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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Atlantis Bound series.
      

      

      The future, the past, the present. All are separate - she will make them one.

      In a tale scattered across time, Alina and Cooper are connected by an eternal bond. Star-crossed lovers from the far future, when they're reborn in the past, they must fight to remember one another before all is lost.

      For darkness is coming. When they're taken on an expedition to Atlantis, the power in their blood will be revealed - and spilled.

      Together, they have a single chance. But it must be claimed by fighting wherever time takes them and no matter how far apart they are torn.

      ...

      Atlantis Bound follows a professor and a pickpocket fighting through time for love. If you crave your fantasy with sprawling action, high stakes, and epic destinies, grab Atlantis Bound today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Atlantis Bound Episode One

  
    Prologue

    I ran over the crystal floor, bare feet already cut, blood splattering up over the cold blue formations all around me. The crystals sang at my presence, recognizing my power. But the song was muted, the call indistinct, for it recognized one other thing. Death loomed.

    The enemy was finally here. We hadn’t run far enough, hadn’t prepared sufficiently. And now there was nothing I could do.

    With my long hair whipping over my shoulder, my white robes bunching up around my frantically pumping limbs, I turned. My love reached out for me, grasped my hand, and pulled me around the crystal protrusion that grew up out of the ground just between us. The sound was like bone, bone growing not from someone’s body, but up from the very depths of reality.

    Around me, beyond the crystal cave, I saw starbursts in the sky. Packets of eternity opening up, beckoning one within. But I could not hope to reach them anymore. I couldn’t even hope to reach safety.

    My destined locked his hand tighter around mine, fingers slippery with sweat, horror building in his soulful blue gaze. It matched the exact color of the crystalline caves around us, for he was born of the same sacred ground.

    This might be his home, his very reason to be, but it would also be his grave.

    I saw the certainty building in his eyes, knew what it meant, understood just how much he was willing to sacrifice to save me.

    I tried to shake my head. He tightened his grip on my hand harder. “We’ll find each other again. The lines of our fate have always been intertwined. Believe in that. This is only a pause in eternity.”

    “No,” I screamed, voice already ragged even though I’d only spluttered a few desperate syllables.

    My body was breaking down, knew precisely what would happen next. I heard a roar from behind us. It did not seem to come from this world, but beyond – far beyond the usual reaches of mind and matter to a realm where only destruction and chaos reigned.

    My destined suddenly broke my grip. He looked at me once, morose, gaze carving me out of the air one last time to remember me even when all else was lost, including his life.

    I grabbed for his hand, desperation pulsing through my stomach and shaking into my clenched teeth. “No,” I screamed.

    “You will be alright. You always are. Just look up to the stars when you need comfort. Look to the stars, and I’ll be there.”

    He leapt across a crystal protrusion that grew up out of the ground between us. Perhaps he was using his ever-dwindling connection to this place to block me from following him. Or perhaps he just got lucky. For this crystal was larger than the rest. The entire cave looked like growing topaz, the pale hues subtle and cold, reminding one of morning light shining through ice.

    Over my back, to the left, beyond the cave opening, I saw that starscape above, hinting at eternity, beckoning me on.

    “Get to the gate, Alina. Get to the gate and don’t look back.”

    “I’m not leaving you behind.”

    “We might’ve been born to find each other, but part of that equation is also being born to lose each other once more. The time has come. We will see one another in the future. I will be born again. Go. You may not remember this, but always remember I’ll be with you in some fashion. All you must do is look up to the stars, and I’ll be there smiling down. We will find each other once again.”

    “No,” I cried, voice shaking with such desperation, I thought I would strangle myself with it.

    But with a grunt, he left.

    He leapt over another crystal that grew up out of the ground with this echoing crunch. I tried to jolt toward him, but a chasm appeared beneath my feet, forcing me to backtrack. I staggered and fell on my hip. I forced a hand forward, opening it as far as I could.

