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            AMARAIS ✧ 2704-11-12

          

        

      

    

    
      NOA

      When Noa had first arrived in Amarais, she hadn’t imagined it would’ve struck her with such familiarity. The breathlessness that ripped through her as she stood mere meters away from the Amaraian palace wasn’t so much due to its size or pristine exterior that gleamed a glittering white from the glow of the streetlamps, but rather how it loomed over its dominion. The gated courtyard-garden fanned out behind it, littered with fir trees woven with dazzling lights that carried through the tall privacy hedges. All of it danced as an embellished image in her mind of a place much further from here where snow had also once crunched beneath her boots and forced the air from her lungs through puffs of cold smoke.

      She rubbed her hands together, feeling the friction of her gloves and ignoring that annoying ache that began to form in her legs. She’d been crouching for too long in the bushes on the perimeter of what was legally palace grounds. Then again, everything within Synos’s palace sector was considered palace grounds. Some would say that what she was about to do was the most foolish thing she’d ever done, but she was almost certain she could remember something far stupider, given enough time.

      A figure crouched down beside her, his black hair obscuring his face until he brushed it away with his own gloved hand. Calm, dark eyes peered forward from the corner of her vision, surveying the same structure she’d been taking in. “Gluttony’s counting guards,” he said. “They’re about to change posts.”

      “About to hit the five-minute mark,” she breathed.

      “What happens if it’s not here?” he asked, sliding his attention back to her.

      “Then we bust ass to that other house, case it, and get the hell out.” She shrugged, her fingers running along the edge of the flat, black mask resting on top of her head, tucked just inside her hood.

      “Five minutes until guard change,” came the voice in her ear. A monotoned, collected woman’s voice that made Noa’s core tighten at the sound—Sloth, the final member of their party doing overwatch.

      Greed put a finger to his own comm piece. “Greed and Pride in position. Gluttony, status?”

      “On my way back,” came a man’s voice that didn’t sound all that different than Greed’s. But the soft, velvety tones were traded for something a little rougher around the edges and a lot more irritable through a grumble. “Two guards are already calling it quits.”

      Noa narrowed her sights on the ridge of the upper windows barely visible through the garden, catching the heads of people roaming the upper ring of the ballroom. “I bet you’re wishing the two of us were in there right now, aren’t you, Greed?” she asked with a teasing smirk. “Taking in the night sky through that observatory-esque window, arm in arm with glasses of champagne.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You mean thrown into a car and hauled off to a high-security prison for party-crashing whatever the hell this is?” He made a circular motion toward it. “I think I’ll pass.”

      “We can dye our hair blond and get some contacts.”

      “You going to ask Gluttony to dye his hair blond too just in case?”

      “I could…”

      “Could what?”

      Noa whipped her head around to find Gluttony crouched down behind them, his gold-flecked eyes watching her with suspicion. Her lips formed a line, humming. That was the one visible difference between him and his twin brother that allowed her to tell them apart at a quick glance. A characteristic that she decided didn’t go all that well with blond.

      “Forget about it,” she said, tapping her comm. “Sloth?”

      “Forty seconds.”

      “What was she saying?” Gluttony asked, furrowing his brows as he nudged his brother’s elbow.

      “That you’d make a good blond,” he replied, lips twitching while he pulled down his mask.

      Horrified, Gluttony’s head swung toward her. “Why the hell would I ruin perfection?”

      “Twenty.”

      Noa gagged and tugged her own mask over her face, shielding her lack-luster brown eyes and plain pale face from view like her mousy brunette mess of pulled-back hair tucked into her hood. “Everyone know where you’re going?”

      “Straight for a drink on the ride out of here,” Gluttony said as he snapped his mask back into place.

      “Ten.”

      Noa eyed the last guard begin his final lap down the street, clad in navy blue and silvery—sorry, platinum-white trim with a short sword at his side. Once he was out of view, and Noa heard that magic word of “go,” she sprinted across the street. Moonlight poured over cleared pavement and decorative stone walkways as the three of them kept to the shadows that spanned along the fence line. It made a sharp turn toward a door with a small pad beside it that flickered green right before she grabbed the handle.

      “Unlocked,” Sloth said. “All clear and cameras are locally looped.”

      “Thank you,” Noa said in a sing-song voice back to her, throwing her shoulder into the hard metal.

      It flew open to a white hallway turned gray with the overhead lights shut off. A thrill worked through her as the dark closed in behind them. She kept to the wall, stalking down the hall on silent footsteps until it gave way to a trickling of light from around a corner. She motioned for Gluttony to move to her side, which he did before he stopped to check that the route was clear.

      “Go,” Noa hissed, hurrying him forward.

      “Sorry for checking my damn corners⁠—”

      “Consider this a trust exercise. Now move.”

      Grumbling, he jogged down the hall ahead of them, glancing back before he vanished down another corridor. It could’ve been a glare, but Noa shrugged it off in favor of the double doors to her right, framed by frosted wall sconces and ornate end tables. Weird little twisting porcelain sculptures sat on either side, which she guessed probably cost more than a night in their hotel room. She slipped a square key from her pocket and pressed it to the sensor under the handle, watching it pulse yellow a couple of times until it flashed green. A satisfying click granted her entry.

      It was a tidy space, holding a minimalistic desk in its center, framed by decorative built-in shelves that were cluttered with digital picture frames, more weird sculptures, and… books? She started over to one of the horizontal stacks, gentle in her removal of the thick tomes until the whole thing came free, held together in her hand. She frowned.

      “Why?” She held it up to Greed in his search along another wall, turning the fake, glued-together books around. “Why the hell would someone do this?”

      “Would you stop fooling around and help me look for the safe?” he asked, standing up from one of the floor cabinets.

      With a huff, she put it back down and dropped to the cabinet portion of the shelving unit. It opened to a bunch of cables, old devices, and dusty hard drives. She closed it, biting down on her tongue as she crawled toward the middle cabinet. A quick tug on the handles, and her eyes went wide.

      “Well, shit.”

      Greed’s muffled footfalls against the carpet greeted her, and he pulled open the cabinet a little further. He pushed up his mask, confusion consuming his features. “A manual safe?”

      “Should I call Gluttony?” she asked.

      “No, move.”

      She stood, worrying her lip as he took her place, put his ear to the small metal door, and began to turn the dial.

      “Have you ever cracked a safe like this before?” she asked.

      “Once…” The far-off look in his eye didn’t instill much confidence in her.

      Noa gripped one of the shelves, pressing her thumb into it a little harder with each passing second. Her jaw began to clench in the wake of the silence. Well, at least, until that was broken by the sudden, distant pounding against the tile in the hallway.

