to hide that we’re coming,” Mira reasoned. “Hopefully Trillian will be satisfied to learn he’ll have a new Grand Shaper to train.”

			“I don’t know,” Cole said. “Trillian was pretty interested in you and Honor. He can sense people on his road. Is it smart to let him know you’re near?”

			“Good point,” Jace said, sitting tall on his horse, his face serious. “Last time, Trillian let you go because he wanted us to stop Morgassa. He might try to retake you and keep you this time.”

			“He’ll have more Morgassas to fight if we don’t stop my father and his shapecrafters,” Mira said. “Trillian can read our thoughts. He’ll know how important it is we find Constance and my other sisters.”

			“Will that matter as much to him?” Dalton asked. “Morgassa was a direct threat. He thought she might be able to take him out. Will he care about problems in other kingdoms?” 

			“I can tell you one thing,” Skye said. “I won’t work with Trillian if he tries to hold you.”

			“He might not care,” Cole said. “He can probably find ways to train you whether or not you’re willing, Skye. I’ve met him. The guy can get inside your mind and take over your dreams. Inside his prison, he can do pretty much whatever he wants. He might be more than happy to capture us no matter how we feel about it.”

			“We can’t afford to make ourselves easy targets,” Joe said, the only other adult in the group besides Skye. “Taking the road might be a little smoother, but Cole’s right—we don’t need to let Trillian know we’re around sooner than necessary.”

			“We traveled beside the road last time,” Mira said. “It wasn’t too bad.”

			The conversation ended there. Joe and Skye started to parallel the road, and the others followed.

			Dalton brought his horse alongside Cole. “Seems like we were just here.”

			“It really does.”

			“Minimus was with us last time,” Dalton said. “I wish we had a knight or something.”

			“I’m glad he’s with Twitch,” Cole said. “The bully who took over Twitch’s village won’t know what hit him. But if we’re wishing, I’d want Twitch here too. He’s saved my life more times than anyone.”

			Dalton nodded. “If trouble comes, Skye and I can hide us with seemings.”

			“Hiding is probably our best bet for now,” Cole said.

			“At least until you find your power again.”

			Cole forced a smile, but he didn’t love the reminder. Not long ago Cole discovered he had the ability to energize magical items from Sambria so they could work in Elloweer. But right before Morgassa died, she had sunk her fingernails into his sides and somehow used shapecraft to separate him from his power. Just after he had learned to recognize and access the ability, it had vanished.

			“We have the masks,” Cole said.

			“Only as a last resort,” Dalton said. “Callista warned that the more we use them, the harder they’ll be to take off. Plus, she’s no longer around to help if something goes wrong.”

			The masks that Callista had given them for their battle against Morgassa could transform them into powerful animals. Looking back at his time as a mountain lion, Cole recalled the experience through a dreamlike haze, running across many miles of Elloweer in a tireless sprint. Dalton was right about the danger—neither time he removed the mask had been easy.

			“Last time we were animals, most of us got badly injured,” Cole said. “Jace and I almost died. We might be just as hurt if we put the masks back on.”

			“Only one way to find out,” Dalton said. “Not that I’m in a hurry to test it.”

			“Once we make it to the Lost Palace, we’ll leave the masks with Skye,” Cole said. “They won’t work in Zeropolis, and they’re too powerful to leave randomly stashed someplace.”

			“After that our only defense will be my seemings and Joe,” Dalton said.

			Cole looked ahead at Joe. How old was he? Thirty? He hadn’t seemed like an amazing warrior or anything, but he was certainly brave and scrappy. Joe had come to the Outskirts from Monterey, California, but Cole didn’t know much else about his history.

			“Think Trillian will give us trouble?” Cole asked.

			“We’d be dumb if we didn’t expect it,” Dalton said.

			They spent the day with the road on their left, veering closer or farther as obstacles arose. As night fell, they made camp. Bedullah, a large orange moon, eased up into the sky, outshining the nearby stars.

			Cole noticed Mira standing apart from the camp, her eyes on the heavens. He walked over to her. “This is the biggest moon, right?”

			She glanced his way. “Bedullah is the biggest I’ve seen. It doesn’t show up very often. It makes all the stars fainter. An even bigger golden one used to appear sometimes.”

			“Are you looking for your sisters’ stars?” Cole inquired quietly, referring to the heavenly markers that Mira’s mother sometimes used to show her daughters’ locations.

			“Every night,” Mira whispered back. “Just in case.”

			“Can’t be easy with the stars and moons always changing,” Cole said.

			“It isn’t. Their stars are always the same color and brightness, but they can be in any direction, and they show up against a different backdrop every night.”

			“I don’t get how the Outskirts have such different skies every night.”

			“What’s not to get?” Mira asked, her eyes skyward.

			“On Earth the stars have regular patterns,” Cole said. “One moon circles us. Here the stars can be anywhere. You have over ten moons that show up when they feel like it. Where do they hide the rest of the time? What kind of universe shifts around during the day into something else?”

			“The heavens here have always been erratic,” Mira said. “It’s just how it is. It’d take somebody smarter than me to explain why.”

			“Any luck with the stars?” Cole asked.

			“No,” Mira said.

			Cole studied the sky. He had no idea what to look for. Mira kept the specifics of the stars a secret. If anybody ever learned about the celestial lights occasionally used by Harmony Pemberton, it could prove fatal.

			“Not seeing the stars is a good thing,” Mira said. “It means my sisters are safe.”

			“It also means Constance will be hard to find,” Cole replied.

			“Then we’ll look hard,” Mira said. “Hopefully we’ll find more of your friends, too.”

			Though Cole had found Dalton, he had only crossed the path of one other person who was kidnapped from Mesa with him—a girl named Jill. He had offered to rescue her, but she had been too scared to try to escape her position as a slave at a confidence lounge, where she helped create illusionary disguises so people could exchange secrets anonymously.

			There were still so many people to find! He worried most about Jenna, his friend who had also been his secret crush for years. When they were separated, he had promised to find her but hadn’t uncovered any clues yet. Would he finally track her down in Zeropolis?

			“Who goes there?” Jace shouted.

			Turning, Cole saw a form racing toward their camp. Though it was hard to catch all the details in the mellow orange moonlight, the shape of a man glided hurriedly forward, his feet a few inches off the ground.

			Drawing his Jumping Sword, Cole raced back toward the center of camp, where the ghostly figure was heading. One foot got caught against a stone, and he went down badly, twisting away from his blade to avoid slashing himself.

			By the time Cole was back on his feet, the figure had come to a stop before Skye. Dressed in a dark suit, the balding man stood with stiff posture. Cole trotted toward them with Mira a step behind.

			“Jepson?” Skye exclaimed.

			“The very same,” the butler replied, smoothing a hand down the front of his jacket. “Your mother sent me to you.”

			Cole halted not far from Skye. Though Jepson appeared tangible and solid, Cole knew he had no substance—he was a figment, a living illusion created by an enchanter. The stuffy man served Skye’s wealthy mother. Joe, Jace, and Dalton joined Cole and Mira.