    He reached the mouth of the cave. And finally that scream from before became as loud as a piercing shriek by my ear. I jolted, but my resolve crumbled out from underneath me. For it knew exactly what would come next.

    A slice of lightning blazed down from above, so violent, so great, it would’ve blasted through any dark night and certainly pierced through the top of the crystal cave. I heard this unearthly shatter as massive chunks broke apart above me. I lifted a hand and tried to hide behind it, a few scraps cutting my cheek.

    My blood splattered out over the cold, ice-blue floor.

    I groped for my destined. But it was too late. The lightning changed. It pushed in and out, throbbing, descending, growing.

    And there, right before my destined, stood a creature.

    Forlorn, stretched, shadowy, nothing of this world. Nothing that lived for life, just destruction.

    “No,” I screamed again, knowing the moment would come when my love would be cut down. Knowing in some fashion I’d seen this before but never been ready for it.

    “Run,” my destined said as he turned and stared at me from over his shoulder one last time. His shoulder-length blond hair broke around his face, framing his eyes.

    I could do nothing but stare, nothing but wait.

    But the cave had another idea. Crystals began to grow underneath my feet, rumbling, shaking through the floor, pushing me up.

    I staggered backward. A protrusion emanated out of the ground to my side and pushed into my back.

    I turned.

    One last time, I looked at him.

    He valiantly yanked his sword up. He knew he couldn’t win. That wasn’t the point. He would sacrifice his life to buy me the few seconds it would take to reach the gate, to jump through the momentary oblivion beyond. For the gate would not save me. Not my current form. It would simply allow me to be reborn – somewhere, sometime beyond this fight, into the arms of safety once more. But safety is not a concept that can last. It is a momentary thing you find in someone else’s arms. Take those arms away, and the ravages of uncertainty and time will claim you once more.

    “Remember, we will find each other again. Look up to the stars, and I’ll be there, smiling down.”

    I… couldn’t leave him. But I had to.

    I turned. Though it broke my heart, I started to run, and the crystal cave helped me. It pushed into my feet, forcing me to soar higher, making every step all the longer, helping me toward one of the gates.

    They were built into the hilts of massive swords that filled this megalithic cave, ornate cold gray hilts embedded in the ceiling 100 meters above.

    Legend had it that every single one of those swords and their gates led to a different time and place. Take them, and I would be reborn. Take them, and my destined would come with me.

    I ran toward the closest sword.

    Inside, I shivered, my body knowing what would come next. A momentary pause, a death that could not last. Then rebirth. And finally, another attempt to break this curse once and for all.

    I turned over my shoulder, my white robes flaring around my legs. They revealed my arms, my neck as well. The tattoos of my priestess class shone brightly in the darkness, a neon blue that could’ve melded with the ice-cold glow of the crystals had it not possessed its own unique warmth. As I ran, my desperation rose, and I felt each rune only glow brighter, preparing me for life beyond death.

    But nothing could truly prepare me for what would happen this time.

    I heard a sound, the crunch of bones, the impact of flesh against something so hard, there was nothing in this universe that could break it. I turned just as I reached one of the gates. The sword was massive and ornate, a gift from a long-dead race.

    No one knew where they’d come from. No one knew how they had come to be in this crystal cave. But they offered one transportation between time and space.

    And as I twisted now, the gate behind me lit up, ornate lines of energy rising over the glimmering blade, illuminating a long-dead language that spoke of eternal love.

    I watched in horror, abject horror as my destined was flung through the air.

    He crashed into the icy ground just beside me. I forced myself down to my knees, grabbed his side, and locked my hand over the injury to his stomach. Blood splattered out everywhere. As soon as it struck the ice floor, the crystal cave’s song changed. It became one of such mournful regret, a dirge for a life about to be lost.

    I grabbed his wound, tears streaming down my cheeks, uncontrollable, the blood of sorrow. My once loose and pretty hair clung to my cold, clammy cheeks, a misshapen mess. “No.”