      Greed froze, locking eyes with her. That horrible, clawing sensation started working its way up her throat as she grabbed one of the small statues and rushed to the side of the doors. He threw his mask back on, standing with his hands gripping the desk, poised to overturn it. They waited. Noa’s pulse pounded in her ears as the footsteps grew louder, echoing with every nervous readjustment of the ugly little thing in her hand.

      A shadow passed over the crack under the door, fading in and out, taking the running with it. Noa turned her face toward Greed again, the two of them stock-still for another moment before he dropped back down to his knees.

      “Keep an eye on the door,” he whispered.

      “Then hurry it the hell up.” She pressed a thumb to her earpiece. “Gluttony, is there anyone down there by you?”

      His pause slipped into an eternity that tightened her grip on her makeshift weapon.

      “No, why?”

      Noa let out a breath. “Someone was running over here. Keep an eye out.” She kept her eyes on the door, taking a couple steps back while she strained to listen for some sort of indication of Greed’s progress. The only one she got was the final pop of its small door coming free, followed by his alleviated sigh. She fell to her knees next to him.

      He pulled it open to reveal documents. Paper documents but documents, nonetheless. Noa’s stomach dropped just before she gritted her teeth and reached inside, shuffling through it all in hopes that there might be something sitting underneath.

      “First fake books, and now real paper with⁠—”

      “Art receipts,” Greed finished, tapping the top of one in her hands.

      “You got to be kidding me.”

      “Let’s hope Gluttony found something.”

      “Yes, let’s, or I’m going to be pissed that we’re spending another godsdamned night in this frozen hell.”

      He tensed, clamping a hand over her wrist to stop her manic paper shuffling, filling the void with the sound of jogging. She scrambled to stand, reclaiming her statuette just in time to watch the shadow pass by the doors again.

      “What the hell is going on?” she hissed down to him.

      Greed tucked the documents back into the safe and pushed himself up. “I don’t know, but let’s wrap this up.” With a click of the small door and a spin of the dial, Noa relinquished her toy to its former home on their way out.

      “Did we lock the doors?” came Gluttony’s voice in her ear.

      “Um… no…” Sloth answered. “Why are you asking?”

      Greed checked their own door, pulling it open for Noa to go first. When there was no follow-up from Gluttony, she decided to hop in with a question of her own.

      “Sloth,” she said, “who the hell was running up and down the hall?”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      Noa felt her features twist in confusion. Was she that distracted she completely missed all of that? Her pace quickened at the sight of Gluttony taking a stroll down the main hall at the end of the intersection. Something was wrong here—she just couldn’t place what quite yet. But once she rounded the corner, she found their next major problem of the night.

      A boy and a girl were pressed up against the double doors leading to the center of the palace, neither of them all that much younger than her—maybe twenty or twenty-one. Both were dressed in black party attire: a suit and a simple long-sleeved, knee-length dress with dark leggings that registered in Noa’s mind as an unadorned staff uniform. The girl’s wide blue eyes stayed pinned on them in terror while she gripped the boy’s arm. However, he was the one that gave Noa pause. He had those tell-tale blue Amaraian eyes like his companion, but his hair wasn’t blond like hers. It was black.

      “The doors shouldn’t be locked,” she said, unable to really compute anything else in her automatic advance on their two witnesses. This was something she needed to deal with, simple as that, even if she wasn’t sure how to deal with said problem just yet. The main problem was that voice cutting through her sluggish thoughts.

      “I don’t see any of you on the camera feeds,” came Sloth’s reply, her voice climbing. “Hold on⁠—”

      That was when Noa saw it: the red, blinking light barely visible under the balcony past the half-glass doors. A small cluster of them stuck to the entrance to what had to be the ballroom. And they were blinking faster with each passing second. In an instant, she lurched forward, a motion that Greed mimicked.

      “Get down!” she shouted, throwing herself over one of them as they flinched down.

      The five of them hit the floor just as the world erupted in a loud chorus of shouts and booms and the tinkling of shattering glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            AMARAIS ✧ 2704-11-12

          

        

      

    

    
      NOA

      Noa gritted her teeth at the static shrieking coming from her comm piece. She ripped it out and threw it to the floor, cursing at the echo of shifting glass before she tore off her mask and tossed it to the side. The subterfuge portion of the evening was now over, and now the chaotic finale was about to begin.

      “What the hell just happened?” came a voice from behind her. Gluttony.

      “I don’t think we have time for that now,” the voice to her right responded. Greed.

      He stood, pulled off his mask, and pushed back his hood—looking as calm and collected as ever while towering over the girl he’d shielded. Her wide, blue eyes looked between them, terrified and confused.

      Welcome to the club, Noa thought just as her eyes darted over to the boy she was still hunched over. He seemed just as stunned as her with his dazed expression and lack of movement, but at least he appeared uninjured. The doors themselves seemed to have taken the brunt of the damage, despite their now-buckled and shattered state. If only they didn’t skimp on the damn glass.

      “The garage. Which way to get to the garage?” Noa asked, shoving herself to her feet as her mind finally kicked back into crisis mode.

      “There’s a stairwell back where we came from,” Greed said, pointing back toward the hall. “That should take us all the way down to the garage. Let’s pray it isn’t blocked off like the doors to the main hall here.”

      “And them?” Gluttony asked.

      “They’re coming with us.” She jerked her chin in the direction of the corridor. “Gluttony, scout the way to the stairs, make sure whoever might’ve locked this place down isn’t lurking around any corners while we get the hell out of here. Greed and I will follow with these two.” She grabbed the boy’s arm, pulling him to his feet as Greed did the same with the girl.

      At first, Gluttony didn’t move, like he was about to argue. His lips pressed into a thin line, and then he spun on his heel to carry out his orders. This left Noa to her own trust exercise of letting him guide them to safety while she mulled over the fact that she was dragging along some half-Amaraian through the palace, which is the last place she’d expect to find one. Sure, there’d been a few far-flung foreigners on their way into the country, most claiming some sort of business on their documentation just like she had—not technically a lie, though one could argue it. But here? In the midst of an Amaraian council party filled with territory leaders? Then again, he could possibly be staff, a ward, an illegitimate child, or⁠—

      Noa shook the list from her thoughts, trying not to scrunch up her face as they navigated the turns. Though, the weirdest part was that neither of them were calling for help or struggling to escape when they started down the stairs and encountered movement behind one of the doors.

      Well, they were sneaking around the palace while everyone else was enjoying the party.