			“How’d he find you?” Cole asked Skye.

			“He’s bound to mother and the person who will inherit him,” Skye said. “He could find either of us anywhere.”

			Jepson gave Cole a superior glance then faced Skye. “Do you wish to converse in front of these . . . people?”

			“Absolutely,” Skye said. “Is mother all right?”

			The butler’s brow crinkled, and his lips quivered. He used a long sniff to collect himself. “Sadly, she is not.” His eyes squinted shut, and he shook with sobs. It took a moment before he straightened up and continued. “You must help her. Lady Madeline has been abducted by a vile ruffian called the Hunter.”

			Skye gasped, putting both hands over her mouth. “No!”

			Cole had never met the Hunter but knew about him—an Enforcer who had been chasing them since Sambria. In his pursuit of Mira, the Hunter had captured the slavers Ansel and Secha back in Carthage to wring information from them. The Hunter had a scary reputation. Evidently the trail had led him to Skye’s home.

			“Your mother ordered me to find you,” Jepson said.

			 Skye dropped her hands. “Before or after the Hunter seized her?”

			“After,” Jepson said. “The Hunter would gladly exchange your mother for a child called Mira. An escaped slave, it seems.”

			Skye’s gaze took in the moonlit landscape. “Were you followed?”

			“Not to my knowledge,” Jepson said. His distress won out again as he wrung his hands, tears glistening in his eyes. “There is no time to waste. What do you know of this Mira?”

			“He was followed,” Joe said, gripping the hilt of his sword.

			“You see something?” Dalton asked.

			“The Hunter wouldn’t miss such a golden opportunity,” Joe said. “If he sent a homing pigeon, it didn’t come alone.”

			Rattled, Cole squinted into the moonlit dimness beyond their encampment. He saw the shapes of trees and shrubs and the empty expanse of a brushy field, but no movement.

			“Is there any chance you were followed?” Skye asked the butler heatedly.

			“I suppose,” Jepson replied. “I had no orders to take precautions against such measures. My concern is the safety of Lady Madeline.”

			“Get to the horses,” Joe said, hurrying away from the conversation. “Saddle up. We may already be too late.”

			They scattered. Cole rushed to his horse, flopped the saddle pad in place, heaved the saddle on top, cinched it, then hopped on one foot while hastily poking the other one at the stirrup. After several clumsy misses, Cole got his foot in place and mounted. Nearby, Dalton fumbled with the straps of his saddle as his horse stamped restively. Cole jumped down and joined his friend, securing the straps while Dalton held the bridle and calmed his horse.

			By the time Cole was back on his mare, the others had mounted up as well. Jepson waited nearby, unruffled by all the urgency.

			“Go back and check the way you came,” Skye told the butler. “Try to mislead anyone following you. Take them as far from us as possible.”

			“You are not yet my mistress,” Jepson reminded her. “My instructions are to—”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Joe interrupted, pointing.

			Partially screened by shrubs and trees, at the far side of the brushy field, mounted shapes bobbed in the dimness. It took little more than a glance to see that the shadowy forms were riding hard in their direction.

			“Enforcers,” Cole said, a jolt of panic coursing through him.

			“Lots of them,” Dalton added.

			Cole counted at least seven or eight. In Sambria they had encountered three Enforcers and defeated them. But last time Cole and his friends had better weapons and managed to surprise them. There were more Enforcers this time, and they looked ready to fight.

			“Ride for the Lost Palace,” Skye urged. “Use the road. Jepson, you’ve served their purpose. Go home!”

			The others turned their horses and started riding hard toward the Red Road. Cole tugged the reins and nudged with his heels, but his horse held perfectly still. He kicked a little harder only to discover that the sides of his mare felt hard as a rock. A quick hand to the horse’s neck revealed the problem.

			His mount had turned to stone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
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			RED GUARD

			Trying to collect his panicked thoughts, Cole slid off the stone horse, keeping the petrified animal between himself and the oncoming riders. His previous encounter with Enforcers had taught him that they had shaping abilities. In Elloweer that meant they were enchanters, capable of creating illusions and changing living things. Cole recalled the soldier, Russell, who had survived an encounter with Morgassa because an Enforcer had turned him to stone.

			That explained the fate of his horse.

			Dalton and the others were racing out of sight. The other horses all appeared to be fine. Cole was glad they were getting away but terrified at being left behind. Would his friends notice he wasn’t with them? How long before he became the next statue?

			Everything went dark. Cole blinked and strained his eyes, but there was absolutely no light. He could hear the thundering approach of the mounted Enforcers.

			Fear threatened to suffocate him. Fighting the impulse to run blindly, Cole battled to stay calm. The sudden blackness had to be some sort of illusion. He kept a hand on the stone horse to retain a sense of his location. The Enforcers pounded nearer.

			When they had fought Morgassa, wearing the animal masks had prevented her from working changings on them. If a mask could frustrate Morgassa, it should provide plenty of protection from the powers of some Enforcers.

			Reaching out in the blackness, Cole felt the saddle. None of the gear had turned to stone, which made sense, since changings only worked on living things. The mask was in a saddlebag on the other side of the petrified horse. To get it would mean exposing himself to the oncoming riders. Would the darkness hide him, or could they see through it? Maybe it wasn’t darkness. Maybe he had lost his sight.

			Cole ducked under his horse and blindly fumbled open the saddlebag. He yanked out the mask and hesitated for a second.

			The last time he wore the mask he had been terribly wounded by Morgassa. He had abandoned the mountain lion form on the brink of death. Might the mountain lion have recovered somewhat? Could it already be dead? What if the mountain lion form was still horribly injured? If that was the case, Cole supposed he could quickly take the mask off again.

			As he placed the mask over his face, a flurry of disorienting sensations overwhelmed him. Cole tipped, spun, and grew.

			Suddenly Cole stood on four paws. He felt balanced, and calmer. The new form was familiar and most welcome. With his heightened hearing and smell, Cole knew the position of each of the oncoming riders. Their mounts smelled peculiar. Cole could sense they had been changed. No natural horses were so large and strong.

			It felt as if his previous injuries had never occurred. No soreness lingered. Cole supposed that made sense—when wearing the mask, he was the cougar. It didn’t exist elsewhere. The wounded mountain lion had been erased the instant he removed the mask. When he put the mask back on, it had changed him into a healthy mountain lion, not a wounded one. That meant he could heal any injury to his cougar form simply by taking the mask off and replacing it! He wished he had known that when they fought Morgassa.

			Cole’s first instinct was to attack the riders. But what about his friends? They needed to know the masks were safe to use. Jace’s wolf and Skye’s bear had been badly wounded as well. If they hesitated to put on the masks, the Enforcers might work changings on them.

			Powerful paws pulling at the ground, Cole bolted after his friends, thrilled by the rapid acceleration. He rushed ahead low and fast, muscles churning. No regular mountain lion was this large and strong. No ordinary mountain lion was this fast. Cole knew from experience that he could maintain a full sprint all day without tiring.