    “Go,” he said.

    He reached up, ready to shove me, but his fingers alighted on my neck. There was one symbol of all the ones that covered me that he loved the most. I couldn’t tell you the number of times his fingers had distractedly and affectionately drifted across it. Now, he touched it one last time, just as the light in his eyes started to go out. A morose smile plucked at his lips, and somehow, despite his rapidly diminishing energy, it gave way to something far deeper. He locked his hand on my neck. “I will remember you, remember this, and remember the fight. I’ll come for you. Now go.”

    I crunched down. I locked my lips on his. I took in one last kiss. One last kiss for the road. A road that would never end, a road that twisted through time and space, and a road that would always bring us back here, to a fight we could not hope to win, but to a fight eternity demanded we kept repeating.

    He shoved me. But only after drinking in my kiss for a few more seconds. “Go. Find me, or I will find you. Destiny will surely tie us together once more.”

    I twisted. Tears now plastered my face, washing over it with such rapidity, they should’ve erased it.

    I heard the scream from behind me, felt the creature move in close.

    It groped for me just as I reached the gate, just as the sword lit up.

    But my destined grunted, pushed up, called his sword from somewhere, and waited until it clunked into his grip. He sliced forward. And the creature matched the move. These monsters did not abide by the ordinary rules of space and matter. They had no defined solidity and could rather change themselves at will.

    Whereas once it had possessed a shadowy arm – misshapen, distended, half-digested by a cloud of nebulous force – that arm grew into a sword. A sword which was plunged right through my destined’s heart.

    I turned, right on the edge of the gate, just as it lit up behind me, a neon blue to match the glow of my priestess markings.

    There was no point in crying for him, no need for a last whispered, “I love you.” He could not hear. He died, died right there on the end of that sword, died another time, for this had repeated and repeated again.

    I felt the gate’s awesome power behind me. It beckoned me on to another chance. But I stood there, the power of its unique energy whipping over my shoulder, catching my hair, and forcing it to slice around me in wild arcs.

    “Failed. You have already failed. It does not matter how many times you repeat – you cannot defeat us. Eternity demands your destruction.”

    I looked down at my destined one last time. “Eternity demands one thing. That I keep trying until finally I defeat you.” Crossing my arms over my chest, pumping more power into my priestess symbols until they glowed like trapped stars, I jolted back through the gate, into oblivion and back out the other side. I heard the creature’s scream. Its anger could not reach me yet. But it would come for me. The enemy always did. Unless I found my destined, this time, I really would fail.

    But I would not fail without trying, trying one last time to win this impossible war, to claim a love that always kept slipping through my fingers, no matter how hard I held on.

  
    Chapter 1

    Alina

    I woke, all in a huff, all red-cheeked and confused.

    It took me a moment to recognize the ceiling above, drab and broken in places, the once impressive cathedral I had claimed as my home very much now a broken mess.

    “I don’t believe it. That dreadful dream again,” I said to myself. I huffed deeply, chest pushing out against my old leather vest. I’d warn it to bed… why had I warn it to bed? Oh yes. Yesterday, I’d done it again. I’d spent far too much time trawling through the old, hidden libraries of the city that I’d gotten the attention of them again. A certain gang I’d fallen on the wrong side of far too many times. They’d chased me through the city. I’d only just lost them. I’d gotten home and… well, collapsed.

    Yawning, I wondered if I could collapse again. I stretched. I was up in the loft. I had built it myself. I wasn’t that much of a carpenter, to be frank, but at least it was steady enough that as the boards protested somewhat underneath me, I told myself they certainly wouldn’t fall. Today, at least.

    I turned. Behind me, the impressive stained-glass window let in the beginnings of a new dawn. It lit up the golden blues and reds of the panes. I leaned on my rickety old banister, smiling at the new day. Didn’t know why. Wouldn’t bring that much worthwhile, would it? I, presumably, would scrounge for work, and while I was at it, spend far too much time trying to find more hidden libraries.