      She held onto that sentiment as Greed started past her with a shaky, almost-inaudible whimper from the girl, pushing through the exit at the bottom of the stairs into the garage. Noa’s jaw nearly dropped at the sight of so many white cars. The overhead lights revealed the metallic sheen of some and sparkling glossy coat of others. Sleek town cars, sports cars, muscle cars, and SUVs…

      Gluttony grabbed a square key from the rack by the door and jogged toward one of the SUVs—the practical choice. Her heart sank as she walked past a muscle car, letting her gloved fingertips trail along the hood. It must’ve been a year since the last time she’d actually driven a car, seeing how most vehicles were typically out of the average person’s price range. The feeling of the wind whipping through her hair and the warm sun tickling her skin wouldn’t be an easily recreated memory here either, considering how she was far more likely to be inhaling snowflakes at any given second.

      The soft purr of the engine brought her back to the present, where Gluttony sat in the driver’s seat.

      “You drive,” Noa said with a motion to Greed.

      “Fine by me.” He pulled open one of the back-passenger doors, nudging his captive forward. “Get in.”

      She hesitated, glancing back at her companion still in Noa’s grasp.

      “Go,” Noa barked.

      She jumped and scrambled inside as the boy pulled free of Noa’s grip to help her. With Gluttony taking the other front seat, Noa got in behind their abductees, cueing a chorus of slamming doors.

      As the car nudged forward, the garage doors began to part at the top of the exit ramp, allowing Noa to lean back with a sigh. That is, until the stairwell door burst open. The resounding clang of the heavy, reinforced metal thrown back so hard against its hinges sent Noa twisting in her seat to take in the mix of wait-staff attire, guard uniforms, and street clothing. Shouts rang out with orders to apprehend them. Some shot toward the control panels to try to close the doors again while a few bolted for the key rack. However, the most alarming part wasn’t the fact that they were trying to stop them, but rather the sight of some of the wait-staff pulling daggers from hidden folds in their clothes.

      “This night just keeps getting better,” she grumbled, yanking a disc from her pocket and shoving the door open again. “Floor it!” she yelled to Greed, hurling it behind the vehicle. It erupted into a wall of smoke the second metal scraped against sleek tile—a satisfying sound to hear right before she pulled the door shut. They jolted up the ramp, peeling out onto the street.

      The boy turned to take in the scene unfolding out the back window, his eyes wide as the doors began to collapse shut in their wake. Noa expected panic or mumbling, likely accompanied by him shrinking into his seat with the realization that he’d just been kidnapped. So, when his eyes hardened and his jaw set as he faced her, she stiffened in surprise.

      “What do you want with us?” he demanded.

      Ah, a spoiled brat.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, leaning a little closer with her eyes narrowed on his. “Did you not want me to stop you from getting a head full of glass? I’ll try to remember that next time—Or would you rather me have Greed here turn the car around and drop you off with those very nice individuals back there? Because I can arrange that.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but it was cut off by the Amaraian girl’s gasp that coincided with the SUV’s deceleration. They both followed her wide-eyed stare out the windshield where dozens of cars lined the streets, blue lights flashing through each vehicle’s dashboard. Barriers and makeshift checkpoints were being set up at the chokepoints of the main intersections, corralling gawkers and those hurling obscenities at the officers.

      “There’s no way we make it past all of this,” Greed mumbled, craning for a better view before he spun the wheel to take them down an alley. Another set of lights flashed off the windows of a storefront up ahead, and he cursed under his breath. “We might have to get out and walk.”

      “Are you insane?” Gluttony hissed. “Just floor it past them! We can’t just blend into the crowd here. They’ll take one look at us, and we’ll be detained⁠—”

      “Quiet!” Noa shouted, bringing a wave of tense silence through the SUV. The girl fumbled with the small handhold in the door, taking in a shaky breath, as if she was considering saying something. “Spit it out.”

      Greed’s seat complained as he shifted, but Noa’s focus kept on the girl while her hand rose to the window. Her eyes closed right as her fingertips grazed the glass, and the car dimmed—the windows darkening at her touch. Noa sat up straight, repositioning herself to peer in the driver’s side mirror. On the side of the car, a logo matching the other officer-driven vehicles emerged from the plain white surface.

      No. Way. Chills ran down her arms at the display of power—of magic. When she turned back to the girl, she was struggling to maintain slow, even breaths. The clock was ticking.

      “Drive,” Noa commanded. “Hurry up and get us the hell out of here.”
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      By the time they reached the hotel on the other side of the city, the girl—the Mage—was pale. She’d held the illusion for about ten minutes, long enough for them to get all of thirty seconds outside the palace sector. After that, the rest of the twenty-minute ride was endured in complete silence.

      A Mage. In Amarais.

      Noa’s head spun at the mere implication that she’d managed to step foot inside the palace in the first place. She’d heard stories of Mages declared as traitors to the throne on the front steps of the palace before they were dragged away and executed. Anything to do with magic here became a muttered curse under one’s breath. It was a threat of rivaling power—or whatever the hell else that gave them the reason to hate it and everyone who supported it. And yet she’d somehow lived, further adding to Noa’s growing bafflement.

      The SUV rolled to a stop in the parking garage, and she yanked on the handle, stepping out onto the concrete with both Amaraians on her heels. They followed her without a word to the back of the car, where Noa waited for the twins to join them. It was enough time for the girl to shiver, running her hands up and down her arms while the boy slid off his suit jacket and draped it over her shoulders. She kept her eyes on the pavement, angling away from him, despite how his face fell.

      There was shame there. But was it shame because she was an Amaraian with magic, or shame because she helped their abductors escape? That also brought Noa to her next question: why not let the authorities catch your abductors? And: how could she use them to salvage at least part of this mess?

      They piled into the elevator and then their hotel room, where Greed sat the two Amaraians at the foot of the bed. Noa ripped open the nightstand drawer and grabbed out her phone. She put it to her ear, squeezing it during the single ring it took to hear a voice on the other end.

      “Where are you?” Sloth asked.

      “Excuse me? Instead of asking where I am, maybe you should explain what the living hell just happened back there?”

      An eerie quiet fell into a sigh.

      “Nyx.” Noa gritted her teeth.

      “That’s what I’m in the middle of figuring out. Nothing should’ve happened, but everything went black. So I tried to restore communications and force my way back into the system, but when that wasn’t getting me anywhere, I went back to the forums we discussed—Noa, everything’s shut down.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean to me, Nyx?”

      “I can’t tell you what happened because I was locked out. Not even the rebels’ network is online. Something went sideways, and I don’t know what it was. None of this was supposed to happen yet, so believe me, I’m just as pissed and confused as you are.”