			Cole swiftly exited the dark patch and once again could add sight to his other senses. Glancing back, he saw a black sphere that reflected no moonlight concealing his stone horse and the surrounding area. The Enforcers rode hard, but despite the impressive speed of their enhanced mounts, Cole was faster than them. Leafy forms of shrubs and trees whipped by as he plunged forward through the gloom.

			Before long, Cole reached the Red Road. Benefiting from a head start, his friends galloped away on the smooth pavement. All except one. Dalton had halted his horse and was looking back. He waved when he saw Cole.

			Cole dashed to Dalton. He was glad his friend had noticed him missing, but stopping his horse had put Dalton in greater peril. The Enforcers were close behind.

			“Put on your mask,” Cole cried. “It’s your best protection.”

			Dalton started digging in his saddlebag. Cole did his best not to notice how tasty his friend and his horse smelled.

			With the Enforcers closing in, Cole sprinted past Dalton. It didn’t take him long to catch up to the others. The Enforcers would soon overtake their ordinary horses without much trouble.

			“Use the masks!” Cole called. “Our animal forms aren’t hurt!”

			Looking back, Cole saw a dark sphere where Dalton had been. Cole slowed and was about to turn back when a huge bull charged out of the blackness.

			Cole let his friend catch up, then rushed to rejoin the others. While still riding, they were putting on their masks. Tumbling from her horse, Skye became a huge, shaggy bear. Jace transformed into an enormous wolf. As Mira reached into her saddlebag, her horse slowed and turned to stone beneath her. Cole and Dalton stopped to stay with her.

			Mira put on her mask and dropped to the ground as a bighorn sheep. After reining in his horse, Joe was the last to change form. He hadn’t worn a mask before, so he used Twitch’s eagle.

			Everything went dark again. Growling, Cole spun to face the Enforcers. Sound and smell told him exactly where the nearest horse was charging. Attacking low, Cole dove into the legs, biting down with his powerful jaws and swiping with his claws. The large mount was moving at great speed, and though legs and hooves crashed into Cole, making him flip and slide, the mutant horse got the worst of it, pitching forward violently onto the pavement. The rider went down hard, armor clanging and scraping against the Red Road, and Skye fell upon him savagely.

			In his wolf form, Jace took out the next horse much as Cole had done. Before the rider could rise, Dalton came at him with his horns lowered, goring and trampling him.

			Cole rolled over and crouched for another attack, but the other riders were swerving off the road. Six remained on their mounts, fanning out. Strange tingles sparked across his hide, and Cole realized that changings were being cast against him and failing. As expected, the changing caused by the mask was too potent for other changings to take hold.

			Something lanced into his side, and Cole swiveled to discover a crossbow bolt protruding from his ribs. By the sudden difficulty in his breathing, Cole knew it had punctured a lung. He let out an angry yowl, noticing as he did how easy it was to switch from his human voice to his cougar growl. Skye let out a roar as well, deeper and more rumbling than Cole’s.

			The darkness lifted, revealing that all of the Enforcers had bows or crossbows trained on them and were firing at top speed. An arrow hit Jace in the neck, and two already protruded from Skye. In his eagle shape, Joe soared upward, flying out of range.

			Skye tore off her mask, and immediately stone walls appeared between the horsemen and their targets. Cole knew the stony seemings were intangible, but at least they would make aiming difficult. He dodged to the side and pulled off his mask. His world spun and flipped, and he returned to two legs, but no sooner had he become himself again than he replaced the mask, passing through another whirlwind of sensation to emerge as an uninjured mountain lion.

			Beside him, Jace did likewise. Still in her human form, Skye retreated down the road on foot. “Run!” she called. “Make for the palace.”

			The Enforcers rode forward through the stone walls, and Skye covered their heads with wooden crates. They batted futilely at the illusions. Cole lingered, ready to attack again.

			Mira crouched near Skye, allowing her to climb aboard. Once Skye had mounted, the big ram took off down the road. Cole felt more tingling as additional changings failed to alter him. Their remaining horses turned to stone. Deciding to forgo more attacks and follow Mira, Cole turned on the speed, exhilarating in the stretch and pull of running as a cougar. Jace and Dalton sprinted beside him.

			Skye put on her mask, rolling off Mira to become a bear again. A glance back told Cole that as soon as Skye replaced her mask, the illusionary crates had dissipated. Skye could only maintain seemings while in her human form. 

			Once again the Enforcers took up the pursuit. Cole pushed to his maximum speed, his paws slipping a little on the smooth pavement. The Enforcers charged after them, gradually losing ground.

			Up ahead, four mounted Enforcers rushed onto the road. Two of them held a flaming net between them, barring the way. Another readied a huge bow, while the fourth leveled a lance at them. But Cole didn’t smell the horses, or the Enforcers, or the fire, though he heard it crackling.

			“Fakes!” Jace shouted.

			“Seemings,” Skye agreed.

			The closer Cole came to the Enforcers, the more certain he became that they had no scent. He and his friends barreled through the insubstantial Enforcers and continued down the road. Dalton laughed, Jace gave a quick howl, and Cole let out a snarling roar.

			A rearward glance showed the Enforcers even farther behind, allowing Cole to wonder where the chase might end. Would they take the Red Road all the way into the Lost Palace? Putting themselves back into Trillian’s power could prove more dangerous than fighting the Enforcers. What if the gates at the end of the road were closed? That would force a showdown unless they veered off to one side and kept running. Might Trillian send help? What if the help he sent turned into even bigger trouble?

			Settling into a steady sprint, Cole let his worries get swallowed by the joy of running. Something about being a mountain lion made it much easier to tune out fear. He wasn’t fleeing in terror—it felt like a race, and he was confident that he could keep stretching his lead.

			“Why run?” Jace complained, dashing at Cole’s left. “They want a fight. Let’s give it to them.”

			“I feel the impulse too,” Dalton said from the other side. “My bull side wants to turn around and plow through them.”

			“It’s not just my wolf side,” Jace replied. “We could take them.”

			“They have pretty good aim with those bows,” Cole said. “They didn’t miss many shots until Skye put up those walls.”

			“It would be harder for them to shoot us if they were dead,” Jace growled. “They’re made of meat. Let’s eat them.”

			Cole didn’t want to admit how tempting that sounded.

			“Keep running,” Skye called back from a few paces in front of them. “These Enforcers will give Trillian something to worry about besides capturing us.”

			“Nobody is going to capture us with these masks on,” Jace said.

			“Remember the sky castle rules,” Mira said. “Don’t fight when you can run. Why risk arrows bringing us down if we can get away?”

			“She’s right,” Cole said.

			“Whatever,” Jace said. “Is it bad to hope we get cornered?”

			“It’s not healthy,” Cole said, though he also felt the strong urge to fight. What if Skye returned to her normal form and raised some illusions so they could attack out of hiding? The Enforcers would be down before they knew what hit them.

			The conversation ended. They ran onward in silence, the rumble of hoofbeats receding.