    And gosh, if I was lucky, I’d run into more of the gangs.

    “Nothing I can’t deal with,” I said as I yawned, stretched again, and rushed down the stairs to my right. I shouldn’t have to tell you that with every single footstep, they threatened to give way. They creaked so very badly, if I were a real carpenter, I would presumably leave this church in a jiffy. But I had nowhere else to go. A lot of the other abandoned buildings in this district were full of squatters. This one was thankfully empty because sane people didn’t come here. They didn’t like the… now, what should I call it? Ah yes, the newfound term was mood.

    “Sure, mood,” I said as I reached the bottom level. I shot the peculiar black cloud-like fog clinging to the floor a look, arched an eyebrow, and shrugged.

    The mood was a rather unscientific term for the somewhat foul cloudy fog that had come to inhabit this rather cursed city over the past several years. According to the government, it was nothing more than a natural phenomenon. Not too many people believed that. For, if you had an impressionable mind and strayed too close to that fog, it could do things to your head. Many a violent crime had occurred within its grasp. Many a terrifying dream had occurred, too.

    But as I’d already pointed out, it didn’t really affect me, and at least it protected this church from other squatters and gang members.

    Shrugging again, I scrounged around for some breakfast. I found a half-eaten apple on top of one of my shelves of rescued books.

    I said rescued. I had to – now, how shall I put this? – put a caveat on the word rescued. They hadn’t been mine. Nor had they technically been in danger. I’d taken them from the hidden libraries around the city. Libraries belonging to the olden days, a time very much forgotten ever since the advent of modern technology. The same technology that suddenly blocked out the growing dawn.

    I turned my head toward the impressive stained-glass window again, tutting as I watched an airship fly across the city.

    “You wouldn’t catch me in one of those,” I said with a shiver, turning toward the black fog clinging to an old pew beside me. I talked to it like it was my friend. You could argue that perhaps it had affected my mind, after all. One ought not talk to meteorological phenomena.

    I spent most days alone, always had and always would. And one needs to find the opportunity for conversation wherever they can.

    The fog of course didn’t reply.

    I turned back to my shelf.

    I’d placed a book there yesterday after I’d come home, before collapsing. A book I had taken from a very old library indeed. Libraries tended to either be forgotten or hidden by some of the most powerful families in town. Last night I must admit that I had ventured to the latter.

    I hoped nobody had seen me. If they had, by now presumably the police would be kicking down my door and dragging me out. It wasn’t like no one knew me around these parts. I was particularly hard to miss. With my shock of curly blond hair and the strange birthmark on my neck, I was infamous. It also didn’t help that everyone knew I lived in one of the most fog-polluted areas of the lower district.

    I shot the front door a suspicious look, waiting for the policemen to charge in. I gave it a few seconds, then smiled. That confirmed they weren’t coming, or at least it did based on my simple logic.

    “Time to head back out to the city. I should find more books today,” I told myself.

    My voice started off strong. It wavered there toward the end. Wavered as just a note of emotion infiltrated.

    You could rightly ask why I spent so much time finding old books. The information in these things had been supplanted long ago. Ever since modern technology had come, and the boffins had rewritten the laws of nature, everyone had appreciated how very quaint the past had been. All those theories about pneuma, elements, and fire eternal were now nothing more than wives’ tales.

    So why did I collect them? I couldn’t stop. Since I was a child, ever since laying eyes on a strange book in my grandmother’s bookshelf, I had been obsessed with one thing. Atlantis.

    Even thinking the name now made my cheeks harden, made my back extend, made everything slow down. I closed my eyes quite naturally. Then something quite unnatural happened. I saw my dream from last night, so very distinct, so very clear, I thought I could feel that man’s lips on mine.