      Noa tilted her head back, angling the receiver away from her face. “Pack. Now.”

      Greed and Gluttony began shoving everything into their bags as Noa rolled her head forward again to stare down her two new problems.

      “All right,” she said. “So what’s the damage, then?”

      Something jostled at the other end of the line. “It’s… not great. The most important thing is that you need to be leaving right now. You’ll have to cross the border to the southwest since they’ve already started shutting down all major traffic to and from Miralta, starting from the east.”

      “What?” Noa asked, huffing out a disbelieving breath. “Why? There weren’t any Miraltans anywhere.”

      “Turn on the news or look at a feed, Noa.”

      Noa tapped the side of the TV, waking the screen to reveal red ticker tape scrolling along the bottom.

      “The regent’s dead…” Noa’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      Of course, he is. She clenched and relaxed her fist, tamping down her frustration as she faced two slack-jawed survivors.

      “I’m going to need two new IDs when we get to Miralta.”

      “Names?” Nyx asked. “Assuming you didn’t pick up a couple of ID-scrubbing criminals within the last hour.”

      Noa pointed to the girl. “Name.”

      She glanced over at her companion, hesitating as she choked out, “C-Cecilia Angelis.”

      “Cecilia Angelis,” Noa repeated. “I’m assuming her record doesn’t have her marked as a Mage.” She paled at Noa’s comment, clutching a hand to her chest now while the boy looked between them with a renewed, fighting spark.

      “You can’t just⁠—”

      “Name.” She pointed a finger at him, watching his vision catch on the TV again. His shoulders fell, and that fight fizzled out. Annoyed, Noa stepped in front of him, but he might as well have been looking straight through her.

      “Glacier Caelius,” he finally said, lifting his head for her to take in those sapphire-blue eyes again. The phone almost slipped out of her hand.

      “What?!” Gluttony dropped his bag with a light thud.

      “TV, mute.”

      All the movement in the room came to a halt as Noa pulled the phone away from her face to put it on speaker. She leaned against the TV stand and set it down, steepling her hands in front of her face with closed eyes. So, maybe breaking into the Amaraian palace had been the stupidest thing she’d ever done, but perhaps she’d managed to hit a stroke of luck after that unexpected mess.

      “All right,” she said, folding her arms over her chest. “Let me paint you a picture of what just happened. I saved both of your lives. I took a gamble that both of you were worth something I could cash in on later. So, I find it a little strange that you two were not only wandering around the palace so freely, but you were also cooperative with us because one of you is a Mage and the other is the Prince of Amarais—a prince who’s been kept out of the public eye because of rampant rumors that he’s half-Amaraian. A rumor that’s clearly not a rumor, and I’m thinking that there’s also a fairly damning reason for why there’s an Illusionist Mage attached to his side… Much like me, you two decided to take a gamble in assisting in our escape because you didn’t want to get caught, and you’ve just discovered that your last line of defense is dead, right?”

      Glacier let out a bitter laugh. “What? Do you actually think that man wanted to keep me alive? That was all—” His eyes lit up with sudden realization. “I’ll give you whatever you were looking for if you take us to Miralta.”

      Noa hesitated, faltering with that sudden push-back. “And what, exactly, is waiting for you in Miralta?”

      “Katerina Caelius. My cousin and the new regent of Amarais.”
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      RUNE

      Gluttony’s head fell back against the headrest of the passenger’s seat. “This isn’t how things were supposed to go, Rune,” he said, his voice climbing with irritation. “We’re supposed to get in, get the thing, and get out. Not walk out with a couple of useless rich brats. I don’t know what’s worse—the fact that we almost got caught, or the fact that I let you talk me into all this.”

      “Shut up, Crow,” Rune mumbled, rubbing his forehead. “You’re giving me a headache.”

      “Oh, I’m giving you a headache?” Crow scoffed. “I got blinded by that godsdamned Mage back there. I thought I was having a seizure. We should’ve just ditched them in the chaos to find what we were looking for rather than dragging them along.”

      “That’s not your call. Noa calls the shots. That’s what we agreed to.”

      “We didn’t agree to it. You did.”

      “And what would you have done then? If you had a better idea before all this, you could have spoken up, you know.”

      Crow huffed, bumping his head against the window, his gaze set on the elevator. “Maybe we should’ve stayed in King’s…”

      Rune sat up straight again, biting back frustration. “You know if we’d stayed in King’s Republic that things could be far worse for us. Don’t even try to tell yourself otherwise.”

      Crow chewed on his lip before he opened his mouth to speak. Rune shook his head, knowing that he’d throw down the same argument he used a couple months ago.

      “They wouldn’t bargain with you then, Crow, and they sure as hell won’t do it now. Don’t be stupid. Even if you’d manage to cut any sort of deal, it’d be in their favor, not yours. You’d regret it.”

      His mouth clamped shut again right as the elevator doors slid open, and Noa led the charge toward the car with their two new passengers on her heels. Rune got out, earning a dejected noise from his brother as he followed suit.

      “Miss anything?” Rune asked.

      “Nope. Room’s clear. Key?”

      He dropped it into her open palm, and Crow rolled his eyes, thrusting his hands into his coat pockets.

      “Nyx said she’ll have the IDs ready at a drop point,” Noa said. “But she won’t be joining us until later.”

      “Why?” Rune asked with a frown.

      “Something about backups and resources.” She waved a hand. “I don’t know exactly. Purposely vague for security or whatever.” She spun to point a finger at Glacier. “However, you need to have Cecilia drop whatever magic is on you. If your photo ID doesn’t match what you actually look like, you’re not getting into Miralta. They’ll be able to detect magic at any major checkpoint, unlike here, where you’ve somehow been able to get away with it.”

      Cecilia started to object until Glacier cut her off. “It’s fine,” he said, not breaking eye contact with Noa. “You can drop it.”

      She shifted, wearily stepping in front of him to brush a thumb over his right eyelid and quickly danced away. Pity washed over Rune at the sight of that eye. He’d heard rumors mingled with any sort of mention of Amarais’s war threats with Miralta over the years, which is why he’d thought if their hidden prince truly had mixed blood, it’d be anything but their Mage-praising enemies. But sure enough, that eye was that emerald green—Miraltan green, offsetting the other’s Amaraian blue.

      “Better?” Glacier asked, tucking his hands into the pockets of Rune’s spare coat that was at least a couple sizes too big on his smaller frame.

      “Better.” Noa turned on her heel, heading to the driver-side door with Crow climbing into the seat behind her.

      Rune popped open the opposite door for them and peered through Glacier’s brave façade as he coaxed his Mage friend to follow.