			In the moonlit distance the Lost Palace rose into view. The skeletal castle looked like it had barely survived a bombing raid, but Cole knew that for anyone who passed the front gate, the charred building became a shimmering wonder of pearl and platinum. Cole had never figured out whether the real version was the scorched ruin or the fairy-tale palace. Maybe they were both seemings.

			“Riders,” Mira said.

			Peering ahead along the road, Cole counted at least ten riders approaching, shrunken by the distance. “Another illusion?” he asked.

			“They’re pretty far off,” Skye said. “I think they’re real.”

			“Red Guard or more Enforcers?” Dalton asked.

			“It’s hard to recognize color in the moonlight,” Skye replied. “They seem to be coming from Trillian’s prison.”

			Joe came swooping back from the direction of the Lost Palace. “Red Guard!” he called. “Twelve of them.”

			“Think they’re here to help?” Dalton asked.

			“If not, it’s their funeral,” Jace said.

			“Leave the road when they get near,” Skye said. “If they ride past us, we’ll know they’re after our foes.”

			Cole had heard that the Red Guard were dangerous, though on his previous visit to the Lost Palace he had only seen a few people besides Trillian. But that proved nothing. Other members of the Red Guard could have been out on assignment, or they could have been hiding.

			 Running at top speed, Cole watched as the galloping riders rapidly drew closer. Still charging hard, Skye led Cole and the others off the road as the riders came near. With hardly a glance to the side, the riders raced by them, except for a woman who slowed her chestnut stallion to a stop. Coldly beautiful, she gazed down at Cole and his friends as they also came to a standstill.

			Cole recognized her. It was Hina, the woman who had escorted him around the Lost Palace.

			“What are your intentions?” Skye asked.

			Hina turned and looked down the Red Road, where her fellow guardsmen were about to engage the Enforcers. She waved a hand, and the number of guardsmen suddenly tripled.

			“Are any of them real?” Cole asked.

			“Eleven,” Hina said, her voice calm and rich.

			“Should we go help?” Jace asked.

			“Not necessary,” Hina assured him.

			Just before the clusters of horsemen collided, Hina made a curt gesture, and for a moment the Red Road beneath the oncoming Enforcers flapped like a towel in the wind. All but one of the Enforcers went down in a calamitous tumble as the Red Guard reached them.

			Cole watched as the Red Guard cut down the single Enforcer who remained mounted and wheeled to engage the fallen ones. It was hard to catch many details. The skirmish ended quickly.

			“You know why I’m here?” Skye asked Hina.

			“Naturally,” the silver-haired enchanter responded. “My master welcomes you. He laments the passing of Callista, but believes you have the potential to surpass her in many ways.”

			“The others in my party have business elsewhere,” Skye said.

			“We know,” Hina said. “He’ll allow it. He would like the other heiresses to come out of hiding. I will accompany your friends to the edge of Elloweer, where Zeropolis begins.”

			“You?” Mira challenged.

			“The masks will enable you to elude your pursuers and get to Zeropolis,” Hina said. “But someone must bring the masks back. They are too valuable to leave Elloweer.”

			Nine of the Red Guard came trotting back down the Red Road. One pair of riders held a dark-armored captive between them by his arms. The injured Enforcer jogged alongside the horses, struggling to keep up. A second pair held another prisoner. First one of the Enforcers stopped jogging and let them drag him, then the other.

			“We lost two men,” Hina said. “But we gained two captives. My master is studying their minds. Upon finding you, they sent three of their number back to report. The messengers split up and rode hard. This was one of many search parties. They did not expect to find you here. Had they known, they would have sent more men.”

			“Seemed like a lot,” Cole said.

			“The Hunter has learned respect for you,” Hina said. “As has the High King. Many resources are now bent on finding Mira and bringing her in. This was a relatively minor show of force.”

			“You can hear Trillian from out here?” Dalton asked.

			“As long as I remain on the Red Road,” Hina said.

			“What of my mother?” Skye asked. “Have they information about her?”

			“She lives, so far as these men know,” Hina replied. “Trillian suggests that the best thing you can do to help her would be to let your companions take the chase to another kingdom. The farther away Mira goes, the less relevant your mother becomes.”

			“I wish I could see her,” Skye said. “Get a message to her.”

			“You will,” Hina said. “All in good time.”

			“Does Trillian really want us to find the other princesses?” Jace wondered. “Or does he just want the masks?”

			“Both,” Hina replied. “The masks are the greatest legacy left behind by Callista. Those in her home must be protected as well. And my master wishes you well on your journey. With the masks, crossing Elloweer should be quick.”

			“You want us to wear the masks until we reach Zeropolis?” Cole asked.

			“My master insists upon it,” Hina said. “Reinforcements will come searching for you. The speed afforded by the masks will baffle them. They are your best chance of shaking the Hunter off your trail for a time.”

			“Does Trillian know much about the Hunter?” Cole asked.

			“Not directly, but he knows of him,” Hina replied. “The Hunter is among the most competent Enforcers. He now has knowledge of your whereabouts, which would normally be enough for him to ensnare you. But he doesn’t know about the masks.”

			Joe landed on a nearby limb. “The Enforcers sent some riders back,” he reported. “I tried to chase them and got shot in the wing. I took the mask off and put it back on, and they gained a lot of ground on me, splitting up. I don’t think I can stop them alone.”

			“No matter,” Hina said. “The information they bring to the Hunter will mislead him. Using your masks, we’ll reach Zeropolis inside of four days.”

			“We?” Joe asked.

			“We’ll fill you in,” Mira said. “Looks like Hina is coming with us.”

			“We should make haste,” Hina said. “Skye? Do you mind if I borrow your bear?”
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			BORDER

			The next days passed in a trance of constant motion. Having assumed the form of a bear, Hina led the way. Cole lost all desire to speak, focusing instead on the terrain beneath his paws, the smells and sounds of the wilderness, and the rapture of tireless running.

			The sun rose. The sun set. Moons traversed the sky as the stars reeled. Cole dashed over boulders, splashed through rivers, knifed through forests, and raced across plains. Diverse landscapes came and went.

			Joe scouted above them, ranging far and wide on his inexhaustible wings. But Cole wasn’t sure the eagle’s vigilance was necessary. Hina seemed to have a sense for avoiding danger. She knew which passes would take them through the mountains, what routes among the reeds would avoid the mires, and where the rivers could be safely forded. Maybe it was sharp instincts, but Cole suspected she had roamed Elloweer extensively and knew the most remote paths.

			From start to finish they never saw or smelled a human, let alone a human settlement. No threatening predators crossed their way. Of course, Cole suspected there weren’t many predators who would be in a hurry to tangle with a huge mountain lion, wolf, bear, ram, and bull racing along at unreal speed.

			At first Cole felt urges to eat or drink out of habit, particularly when they crossed a clear brook or he smelled a tasty deer. But as he denied those urges to keep running, he realized they were remembered needs, not current ones.

			And then they stopped.

			It was a grassy glade sheltered by surrounding trees. The sun shined high overhead. Hina pulled off her mask, transforming from a bear back into a beautiful woman.