    Not an image I needed to start the day with.

    I shook my head. “Dreams are nothing more than psychic manifestations that must be ignored,” I said, repeating a line I’d read in a book. I often repeated lines I’d encountered in books. It wasn’t like I had much real conversation to draw on.

    Sighing, I lovingly placed my book from last night in the right place in the bookcase, turned, finished my half-rotten apple, and headed for the door.

    Technically, I did have some work to do today, needed it, too. For half-rotten apples could not buy themselves.

    My stomach pitched wildly as I reached the door, gnawing hunger pains feeling as if they would release wolves on my intestines.

    I shot my calamitous stomach a look. “I don’t like the fact we’re hungry either. But control yourself and calm down. It’s not like making so much noise about it is going to change the fact we’re poor.” I didn’t point out that I could change the fact we were poor by finding employment and actually sticking with it.

    I couldn’t… I couldn’t do anything but hunt for the books I knew were out there. The books that must detail the truth of Atlantis. For I had found out from my studies that, once upon a time, this world had been obsessed with Atlantis, this city particularly. There had been a scholar of some renown who had studied it fastidiously here. It was his library I was after, something that would lead me there, some clue that could finally see me grasp his journals. And then… then I told myself the dreams would stop. The confusion would end. My life might even take a turn for the better. My obsession would disappear and… I couldn’t go there. Perhaps I thought I’d become normal, whatever that meant. Though I imagined it didn’t mean much in this rapidly changing world. Another airship floated across the sky beyond, blocking out the now brilliant blues, golds, and purples of dawn.

    I reached the door, placed a hand on it, turned, and frowned upward. I was surprised I didn’t make a fist and shake it. “I prefer the past,” I found myself muttering, and I started off strong, though a note of true remorse infiltrated my tone.

    “I prefer the past,” I began again, half closing my eyes, releasing into the memories of my own past that had once been so happy, filled with family and joy. Both had been taken from me.

    For my family, including my beloved grandmother, had been murdered. Our wealth had been taken. And… wait, you didn’t need me to paint a picture. I’d ended up here, in one of the most hated abodes in the lower district, obsessed with finding something I likely never would, probably just a waste of my time so I did not turn within.

    I took a breath, all emotional, all terribly raw, and went to open the door. But first, I found my head tilting up. It always did of its own accord whenever I became too sad. And there, on the ceiling, between the old, half-broken rafters above, I saw the painting. The same one that had first attracted me to this church. A painting I could not leave, for it was a painting that calmed my nerves more than anything could. It was a starscape. It wasn’t even that complicated, and I had to say, it appeared to be drawn by a child. But that wasn’t the point. Nothing mattered but… the pure moment of escape it gave me. Whenever I stared up at it, I felt as if eternity stared back down with a smile, as if it told me, with just a little more effort, just a little more struggle, I would finally arrive. Then I would never be alone again.

    Shivering, I grabbed my thick jacket, knowing it would be an icy morning indeed. I looked down at the fog clinging to my old, reclaimed coat rack. I arched an eyebrow. “Tell me, is it quite as cold and chaotic out there as it looks? I think I can hear the wind howling. Perhaps nature wants to rip those terrible airships from the sky like the abominations they are? Foggy?” I muttered.

    Suffice to say, the fog did not reply. If it could, it would probably point out it was none too pleased with its name.

    I smiled.

    I even leaned down and went to pat it, though it’s quite hard to stroke something insubstantial. My fingers drifted through it.

    I did not shiver, though I was keenly aware I ought. I’d seen multiple people accidentally walk through black fog in the past, and every single one of them had had visceral, terrible nervous reactions. One lady had fallen in a heap and screamed for half an hour until a doctor had calmed her with smelling salts. Yet it was nothing for me. As I let my fingers drift through the black fog, it felt quite comfortable indeed, as if I’d always been able to do this, always danced at the edge of the realities others ignored.