      GLACIER

      “So where are the rest of the deadly sins?” Glacier asked, glancing between Gluttony and Greed. He thought he’d heard the latter twin murmur ‘Pride’ in reference to the woman on the way to the hotel, but he couldn’t be sure. “Are they waiting for you back in Miralta?”

      She adjusted the rearview mirror with a smirk. “Unfortunately, there’s only four of us, so just one is waiting in Miralta. But since you mentioned it, I’m Noa. This is Rune, and that’s Crow.”

      He wasn’t sure about the name ‘Noa,’ but the other two sounded a lot like aliases. “Funny,” he said flatly.

      Rune adjusted his seatbelt. “We’ve never gone by our real names outside of our last profession.”

      “And Nyx doesn’t use her real name either,” Noa said as she finished up typing something into her phone and dropping it into the cup holder. The car shifted into reverse and Crow tensed next to him in its slow roll backward. “But it’s what everyone goes by, so it’s better than nothing.”

      “So Noa isn’t even your real name?”

      “It is as far as you’re concerned.”

      “Route is still clear,” Rune said, tilting the phone toward her.

      A devilish grin tugged on her lips, and the car shot forward. The force of it threw Glacier back into his seat, Cecilia yelped, and Crow cursed in his reach for the handhold. Glacier’s palms went for the roof of the car since he didn’t have many options crammed between his sole ally and one of his captors.

      “We’re going to die,” Cecilia gasped, triggering a sadistic laugh from Crow.

      “Make a left out of the garage,” Rune said, seemingly unfazed as she jerked the car onto the street, sending the rest of them sliding. “Follow this road until you hit the local station line intersection. It’ll run parallel to the national station hub from there.”

      “Got it,” Noa said, flicking her gaze to the rearview mirror again. “So, the rumors are true. You’re half-Miraltan? Considering all the bad blood, that’s probably a bit of a problem for you, isn’t it?”

      Crow scoffed. “That’s pretty obvious…”

      “Watch it,” Noa said, her voice dropping to a near-growl. His attention turned to the window to sulk while she continued with, “Well?”

      “Yes…” Glacier said cautiously. “To be fair, it is pretty obvious.”

      “So did people just assume you’re half-Bellegardian or something with the black hair?” she asked with a motion to her own, though he didn’t miss her glance at Rune.

      The twins fit the bill of what he’d assume a Bellegardian would look like between the dark hair and eyes with paler skin, not all that different from his own coloring.

      “What do you plan to do with the information I give you? Use it to blackmail me?”

      Noa barked out a laugh. “Oh, please. You caught me breaking into a high-security Amaraian building, which I’m pretty sure is an offense punishable by death or life in a snowy wasteland prison. I think you have enough over me already. Just consider it curiosity.”

      “Left at the intersection,” Rune said, calling for another sharp turn. “Follow the tracks on the right.”

      “Anyway,” she said. “I think someone’s avoiding the question.”

      “Does it matter?” Crow grumbled, receiving a hard, warning glare from Rune this time.

      “Well,” Glacier started, “people typically assume I’m something other than Miraltan because they couldn’t imagine Louis Caelius allowing anyone with Miraltan blood to be considered for the crown, let alone live. The council approved of my uncle as regent because of his stance against Miralta and anything to do with magic. That doesn’t mean I outright lie to them—I just don’t correct them because I don’t claim any nationality outside of Amaraian.”

      “Considering what I’ve heard about your father and how he wanted to make peace with Miralta before he died, I’m surprised no one has declared you as an enemy of the country yet.”

      “I probably have my cousin to thank for that.”

      “And what about your friend there?” she asked. “Cecilia?”

      Glacier looked down to where Cecilia was disappearing into her seat, death-gripping the door handle and his coat. She froze when she noticed, and shoved herself back up, smoothing out her dress. She was still self-conscious about appearances, despite entertaining thieves.

      “She’s my former tutor’s daughter. Louis discovered she was a Mage, and we managed to use it to our advantage. It worked since he couldn’t get rid of either of us without some sort of repercussion.”

      Noa shook her head with a chuckle. “So, rather than being caught by Amaraian authorities to face whatever’s left of the council, you two were willing to take a chance with the three of us? Even I have to admit that’s a bold move. But I can’t say I’d do any different.”

      “If you didn’t even know who we were, why bother saving us, anyway?”

      Noa paused. “I… tend to find that desperate people are often more than willing to do whatever it takes to repay me for pulling them out of the fire.”

      “You make it sound like you’re not a criminal.”

      Rune’s soft voice cut in like a knife, “I’d like to argue that the real criminal is the man who wanted to kill his own nephew and an innocent girl just for being different.”

      Glacier’s hands pulled away from the roof of the car, falling into his lap.

      “You’re right,” Cecilia said in a near-whisper, her face tilting down to her clasped hands. “He would’ve liked nothing more than to get rid of us both if it meant he could continue living in his perfect bubble, completely isolated from the rest of the world. But I still can’t believe he’s just… gone…”

      “Good riddance,” Crow grumbled, transitioning the car into an uneasy silence.

      Glacier sank into his seat as the minutes ticked by, watching the snowflakes dance past. Crow’s head dipped after an hour, pressing against the car door. A few minutes after that, there was a weight on his shoulder, accompanied by the sound of Cecilia’s light, rhythmic breathing. Noa and Rune whispered back and forth about directions or something else on occasion. Unable to make any sense of it out, he leaned back, listening to the blades against the windshield in their never-ending task of brushing away the snow.
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      That sharp, stinging sensation against his eyelids forced Glacier’s eyes open to the cold. But instead of wind whipping up snow at his feet, there was darkness. It was a deep, blue-tinted void wherever he looked, preventing him from telling up from down. Every movement was sluggish, like pushing through water. When he found the source of the light, he propelled himself upward, pushing his hands against that top barrier—smooth and biting cold. Ice.

      A strange, disturbing sense of curiosity worked through him as he automatically pulled his hand back and slammed his palm against it. His stomach began to knot with dread. All calm replaced by the sudden, choking sensation that hadn’t been there moments prior.

      Again.

      It creaked, starting to give as a shadow fell over him. A blurry figure dressed in white stood at the edge of his watery grave. Glacier drew in a sharp breath to call out, his lungs filling with icy water.

      Kat.

      Her features were too distorted through the hazy, glassy patches to see if she reacted, but she didn’t budge. His protector wasn’t rushing to his aid like she had every time before, finally letting him drown.