			“We have reached the edge of Elloweer, not far from Post 121,” Hina reported. “This is the destination Joe requested shortly before we departed. Please remove your masks.”

			Cole paced instead. It was strange to stop running. Off-putting. It was even stranger to think of reverting to human form. What was the hurry? He sensed no people or human settlements nearby. Couldn’t they proceed as animals a little longer?

			Dalton was not a bull anymore. Joe landed and removed his eagle mask. Mira became a person instead of a bighorn sheep.

			They all looked so small and vulnerable. Defenseless. And strangely appetizing.

			“Come on, Cole,” Mira said. “Take it off.”

			Cole thought about speaking, but it seemed burdensome. His mouth felt too lazy to form words. Instead he yawned. Then he inhaled the scents of the surrounding forest: old wood decaying, a family of possums, the dung of an elk, leaves and brush and dirt and stone.

			His eyes strayed to distant peaks. Why stop here? He could keep running. His many problems felt distant while running.

			“Lose the mask, Cole,” Jace said. “Don’t let it beat you.”

			When had Jace removed his mask? Cole remembered not wanting to take his mask off before. Long ago. He had given in and removed it. Should he again? Or had that been a mistake?

			If he removed the mask, Hina would take it away. How he would miss being a mountain lion! The strength, the speed, the alertness. He could spend his whole life like this. Perhaps this was his destiny.

			“Don’t forget Jenna,” Dalton said. “Don’t forget our friends. We have to find them and get home.”

			Cole blinked.

			Jenna!

			Of course, she was lost, a slave. He had to help her! That was why he had run through the wilderness—to get to Zeropolis in the hope of finding her. And to help Mira find her sister Constance.

			Why was he waiting? He couldn’t remain a mountain lion. People needed him. He had a greater purpose.

			Not without some regret, Cole reached up and pulled off the mask. He reared back, giddily whirled, and abruptly stood on two feet with the mask in his hand.

			As the leonine instincts lost their grip, he realized how close he had been to losing himself in the mask. Even now, restored to his true form, he felt tempted to put it back on.

			The rest of the group stood in a semicircle, staring at him.

			“You okay?” Dalton asked.

			Cole swallowed. It was good to focus on his best friend. His mind felt clearer. He really had been at the brink of running away for a moment. He held out the mask toward Hina. “I’m better now.”

			Hina came to him and accepted his mask. In the sunlight, her silvery hair looked almost metallic. Her beauty was so flawless that it looked crafted. Maybe it was, Cole realized. Changings? Seemings? Who knew?

			“This is where I leave you,” Hina said. “We’re at the border near your desired outpost.”

			“I saw Post 121 from the air,” Joe confirmed. “When I tried to fly that way, I bumped against a barrier. Felt hard as stone.”

			“You can’t leave Elloweer with these masks on,” Hina said.

			Staring at the stacked masks in her hands, Cole frowned slightly. He had used his power to make the Jumping Sword and Jace’s golden rope work here in Elloweer. Did his power have the potential to make the masks work elsewhere? There might be an unseen boundary, but what if he took off the mask, crossed the border, recharged it, and put it back on? Cole felt for his power, even just a hint of it, but came up empty. Since he couldn’t access his ability, there was no way to experiment with the masks.

			Cole considered the hold the mask had started to have on him. He had felt so content as a mountain lion that he hadn’t wanted to return to his real life. It seemed sort of silly now, but just a few moments ago, he had been ready to run off into the wilderness. Callista had warned that the more they used the masks, the greater power the animal forms would exert over the wearers. Maybe not having the masks anymore was a good thing.

			“I ranged widely across this area and saw no enemy activity on the Elloweer side,” Joe said. “We seem to have given the Enforcers the slip for now. I’m sure the Zeropolis side will have the standard patrolmen to deal with.”

			“Would you like me to wait here a day with the masks?” Hina asked. “In case you need to retreat?”

			“I don’t know how much longer I can wear the mask without staying a wolf forever,” Jace said. “I can tell Cole was feeling the pull too.”

			“We all were,” Mira said. “But if it’s between getting caught and using the masks again, I’d find a way to fight off my sheep instincts.”

			“We’d appreciate knowing you were here for a day,” Joe told Hina. “I have no plans to come back this way, but if we get discovered, retreat might become our only lifeline.”

			“This time tomorrow?” Hina asked.

			Shading his eyes, Joe squinted at the sky. “Could we say sundown tomorrow? By then I should know if we can get transportation into the city.”

			“I will wait until sundown tomorrow,” Hina affirmed. “If I do not hear from you by then, I will assume you’ve gotten safe passage into the city.”

			“Post 121 isn’t the city?” Cole asked.

			“It’s an outpost of the city,” Joe said. “There are currently one hundred thirty-eight outposts in operation, connected to the city via monorail. Sometimes the outposts grant access to resources like mines or forests. Sometimes they serve as a way station when traveling to other kingdoms.”

			“What does this outpost do?” Cole asked.

			“It isn’t far from a salt pan where minerals are harvested,” Joe said. “It’s also near Elloweer, obviously, and the small town of Eastmont. I suggested this outpost to Hina because it’s farther north than necessary. From the Lost Palace, the nearest outpost would have been 93. We could have strayed a little to the south to Post 88, or north to 76. Or even farther north to 84. Keep going northeast after 84 and you end up here—Post 121. Not the most likely destination.”

			“Is there any sense to the numbers?” Jace wondered.

			“It’s the order the outposts were added,” Joe replied.

			“I don’t get something,” Dalton said. “Is Zeropolis the city or the kingdom?”

			“Both,” Joe said. “The city is the kingdom. The outposts are extensions of the city. When people in Zeropolis talk about the city, they mean the huge cluster of buildings in the center of the kingdom where most people live. I think the intent is for the city to one day fill the kingdom. The city is huge, but nowhere near that goal. Maybe someday. For now, using the monorails can get you to most areas of the kingdom.”

			“When you say monorails . . . ,” Cole said.

			“I mean monorails like we have back home,” Joe said. “But more advanced than any I know about. More like bullet trains. Zeropolites do amazing things with magnetics. And they can store energy in crystals. It’s so efficient. No fossil fuels required. They energize the crystals with shaping, and create many of their materials using shaping as well, so the majority of their technologies aren’t transferable to other kingdoms, or back to Earth, either.”

			“I’m not from Outside,” Jace reminded everyone. “What’s a monorail? What do you mean by magnetics?”

			“Have you seen a magnet?” Joe asked. “It sticks to certain metals?”

			“I’ve fiddled with magnets,” Jace said. “They had some at Skyport.”

			“So you know they can attract or repel each other,” Joe said.

			“Right. Sometimes they snap together. But when you face them a certain way, there’s a spongy invisible force that keeps them apart. You can push them around.”

			“Exactly,” Joe said. “Now imagine a vehicle like the autocoach, except much longer, suspended on a magnetic cushion, and propelled by magnetic forces as well. It rides on a long, elevated track. That’s a monorail.”

			“Sounds slick,” Jace said. “Is it fast?”