    I finally opened the door. I walked out onto the street, and what an icy blast of a morning it was. This wind, likely coming from the south and the tundra beyond, sliced down the streets, blasting its way across the old cobble, shaking every sign, throwing up skirts and coat tails, grasping hold of abandoned papers and tobacco packages, and otherwise screaming.

    Screaming quite likely for a past it couldn’t return to. When modern technology had started taking over the city, it had felt as if nature itself had cried out in remorse. This was not how we were meant to live. We belonged with the ground, the sky, the water, with the animals and with the circle of death and life. We should not try to reach beyond it. For beyond were horrors the mind couldn’t imagine.

    Racing down the street now, deciding that if I couldn’t fight the wind, I might as well use it, I thought of some of the chores I would do today. I had little missions with a lot of shops in town. Some time ago, I’d put my skills to good use. I was… shall we say, quite good at sneaking into places I wasn’t meant to be.

    That didn’t… it didn’t make me a thief. I certainly didn’t steal jewelry, pilfer pearls, or head to the far more expensive collections in town. But I’d return things to people – goods stolen or misappropriated. I didn’t quite know what that made me, but I was certain that it didn’t make me a bad person.

    Shoving a hand into my deep pocket, shrugging further into my coat, glad it was made for a man and looked like a giant blanket on me, I grabbed up my list.

    There was a mission I could go on not too far from here. It was capturing an old necklace taken from some dear old grandmother, misappropriated by a well-to-do thief. I say misappropriated. Apparently the grandmother had debts. But the necklace was far too great a price to pay for them.

    So that necklace would be returned.

    And our friend, the well-to-do thief, would have to find another.

    I smiled.

    I judged where I was, tried to figure out if this was a good time to go on a mission, then shook my shoulders and sighed. It was always a good time for a mission. With my skills, I could climb any wall unseen, dart into any basement without making a sound, and otherwise do what needed to be done in even the brightest sunshine. Not of course that the city ever saw much of that. It was a gloomy place. Even before Foggy had moved in, nearly every day had been spent under a perpetual half cloud of darkness. Why, winter was atrocious. Mist would cling to the hills, swallowing even the strongest torchlight.

    Speaking of torchlight. I crossed many lanterns still lit up.

    I flitted underneath one now.

    I grabbed hold of it, swung around it, letting my spirit rise, then shot off down the street, knowing exactly where I had to go. It was just as I pushed off that a man came sauntering down one of the side streets. I caught a flash of him. I caught a flash of him because….

    My mother had always told me that time could be a tricky thing. It didn’t run in one direction. At least that was her theory. Wrong, if you asked me, because every single human being on earth and every single creature too knew time only ran forward. You faced tomorrow, not yesterday. Your mind might drag up the past from the depths of your subconscious, but it wasn’t real. The future, on the other hand, was. Hence my confidence in the arrow of time.

    But perhaps my mother had had a point. She’d said one day I’d meet people, do things that would make time shiver and stand still, that would force every second to stretch out, that would craft it into a chain of many links, one tying me to—

    The man didn’t react fast enough. Perhaps he didn’t expect to see a young woman dancing around a pole, hair alight in the oranges of dawn, spirit too much to handle.

    He grasped a pocket watch in his hand, a leather-bound journal in the other. A frown tugged his shapely lips down.

    None of that… none of that matched his eyes. These crystalline light ice blue, they reminded me of that cave—

    I could’ve pulled up in time. Yet I didn’t.

    I struck him front-on with the force to knock us both over. And tumble we did. Time did it again, slowing down as we fell onto the cobbles. Slowing down as his fingers latched around my shoulders, as his crystalline eyes widened. Slowing down as….

    My thoughts became irrelevant, my mind empty. I struck his chest just as he struck the cobbles.

    It forced the breath from his lungs, and that shoved his chest against mine. Our faces met, my cheek dragging across his, my lips closer than they’d ever been to anyone else’s.