      The world twisted then, warping the scene into something a little more vivid—a replica in which a young woman didn’t stand over him, but a man. He donned a white winter tactical suit that matched the gloves on Glacier’s own hands now, which he swore had been black moments prior. His vision began to blur as the man began to walk away, and an inaudible scream tore from Glacier’s throat. Fists pounded against the ice over and over and over again against his will, the ice barely giving each time.
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      “Glacier.”

      He jolted awake to Cecilia’s hand on his shoulder, her brows knitting together in concern. “Are you okay?”

      Glacier nodded, trying to swallow in spite of his dry throat so he could answer. A rush of cold air followed a door being thrown open, pulling the breath from his lungs.

      “I suggest everyone gets out now before it gets really warm in here,” Noa announced. “Don’t leave anything you want behind unless you expect to never see it again.” She shoved a few items into her coat pockets as the twins hopped out into the snow.

      Even though Crow vanished from view, Cecilia’s door opened to Rune, who motioned for them to get out. “Come on.”

      “Wait, why here?” Cecilia asked. “I didn’t think we were in Miralta yet…”

      “We have to walk across the border from here,” Noa replied. “Anything with any sort of non-Miraltan tracking code will get immediately flagged and tracked.” She slipped out of the driver’s seat, her boots hitting the snow. “Which means we have to ditch this sweet ride.”

      Rune offered his hand to help Cecilia out of the car.

      “Thanks,” she said under her breath, taking it with a small leap into ankle-deep white. After that, Rune backed up to give Glacier space, which he managed to fumble anyway. He winced as his half-asleep leg buckled slightly, pinpricks shooting through it on impact.

      “You good?” Rune asked, moving to help him.

      “Fine, thanks,” Glacier replied with a shake of his head. It was enough for him to step away again, but a frown lingered. He dusted himself off, trying to ignore it, and made his way around to the trunk, where Noa was pulling out their bags. “How far of a walk across are we talking about?”

      “About fifteen minutes,” she said, tossing a bag to Crow. “Anything longer than that and we might freeze to death out here. Take this—” She held out a bag toward Glacier before she passed another to Rune, who stepped up next to him. “Have the coordinates memorized?”

      “Of course.” Rune handed her a small chip in return.

      “Crow!” she called, holding the chip between gloved fingers. He cursed, dropped his bag in the snow, and fished out his phone to toss over to her. In one quick motion, she popped the SIM card free and pocketed the phone, repeating the process with her own before she dumped the cards in the now-empty trunk. “You weren’t attached to this car, were you?”

      Glacier hesitated. “Why do I feel like that doesn’t matter right now?”

      She shrugged. “Just thought I would ask before I turn it into a smoldering heap of unusable evidence.”

      “I-I’m sorry, what?” Cecilia asked, her expression horrified.

      “She’s blowing up the car so we can’t be tracked,” Crow snapped, which earned him another disapproving look from Rune.

      “Everyone got their belongings?” Noa asked with a too-bright smile. “Good, now follow Rune safely away from the vehicle while I destroy the love of my life and mourn her untimely death.” She pulled a small gray brick from the bag Glacier held and motioned for him to follow Rune.

      Glacier reached him just in time to see Noa sliding out from under the SUV, wiping away the snow once she was back on her feet. She jogged back over, and Rune started to lead the way with Crow on his heels.

      “Explosion’s on a timer, so let’s get a move-on, shall we?” She retrieved the bag from Glacier’s arms, giving a mock bow to follow. “After you.”

      Cecilia started forward, glancing back after a few steps. He was rooted to the spot for a moment, unable to comprehend that they were fifteen minutes away from stepping outside of the only world he’d ever known. He pushed down that anxiety and turned his back on the last familiar remnant of his life about to melt away.

      He’d be back in a week’s time, at most. Kat would return with him, and they’d set everything right again—maybe even to something even better than what her father would’ve ever allowed as regent. A radical upheaval into peace that no one believed could ever be accomplished, but one that she’d promised to negotiate in a secret deal with the Miraltan Prime Minister while she was away. One that he could now potentially be a part of like Kat had wanted: a symbol of unity.

      And yet, with every step he took, he shivered at the image of her standing there. Watching him drown. “There… um…” he began over his shoulder to Noa. “There aren’t any lakes or ponds around here, are there?”

      Noa slowed, all signs of satisfaction slipping from her face. “Not that I’m aware of… Why?”

      “I’d just… rather not have to cross ice right now,” he said, rubbing his arms as he dropped the rest of his comment to a mutter. “Especially after everything else that has gone wrong today.”

      The crunching of their footfalls carried on for about ten minutes until Rune paused up ahead, fumbling with something before a screen cut through the dark.

      “How are we looking?” Noa called out.

      “Just slightly off, but we’re close,” Rune called back.

      “Does that mean we’re in Miralta?” Cecilia asked.

      “Yep,” Noa said, rubbing her gloved hands together. “Welcome to the land of magic and Mages. I’m assuming this is your first time out of the country?”

      “Yes,” Cecilia said, shivering as she bumped shoulders with Glacier.

      Noa broke into a chuckle. “You’re in for a wild ride. Now let’s hurry before we start losing fingers. I’d very much like to keep mine.”

      Two lights flicked on up again, interrupting Cecilia’s next breath of a question. “Which one of you is Amelia?” came a heavily accented voice.

      Glacier almost didn’t understand what the man was saying, but Noa pushed her way forward, moving past Crow and Rune, who kept their distance from the road up ahead. It sounded almost… Bellegardian from the intonation and lilt, though Glacier’s only reference point was various educational recordings that referenced their native language.

      “I am,” Noa spoke up as her voice slid into a similar accent. “Et ton nom?”

      Rune held up his arm as Glacier and Cecilia caught up, holding them back as Noa continued her conversation in fluid Bellegardian. His mind made every effort to decipher it, but it was rare to hear another language outside of the common, international language that Amarais had adopted as a baseline centuries ago. Glacier eyed Rune again, frowning with a brief glance back at Noa. Why wasn’t someone like Rune doing the talking when he looked far better suited for the part?

      “Je m'appelle Étienne. J'ai ta voiture,” he replied with a quick motion to the vehicle tucked behind the one with its lights on and the windshield wipers flicking back and forth in agitation. It matched the driver’s expression, who huffed out wispy, white breaths and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

      Noa bowed her head in thanks. “Merci, Étienne. A million thank-yous.”

      “Mon plaisir, Amelia,” he called back as he slid into his car, and it lurched forward. The vehicle emitted a low, deep hum on its way past, causing Glacier to cringe. Those two would be lucky to make it to their destination if it was anywhere further than a couple kilometers away with something in that bad of shape. But he supposed they were fortunate to have any sort of self-transportation at all, this far out in the middle of nowhere.