			“Like you’ve never seen,” Joe assured him.

			“What now?” Cole asked. “Do we just walk over to the outpost? You said something about patrolmen. What’s Zeropolis like?”

			“Yeah,” Jace agreed. “Give us the lowdown. I knew some stuff about Elloweer. But I don’t know much about Zeropolis.”

			“I still have my slavemark,” Dalton reminded everyone. “Will that cause trouble?”

			“We’ll all need identification cards,” Joe said. “The government in Zeropolis loves IDs. None of you have been to Zeropolis before, am I right?”

			Everyone but Mira shook their heads.

			“I went once as a kid,” Mira said. “I might have been five. I remember riding the monorail. And the tall buildings.”

			“Were you issued an ID card?” Joe asked.

			“I don’t think so,” Mira said. “I was with Mom and Dad.”

			“Not letting your identity leak is essential,” Joe said. “If you were issued an ID, the checkpoints have access to it, but they need to know where to look. They don’t have biometrics to help them.”

			“Biometrics?” Cole asked.

			“You know, fingerprints, iris scanners, facial-recognition software,” Joe explained. “Those advancements might be coming, but they hadn’t hit when I left. All a troublemaker would have to go on is a seventy-year-old picture of a five-year-old. Miracle Pemberton is supposed to be dead. We’ll make up fake names for all of you, just in case word of us has spread. Considering you’re all minors, and outsiders coming to Zeropolis for the first time, I should be able to get fresh IDs for all of you.”

			“What about my mark?” Dalton reminded him.

			“You’ll play the role of our slave,” Joe said. “Technically we should have papers to prove ownership, but that sort of detail gets missed all the time. If it comes to it, we’ll try a bribe.”

			“Do you have an ID?” Jace asked.

			“I’ve got three,” Joe said. “A luxury of having friends in the Unseen.”

			“Fake IDs?” Cole checked.

			“One is authentic,” Joe said. “Two are false. Top quality. The real one is no good to me anymore. As long as nobody has combed through the millions of other ID photos on record to find the duplicate faces and flag the false names, I should be fine. Wanted members of the Unseen get away with it all the time.”

			“What should my name be?” Jace mused.

			“Something you’ll remember,” Joe said. “Something that’ll roll off your tongue.”

			“Drop the J,” Cole said. “Be Ace.”

			“Too close,” Jace said.

			“Maybe Face?” Cole went on. “Or Vase. Or Outer Space.”

			“Your name is going to be Black Eye if you don’t watch it,” Jace threatened.

			“Then you’re going to be Mr. Overreactor,” Cole replied. “Or maybe Sore Fist.”

			Joe pulled out a couple of ID cards. Dark blue and metallic, they looked about the size of driver’s licenses and had different pictures of him. One had a mustache.

			“Should I be Harvey Michaels?” he asked. “Or Walt Boone?”

			Cole held out a hand. “Let me see one.” Joe placed an ID in his palm. Cole found the thin card heavier than it looked. The name Walt Boone was printed in silver letters above a long number sequence. A fancy insignia in the upper corner looked like three overlapping moons behind a tall, slender building.

			“Sweet ’stache,” Dalton said, checking out the ID. “Be Walt.”

			“If I’m Walt, then Cole, Jace, and Mira will be my niece and nephews. We’ll all be Boones to keep it simple.”

			“And who am I?” Dalton asked.

			“The slave,” Jace said. “Rupert.”

			“I vote you name yourselves,” Joe said. “We should get going. You can think about it while we walk.”

			“We still don’t know much about Zeropolis,” Jace argued. “I don’t want to go in blind. What if somebody questions us?”

			“Security is loose in the outposts,” Joe said. “Things aren’t as organized. If somebody gives you trouble, just be vaguely honest. You came from Elloweer and don’t know anything. We won’t have much to worry about until we try to board the monorail.”

			“Unless the Hunter sent a message to watch for us,” Mira said. “Don’t forget, he nabbed Ansel, who drew pictures of Cole, and probably the rest of us too. Our faces could be public knowledge.”

			“It’s possible,” Joe said. “I just don’t see Enforcers working directly with local authorities. They seldom cooperate with legionnaires or guardsmen. They prefer to operate quietly.”

			“What’s the shaping like in Zeropolis?” Jace asked.

			“Their shapers are called tinkers,” Mira said. “They shape useful materials. They manipulate energy. And they use those resources to create all sorts of things.”

			“The pros call themselves technomancers,” Joe said. “They can replicate just about anything we had in the world I came from. And they do lots of things we can’t.”

			“Computers?” Cole asked.

			“Yeah, but they limit access to some of that stuff,” Joe said. “They don’t always push as far as they could. Some supercomputer went haywire a long time ago. It trashed the city. They don’t want a repeat. Also, the Grand Shaper, Abram Trench, worries about keeping control, so he heavily restricts the use of lethal weapons and communication devices.”

			“What’s a computer?” Jace asked.

			“It’s a machine with lots of abilities,” Dalton said.

			“It can almost think,” Cole added.

			“It’s like a really complicated abacus,” Joe deadpanned.

			“This place sounds strange,” Jace said.

			“To you most of all,” Joe agreed. “For Dalton and Cole, some parts of it will almost feel like home. Can we go? I’d like to get settled and plan for tomorrow.”

			“Okay,” Jace said.

			Mira went to Hina. “Thank you for guiding us here,” Mira said. “And for waiting around in case we need to escape.”

			“I’m on an errand from my master,” Hina replied. “I would not disappoint him. I wish you good fortune in finding your sister.”

			Joe extended an arm eastward. “This way, right?”

			“Correct,” she said.

			They started walking with Joe in the lead. Cole fell in beside Dalton.

			“Cole,” Hina said. “A word?”

			They all paused. Cole looked back at her, feeling slightly suspicious. What did she want? What if she put on the bear mask and kidnapped him? Trillian had shown interest in his abilities, and Hina had all the masks now. There wouldn’t be much the others could do.

			“It’ll just take a moment,” she assured him. “You can catch up.”

			“Okay,” Cole said, with a nod at Joe.

			The others started walking, but Dalton lingered.

			“What is it?” Cole asked, taking a couple of steps toward Hina.

			“My master has a message for you,” she said.

			“Okay.”

			“When you stood on the Red Road, he could sense that your power is blocked. He wanted me to tell you that it may not be easy, but you can get it back. I was asked to recommend that you accept none of the apparent limits to shaping here in the Outskirts. And he wanted me to convey that although your current focus is to get home, the Outskirts may not survive without your help.”

			For a moment Cole forgot to breathe. How could the fate of the Outskirts depend on him? It was absurd, right? This place was his prison. It would be hard enough to find his friends and get home. Maybe impossible. What game was Trillian playing?

			Cole glanced over at Dalton, who could hear the conversation. His friend raised his eyebrows.

			“That’s all?” Cole asked.

			“Yes,” Hina said.

			Cole gave a disbelieving laugh. “How am I supposed to save the Outskirts?”

			Hina gave a slight bow. “I have shared his message.”