    And our eyes….

    My mother had always been full of quaint stories, but I knew where they’d come from. My grandmother. She’d been an old dame of the books, precisely the reason I now wasted my life searching for tales of Atlantis.

    And she had told me that the eyes aren’t just the doorway to the soul. They can go beyond that. For if you find the right opportunity, a person who can reflect eternity back to you, the eyes become a path out of sorrow, out of hardship, and into true—

    “What the devil?” the man finally spoke, his eyes blinking in anger. His hands, which had latched onto me automatically, now shifted down and shoved me off. “What are you doing throwing yourself at unsuspecting gentlemen?” His eyebrows clunked down. He’d looked very confused before, but in a snap, confusion gave way to suspicion. He shoved his hand into his pocket. He pulled out a wallet intelligently attached to his belt with a strap. I said intelligently. Obviously he knew there were pickpockets in these parts. He did not, however, recognize that these pickpockets were the best in the land. A simple strap attaching one’s wealth to one’s belt was an invitation to cut said strap and said throat if you weren’t lucky.

    I… I could’ve said anything. I could’ve claimed I was simply in a hurry. I could’ve also pointed out that he had rushed out of his laneway without looking. But… I… my mind… everything…. My heart started to flutter, moving in this way I’d never felt before. One’s heart is usually such a reliable organ that they ignore it until old age wears it down.

    Now its reliability gave way to this tender shiver.

    I tried to ignore it. But in ignoring it, it only became more powerful.

    I blinked quickly.

    Once he’d confirmed his wallet was fine, he looked at me once.

    He tightened his grip around his leather-bound journal, but his eyes blasted wide as he realized he’d dropped his watch. “You—”

    I leaned down, always sure on my feet, moving quicker than he could. I plucked up his watch, patted it down, and handed it over. “I’m not interested in your valuables, sir. Not everyone is a pickpocket around these parts. You will find most of us simply can’t live anywhere else, for the city has decided we deserve to live in this ghetto with this black fog and not amongst them and their riches.” Finally a little spark of my pluck returned.

    When I wasn’t desperately attempting to find books on Atlantis, my mind usually commented on these dark times. I couldn’t say there’d ever been a good time to be poor in this city. But I could tell you that once we hadn’t been so marginalized. Ever since black fog had arrived, the rulers of this town had finally found a reason to truly throw the poor to the dogs.

    In some higher circles I knew they thought black fog was a gift from God to control the rowdy and downtrodden.

    The more I let my lips part with anger and I stared back at this man, recognizing he had to be one of them, the more I ignored my initial reaction. It had been nothing more than a momentary palpitation, likely brought on by hunger pains.

    He arched an eyebrow. “Indeed. I’ll be on my way.”

    He fastidiously cleaned his watch on his trousers, removing no grime but presumably every single one of my fingerprints. He didn’t like the idea that some poor wench like me had touched his fine gold, ha?

    I turned. I paused. I looked at him. “If I were you, I’d leave these parts immediately. Fine gentlemen like yourself don’t belong here.”

    “If I were you, I would go on your merry way. I think we’ve had quite enough of one another. Don’t you agree? You can save your advice for someone who needs it.”

    “I think you need it,” I said quite strictly. I looked him up and down. He had quite a good build. He looked as if he knew how to handle himself. But there was a thing I appreciated, a fact beaten into me by these city streets. Thinking you know how you can handle yourself is irrelevant. Being tested day in and day out and actually passing those tests, on the other hand, matters so much more. Perhaps this man had attended some private school in the upper echelons. Perhaps he’d even sparred with his friends. Maybe he knew wrestling. Perhaps he’d done a small stint with the Army. I could tell you this confidently – that was quite irrelevant. Sparring with one’s friends is not the same as being hunted by a gang. Joining the Army for some light training is vastly different from fighting for your life every single second you still have it.