      Rune hurried them up the slope to the road, where they piled into the car behind Noa. She’d already cranked up the heat, letting out a sigh as all the doors slammed shut. “Well…” she said, picking at the worn cloth seats with a grimace. “This isn’t exactly the luxury ride I would’ve asked for, but I guess as long as it still runs, we’ll make it the thirty kilometers to the station.”

      Rune toyed with his phone again. “You’re not going to question why Nyx sent a Bellegardian native all the way out here to deliver a car?”

      “There are certain things I’ve learned to let go with her, specifically ones involving resources. I’m just going to call this a win since there’s heat in this trash heap.” She spun the wheel to guide them back onto the road, much gentler than back in Amarais, and Glacier settled in for the remainder of the ride.
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      NOA

      The soft light of the train station became a distant beacon somewhere past midnight. And while Noa was sad to ditch the car, it wasn’t practical to keep it—not with where they were headed. A rush of warm air greeted their entrance from the overhead heaters in the breezeway, and a trickle of relief spread through her at the sight of a bare station platform up ahead, decked in black and green. Gold pendant lights descended from the ceiling, illuminating the cozy sitting nooks tucked away on the far reaches of the archway’s view.

      The only obstacles between them and the small checkpoint were two late-night station attendants, chatting while they manned the ticket kiosks. Both wore dark gray uniforms with embroidered Miraltan green badges on the breast. The one closer to Glacier’s lighter complexion bore eyes a few shades darker to his emerald, dipping into a leafy, forest color, while his companion had piercing eyes of peridot that blended with his darker toned skin and rich, brown hair.

      Noa pretended not to notice Glacier’s unease as she pushed into the locker room, wandering past label after label until she found the one Nyx had texted her. She punched in the code, it chirped, and she was rewarded a small cloth bag. Individually bagged fake ID cards—complete with stamped passport seals, train ticket cards, and two sets of new SIM cards to make up for the spares they’d ended up burning through. Noa leaned back against the lockers, taking a moment to thank Nyx—wherever she was camping out right now.

      After her little break, she re-emerged into the small cluster of people in the far nook of the entry, nodding past the chokepoint to the pre-security-check lobby. “Let’s get a little further in before I hand out the tickets.” Leading the way, she flipped one of the ticket cards over to find it registered for a 1:15am departure time to Knighton. She elbowed Rune. “How far’s Knighton from the capital?”

      He hummed, pulling up the map on his phone again. “Looks like… fifteen minutes via commuter train to Corris.”

      “I can work with that,” she mumbled. It was far enough out of the way to let them lay low, catch up on some rest, and then arrange a meeting with the new ruler of Amarais during her stay in enemy territory to deliver her cousin safely back into her care.

      Fortunately, Nyx would be around to handle the delicate matter of delivering the finer terms of the deal. She’d intervened the first time Noa had given someone an ultimatum—because that’s what it was—and had later reprimanded her, instructing her to not outright threaten the ‘client.’ Noa scoffed at the term until she’d been pinned by Nyx’s icy glare and opted to roll with it, rather than argue. Clients they were then, forcing her to conclude that her little ultimatums were amicable deals, rather than the obvious: life-debts.

      They stopped around a booth, their final stop before testing out how accurate Nyx had managed to detail their new identities. Noa tossed the twins their respective bags and slid Cecilia’s ID out for examination. ‘King’s Republic’ was stamped on the front, hovering above the name ‘Elodie Andreas.’ Some of the text fell under the small, holographic stamped circle with a diamond in the corner, and Noa couldn’t suppresses a bemused smirk when she tilted it in the light. A Mage stamp. Something that Miralta would consider a badge of honor.

      “Elodie,” she said, holding it out to her.

      Cecilia was gentle in tugging it from her fingers, hunching as she flipped it over a couple of times while Noa moved onto Glacier’s. His read, ‘Miralta’ in bold, blocky letters along the side, and the pulled database image had been altered so the green matched the shade Noa had described to Nyx hours before. Next to it said, ‘Morgan Hawthorn,’ along with a neat list of the rest of his cursory details.

      “And Morgan.”

      He gripped its sides, analyzing every letter with a deepening frown.

      “Something wrong?”

      “I’m not twenty yet.”

      Noa choaked back a laugh, turning it into a snort. “Oh, I’m quite aware, seeing how we’re going to see the defaulting regent. However, even though you’re over eighteen, you’d still need a guardian’s approval to travel, which we don’t exactly have. So, congrats. Happy birthday.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, unamused.

      Crow rolled his eyes, grumbling, “Go get a drink or something.”

      Rune’s head snapped in his direction, shooting him a glare.

      Noa cleared her throat. “Let’s just get through security, and then we’ll unwind a little before we board. I doubt you’ll have much of an opportunity once we get you to Corris. You’ll probably get bombarded by the media once you reunite with your cousin and announce world peace or whatever.” She shoved the rest of the bag into her travel pack, waving a hand. “Let’s move, people.”

      She dumped her luggage on the table, allowing one of the guards to run it through a machine while she tapped her new ID to the scanner. The other guard on duty nodded when it pulsed green, and she collected her belongings to wait for the others.

      Rune started toward her in the midst of putting away his ID when the speakers chimed. Grinning, she pointed up at the ceiling. “Train’s here.”

      “You have no idea how much I want to lock the door to our cabin and pass out,” he said, rubbing a hand against his forehead right as Cecilia wandered over.

      “As sexy as that sounds for us to finally be alone again,” Noa purred, “I’m sticking you with your brother and the prettier young lady. I still have business to discuss with that one.” She nodded toward Glacier.

      “Wait…” Cecilia said, glancing between them. “We’re going to be in separate cabins?”

      Rune, ever the picture of patience, put on a gentle smile. “There’s a limit of four to a cabin, with the occasional exception for small children. So, it seems you’ll be with me and my moody brother.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say something?” Crow asked as he came to a stop next to them, and Glacier took a side-step a little further away, brushing against Cecilia.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” Rune replied, starting toward the platform.

      Crow and Cecilia followed, the latter looking back with dismay as Noa stopped her new cabinmate.

      “You’re with me. It’s time we finish the conversation we started back in Amarais.”

      She led the way up the ramp, making her way down the narrow hall to their compartment. The door slid free with a tap of her ticket to a plush cabin with inky black benches across from each other, spilling onto dark green carpet that mimicked the tear-drop shape of leaves in an orderly pattern. She dropped her bag onto one of the benches and half-heartedly motioned to the other, an invitation for Glacier to move out of the doorway.