			“Okay,” Cole said, suddenly wishing he could speak to Trillian again. Why would the torivor leave something so important so unexplained? Did Trillian want to lure him back to the Lost Palace? Might he have good reason to do so? Did the torivor know techniques that could help him regain his lost ability? How sure was Trillian that the Outskirts needed his help? Was it just a manipulation? Was it because Mira needed him? “Thanks.”

			Hina sat down cross-legged, the masks on her lap.

			Cole jogged away with Dalton, hurrying to catch up to the others as questions continued to occupy him.
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			POST 121

			No marker announced the border between Elloweer and Zeropolis, but Cole knew they had crossed when electric tingles raced through him and his ears popped. “Feel that?” Cole asked the others.

			“Yep,” Dalton said, rubbing his ears.

			“Welcome to Zeropolis,” Mira said.

			“I didn’t feel squat,” Jace said.

			“Nobody ever accused you of being sensitive,” Cole said.

			“I didn’t feel much either,” Joe said. “Maybe a little tickle.”

			In a corner of his mind, Cole had wondered if the crossing might help undo the changing Morgassa had worked on him before she died. Was it unreasonable to hope that whatever blockade she had raised to divide him from his power would be destroyed by leaving Elloweer? But as he searched inside, he still found no hint of his ability. His power remained out of reach.

			“Weird,” Dalton said. “I can’t make a seeming.”

			“Did you expect to be the only exception?” Jace asked.

			“No,” Dalton said. “It just cut off so suddenly. I can still feel my power. It’s there. But if I try to make a seeming, I can’t even manage a spark. It’s frustrating.”

			Jace pulled his little golden rope from his pocket. “Is it kind of like having a really cool weapon that no longer works?”

			“Pretty much,” Dalton said.

			“I think we all get the feeling,” Jace said.

			The trees thinned and prairie land came into view. As the group exited the forest, there was no missing Post 121. The outpost was much larger than Cole expected. He had pictured an isolated monorail stop with a few buildings and some mules. Instead, the community spread across the prairie for quite a distance, a windswept jumble of low, fenceless structures.

			The strangest dwellings looked almost like playground equipment—tubes and globes of colored plastic joined together in odd combinations. There were also boxy apartments made from concrete blocks, flimsy shacks composed of tin panels, earthy structures of adobe and plaster, patchwork pavilions of weathered hides, log cabins, canvas tents, and shanties cobbled together from scraps of wood and metal. The styles varied at random. With few trees or bushes in view, the only landscaping seemed to be the natural dirt and brush of the prairie.

			Above the sprawling mishmash of haphazard architecture, the monorail track and station stood out as the glaring landmarks of advanced civilization. Shining like polished platinum, the lofty track overshadowed the chaotic neighborhoods, its metallic whiteness gently curving away into the distance, supported by pillars at regular intervals. The station also looked very modern, a lustrous construction of glass and metal.

			Besides the monorail track and station, not many structures in town surpassed two stories. Joe explained that the large, weathered, egg-shaped building was the power facility, where the main energy crystals for the outpost were housed. He also mentioned that the two cylinders on the hillside were water towers. A few windmills of varied design poked up here and there. Cole’s favorite kind of looked like an upside-down eggbeater.

			The closer they got to the outpost, the more vehicles came into view. One looked like a cross between a dune buggy and a monster truck, rolling around on swollen tires. Another was a motorcycle with wheels as wide as overturned barrels. A spiderlike contraption prowled around on slender legs, while the driver sat atop the body yanking levers. Some vehicles had treads like a tank. The roads Cole saw were rough pathways carved by frequent travel. Without decent roads, he supposed the vehicles needed to be hardy.

			“It looks like people made stuff out of whatever they could find,” Dalton said.

			“True enough,” Joe said. “The outposts only get materials from the city by monorail. Anything else they make themselves. The tinkers can get pretty creative.”

			Cole glanced back at the woods, where Hina waited unseen. He wondered if he would ever make it back to Elloweer. Not for some time, he decided, since he knew Jenna wasn’t there, and he had already rescued Dalton. He might have to go back one day to free Jill. And if he got totally stuck finding a way home, it might be worth risking another conversation with Trillian.

			“We’ll have to change our money,” Joe said. “Some of the outposts will do business with ringers, but once we hit the city, it’s all credits.”

			“Like credit cards?” Dalton asked.

			“Kind of,” Joe said. “Your credits are linked to your ID card. It’s one of the instances where the Grand Shaper allows computerized communication. I think he does it so he can freeze anyone’s money whenever he wants. It’s a powerful control tactic.”

			“Then we should keep some ringers just in case,” Jace said. “We can always transfer more to credits later.”

			“You’re thinking like a survivor,” Joe complimented

			“Don’t jinx me,” Jace said.

			Cole patted his chest, where he had tied his ringers. They jangled softly. It was a convenient way to store the little rings that served as coins in the Outskirts. As a group, they had a lot of money. Before parting with the Rogue Knight, he had restored all of the ringers he had taken from them when he robbed the wagon train. It meant they should be able to afford some comforts in the city.

			“I want to get a spider car,” Dalton said. “That thing is cool.”

			“Too wobbly,” Jace said. “I’ll take one of the big ones with the treads. What powers them?”

			“The same source that powers most of Zeropolis,” Joe said. “Harmonic crystals. Also called dynamos, juiced crystals, energy crystals—whatever the name, they’re crystals that can store and share vast amounts of energy.”

			“Electricity?” Cole asked.

			“That’s one way to picture it,” Joe said. “I sometimes think of it that way to help me relate. Like electricity, the energy from the crystals can be used to generate heat, motion, light—all sorts of effects. It could be converted into electricity, but that’s not usually useful, because it’s already in a purer state. Less volatile. And it doesn’t need wires.”

			“Wireless electricity?” Dalton exclaimed.

			“That’s the idea,” Joe said. “Once harmonic crystals are linked, they can share power with one another across great distances. Most of the crystals in Post 121 are linked to the power facility, where sparkers keep a central crystal juiced.”

			“Sparkers?” Jace asked.

			“Tinkers who specialize in generating energy,” Joe clarified. “It’s a form of shaping.”

			“This place is weird,” Jace said.

			“You’ll like some of the conveniences,” Joe promised.

			Cole fell into step beside Mira. “You seem quiet.”

			“Huh?” she replied. “Oh, I was thinking about Costa. My only memories of Zeropolis are as a kid. Everything seemed so big and fancy. Foreign. It’s intimidating to think of finding Costa there. The city is enormous.”

			“The outpost is bigger than I expected,” Cole said.

			“Maybe. But just wait. The city is by far the biggest in all the Outskirts.”

			Cole thought about that. Even compared to the cities back home, Carthage had been impressive. So had Merriston. He wondered how Zeropolis would compare against major cities like Phoenix or Los Angeles.

			“I wish Honor were here,” Mira murmured.

			“She’d be a big help,” Cole said.

			“Not just that,” Mira said. “I’ve waited sixty years to see her, then once we finally find each other, we hardly get to spend any time together.”