      He flinched at the door snapping shut behind him once the sensor recognized he was inside. Noa folded her arms over her chest as they took their seats, examining every little tick he corrected. His hands started in his lap, fidgeting before mimicking her own posture with his chin up like he was ready to hold his ground.

      “Well, what do you want?” he asked.

      She ran her tongue over her teeth to hold back that snap of irritation, reminding herself that he wasn’t in danger around her. He’d grown up in a palace, so it was reasonable to assume he’d be nervous in doing something on his own because he’d almost certainly had someone hold his hand his whole life.

      Don’t pity him.

      Noa leaned back in her seat. “The Soul of Amarais.”

      A dumbfounded look took over his features before he broke into a short, sporadic laugh. “Y-you’re kidding, right? You won’t be able to sell it. There’s nothing you can do with that,” he said, shaking his head. “If you’re after money, you can just ask for it. I’d gladly hand some of it over, seeing how it’s been going to waste for years anyway.”

      Noa had to tamp down her surprise. Usually, when she was offered money in exchange for saving someone’s life, it was because they weren’t willing to part with something more valuable, not because they thought it wasn’t worth enough.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m—I’m not after money, Glacier. I broke into the palace to steal the Soul of Amarais, not the entire treasury.”

      “But… why? It’s just an old relic that’s been locked up in a vault for years. It’s useless, outside of maybe being put on display at the museum, which no one wants to do.”

      “Despite that,” Noa said. “Would you be willing to promise me the Soul of Amarais in exchange for delivering you safely to your cousin?”

      He bit his lip, staring down at the carpet. “Well… Since it’s technically mine to give away…” His tone dropped to something more authoritative as he looked her in the eyes again. “You can have it under the condition that you take both Cecilia and I to Kat, unharmed, and causing as little trouble as humanly possible.”

      Noa raised an eyebrow, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “I’ve gotten you this far with minimal incidents, haven’t I?”

      CECILIA

      Cecilia watched out the window as the train left the station behind. She swallowed down the discomfort of being stuck in a cabin with twin strangers while Glacier remained trapped elsewhere with their ringleader.

      “I need a drink,” Crow grumbled, stopping in front of his brother. “Want anything?”

      “Just sleep,” Rune said from his spot beside her on the bench. His eyes closed in the reflection of the windowpane since she didn’t dare glance their way just yet.

      Crow huffed. “Suit yourself.” And left.

      When the door shut, she braved a look, finding him stretched out with his arms folded loosely over his chest.

      “Um, Rune?” she asked, sounding too quiet to her own ears.

      “Hm?

      “What’s… Miralta like?”

      He cracked an eye open. “That’s a bit of a loaded question.”

      “I-I’m sorry—” she said, fumbling with her sleeves.

      “It’s fine.” He shifted to sit up in his seat. “I’m assuming you want to know more about Knighton and Corris since that’s where we’ll be going, right? I’ve only been to Corris, but if Knighton is anything close, then… it’s a picture best viewed. I doubt my description would do it justice, but it’s a nice place. Certainly, better than where we came from.”

      Her straw-colored hair fell past her ear, giving her pause. “I… have a feeling anyone there won’t like seeing me though,” she said, biting her lip as she tucked it back into place.

      The corner of his mouth dipped down. “From what I’ve seen and heard, most Miraltans don’t care too much about appearances—Not to say that there aren’t some radicals that would like nothing more than to push back against Amarais, but… I can’t imagine they’d ever turn away a Mage.”

      She squeezed her hands together. “You know…” She forced out a mirthless breath of a laugh. “Our lives would’ve been so much simpler if I had Glacier’s looks and he had mine. We might not even be in this mess to begin with, but instead, we had to use each other to survive. It’s just… not fair.”

      “Sometimes the cards we’ve been dealt in life look like a losing hand, but it can also depend on how you play them. I think right now you two are just starting to get better cards. I wouldn’t fold just yet.”

      “Yeah… Yeah, maybe you’re right.” She picked at Noa’s spare pants. “I-I’ll let you sleep. I think I want to get something warm to drink if that’s okay?”

      “I don’t mind,” he said, waving her off with a smirk. “Go wild.”

      She stood, giving a quick, polite smile in her short walk to the door before she spun around. “Oh—I don’t have any credits on this ID, do I?” She fished it from her pocket as her cheeks warmed with embarrassment.

      “Nyx always ties them to a temporary bank account. You’re fine.”

      “Um… but how do you know how much you have, though?”

      He gave a half-shrug. “Usually about ten-thousand credits. That’s worth—what—twenty cups of coffee?”

      Relief spread through her, turning her smile grateful this time. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t stay out too late,” he joked, leaning back in his seat again as she left.

      Once she was out in the hall, she followed the dim light strips along the floor and ceiling, casting everything in a soft, blue glow. A screen on the wall leading to the connecting car told her how far up her destination was, and she began her trek onward, stumbling into the next section.

      Her eyes went wide, drinking in the starry night sky overhead, barely registering the plaque labeling it as the ‘Observation Car.’ Snow dunes sloped past, skimming the horizon stretching outward toward an infinite sky. A new world outside of the city she’d always known, lighting her soul with wonder.

      Cecilia’s footsteps turned feather-light in her slow walk to the next car, where she found Crow perched on a stool at the far end. He watched the screens above the bar, most filled with advertisements and talk shows, while he tipped an amber-filled glass to his lips.

      She kept her distance, moving along the far side to a drink kiosk, cluttered with icons for various coffees and teas. Cecilia picked out a hot chamomile, pressing her ID to it for a green checkmark. A mug pushed up from a hidden compartment, and the machine filled it with hot water, along with a tea bag dispensing from the side.

      With her prize in hand, she took her leave back to the observatory car, picking out one of the aisle seats and letting it steep.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      She jumped, careful not to slosh the contents of her cup.

      “Sorry,” Noa said, a hint of a grin tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” She leaned forward onto the back of the seat next to her.

      “N-no, it’s fine,” she forced out, a little bit too high-pitched.

      “I’m guessing Rune fell asleep?”

      “I think so. I’m… surprised you’re still awake. You drove here, after all.”

      She drummed her fingers against the pleather. “Not really tired.” Her eyes followed the distant mountain ranges with a slight quirk of her lips like she was somewhere else.

      “And what about Glacier?” Cecilia asked.

      “Sound asleep as well. What are you, his mom?”

      She scowled as Noa pushed off the seat and started toward the dining car.

      “Worry a little less. People can’t run if they never learn to walk.”

      Cecilia watched her vanish, leaving her alone again to take in the stars. Every pinprick of light engraved itself into her memory, becoming a sight she refused to forget. A promise of a brighter tomorrow she’d never imagined waking to in Amarais.
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