			“She’s looking for Destiny,” Cole reminded her.

			“I know,” Mira said. “It’s important to find Tessa. Honor is doing what she always does—her duty. And I’m glad she’s doing it. It just would have been nice to see her for a while. Imagine if right after you found Dalton he had to take off.”

			“I get it,” Cole said. “That stinks. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Mira said. “I get it too. Sometimes you do what you must. I just miss my sisters.”

			“We’ll find Costa,” Cole said. “That’s something you can look forward to. Maybe this time you won’t have to split up right away.”

			“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Mira said wistfully. “What if we weren’t the mascots for a revolution? What if we were just a normal family?”

			“You might never know,” Cole said.

			Mira gave him a sharp glance. “Too true.”

			They began to pass some of the buildings at the fringe of the outpost. The people they saw didn’t pay them any mind. Cole was surprised to see a guy wearing blue jeans and a denim jacket.

			“Is that guy in jeans?” Cole asked Joe.

			“Yeah,” he replied. “They make synthetic denim in the city. It’s everywhere. They do plenty of things their own way here, but they borrow a lot of ideas from Earth.”

			“Are there many Outsiders?” Dalton asked.

			“That could be part of it,” Joe answered. “I’ve met several. But they also have ways of keeping tabs on our world. Some people in Zeropolis can connect to our Internet.”

			“The Internet back home?” Cole asked in astonishment.

			“They call them thruports,” Joe said. “Technically they’re illegal. But I know some of the government people use them. And so do some of the Unseen.”

			“I could e-mail my family?” Dalton asked.

			“You could,” Joe said. “But they won’t open it.”

			“How can you be sure?” Dalton countered.

			“I’ve tried,” Joe said wearily. “I tried and tried. It never worked.”

			“Who were you trying to reach?” Cole asked.

			Joe bit his lower lip. “You remember I told you I left Zeropolis for a reason? I volunteered to go warn Mira?”

			“Yeah,” Cole said.

			“The person I e-mailed most ties into that,” Joe said. “You deserve the whole story. What happened could make this more dangerous for all of us. And I learned some things you ought to hear. But not here. Later. For now, let me go change some money to credits. I’ll buy us some clothes that won’t stand out so much in the city. You guys go check out Gizmo Row.”

			“What’s that?” Jace asked.

			“Every outpost has one,” Joe said. “They’re named after the big one in the city. Gizmo Row is where the tinkers peddle their inventions. Some of the stuff can be useful, and in an outpost near the border, some of the tinkers might be willing to trade in ringers. It should help you kill some time and start to get a feel for Zeropolis. It’s also a place where strangers fit in just fine. Just don’t buy anything too expensive. And don’t let them take you into a back room. We don’t want black-market gear. Not now at least. All we need is to get arrested for buying restricted tech before we even reach the city.”

			“Okay,” Dalton said. “Where do we find it?”

			Joe pointed over some of the nearby rooftops. “See the sign on that pole sticking up over there? Blue circle with a sun in the center? That marks Gizmo Row. Head that way. I’ll go over to the monorail station and see if I can find a place to turn some ringers into credits. It’ll also give me a chance to make sure my fake ID works.”

			“What if you get nabbed?” Dalton asked.

			“It should be fine,” Joe said. “I’ve used Walt Boone before.”

			“If he gets nabbed, we’ll bust him out,” Jace said.

			“Well . . . ,” Joe said. “I appreciate the loyalty, but only if you find a real opportunity. Our top priority is keeping Mira safe. Second is finding Costa. If it comes to it, I want you kids to leave me behind. I wouldn’t be able to stand the thought of you getting into trouble trying to help me.”

			“Let’s just try to stay out of trouble to begin with,” Mira said, giving Jace a stern look. “That means not creating any of our own.”

			“Don’t look at me,” Jace said with a smirk. “I don’t start fights. I end them.”

			“You heard me,” Mira said.

			“Once you get there, don’t leave Gizmo Row,” Joe said. “I’ll come find you.”

			“Unless you get arrested,” Dalton said.

			“Right,” Joe said. “Unless I get arrested.” Turning, he started toward the monorail station.

			Picking up his pace, Jace marched toward the Gizmo Row sign, following a narrow footpath. Mira caught up to him. Cole and Dalton walked together.

			“Think we’ll find Jenna in Zeropolis?” Dalton wondered.

			“I can only guess,” Cole said, looking around. “You know all the kids who were sent with you to Elloweer, so she’s not there. I started out in Sambria, but never really searched it. She could be in any kingdom besides Elloweer. That means we have a one in four chance she’s in Zeropolis.”

			“Unless she stayed in Junction, between the kingdoms,” Dalton said.

			“You all went there at first,” Cole said. “Did anybody stay?”

			“Not that I know of. I’m just trying to cover all the possibilities.”

			“Hopefully some of Joe’s contacts here can help us,” Cole said. “Maybe they can search for her ID card or something.”

			“It would be nice to catch a break,” Dalton said.

			Up ahead, Mira laughed at something Jace had said, patting him on the arm.

			“He’s in heaven right now,” Cole said.

			“Jace?”

			“He has the biggest crush on her.”

			“She’s pretty great.” Dalton paused. “Does it make you think of Jenna?”

			Cole inhaled sharply. He usually tried to downplay his feelings for Jenna in front of Dalton, though his friend seemed to see through it. “Yeah. Not that it really matters how I feel about her. She’s my friend. She was kidnapped. I want her safe.”

			“What if tomorrow we find out Jenna isn’t in Zeropolis? Do we stay and help Mira, or do we move on to the next kingdom?”

			Cole groaned. “I don’t know. Who’s going to help us in the next kingdom?”

			“What if Joe and Mira teach us how to contact the Unseen?” Dalton asked. “What if they give us a note or something that lets us get help from the rebels anywhere? Wouldn’t that be faster than sticking with them?”

			“Maybe,” Cole said, feeling torn. “Why are you asking now? Because of that message from Trillian?”

			“Don’t tell me you haven’t been thinking about it,” Dalton said.

			“I have. I don’t know. The guy is scary, but it doesn’t mean he’s wrong. Supposedly he can’t lie. Maybe my help really is important to the rebellion. I’ve saved Mira before. What she’s doing matters to this whole world. Her dad is a monster. And his shapecrafters keep building actual monsters. If Mira and her sisters can’t defeat him, this whole world could be doomed.”

			“You care about Mira,” Dalton said.

			Cole felt unwanted tears sting his eyes. “Of course I do! I care about everybody. I care about her and Twitch and Jace. I care about Jenna and the other kids who got kidnapped with us too. I think me, you, Mira, and Jace make a good team. My first choice would be to find the others with their help. And to help Mira along the way.”

			“And save the entire Outskirts,” Dalton said.

			“Maybe,” Cole replied softly. “Especially if that means helping Mira.”

			“It’s nice to have friends,” Dalton said. “But it gets us into trouble. Her dad cares a lot more about finding her than he does about us. And helping her find her sisters leads us into ugly situations.”
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