    He moved to walk away, but my snide comment got to him. “I wouldn’t worry about me, my dear. This is not my first time here. Sometimes appearances hide the truth.” He looked me up and down, taking particular pleasure in letting his eyes scrape over the grime covering my jacket. “Then again, sometimes appearances hide nothing but the truth. Good day.” With that, he shoved his fob watch back into his pocket. The sun had now risen into the sky and pushed through the low hanging clouds, making it glimmer obviously. I imagined that exact shine could be seen from high above.

    We were in one of the lower sections of this district. It had had what you could call a housing crisis for some time now. Because, for some time, the rich echelons had pushed every single person they did not like down here. There were rickety structures built up all around us – made of wood, of old metal, of anything the poor could get their hands on. The quaint amongst us called them apartment complexes. You wouldn’t see me trying to live on the top levels, even though the air was much cleaner up there. While I was certain my rickety loft could last a few more years, the so-called apartment blocks came down every day. I wondered if a distant crash I heard thundering through the district was one collapsing right now.

    As I tilted my head, I saw two dingy fellows leaning over the railing of one such apartment block, only 10 meters up. They’d seen that watch. They would now have this gentleman pegged.

    And I… I did not care. If he thought he knew this place, he could soon find out that while he knew facts, he would soon bleed them.

    I moved to walk away.

    “I suppose some people deserve what they get,” he muttered as he leafed through his leather-bound book.

    The hair rose on the back of my neck. A charge of anger snaked into my stomach. It blasted up high into my jaw, wiring it shut. But only for a few seconds. It felt like somebody tugging back on a slingshot. They wanted this to count.

    “Very well. I deserve what I have. I deserve to live in black fog, deserve to starve every day, and deserve to be hunted. But I want to prove something to you, sir,” I said, moving in close, knowing what would happen a few seconds before it did. I jutted my chin out, even though I was a full two heads shorter than him. I ensured my neck muscles strained, that my eyes widened, that my brow contracted in clear but determined anger. “At the end of the day, your morals are all that counts. It doesn’t matter if you are born in the slums. It does not matter if you sleep among the stars,” I said, voice shaking ever so slightly. “All that matters is how you live your life for others.”

    I’d spoken of slingshots before. For good reason. Those two less-than-savory men I’d pointed out earlier had plucked one from their pockets, lined up a shot, and intended to take down this gentleman in a single blow.

    I grabbed the arrogant fool by the hip and twisted with him. I was sure of my footing, knew exactly how to use my body, and unlike him, had survived every single attack life had thrown my way. As I turned with him, I watched those eyes of his widen.

    He might’ve ignored me previously, but he couldn’t this time. As we spun once more, those crystal blue eyes of his got so close, I swore I caught a glimpse of eternity. And if not true eternity, then something to do with that cave—

    Just as his fingers stiffened, his eyebrows clunked down, and his gaze sharpened like a knife, the blow from the slingshot sliced past my shoulder. It caught the side of his jacket, too, ripping right through his pocket.

    It smashed into the cobbles beside us, destroying them, dust erupting up higher.

    It was just the cover I needed. Though a part of me could’ve stayed in this dance for far too long, my heart beating as hard as a drum once more, I pushed him to the side and out of direct sight of those goons above.

    I watched his face contract with confusion, cheeks becoming slack, as sallow as a corpse’s.

    At least he was smart enough to stay down. Grabbing his arm, I pulled him around a corner and technically into safety, though of course it would take some time to dodge those criminal fellows above. The thing about the apartment blocks as they weaved through the city was they always commanded a high view, allowing one to stare down on the streets below like a peregrine falcon. And with the right weapons, you could be just as fast.

    The arrogant fool with the eyes of eternity let out a huff, slapped a hand on his chest, and coughed up rock dust. Then he drew to his feet, quick, competent, and perhaps a lot more trained than I liked to think. The way his muscles bristled, the way he moved like a loaded spring… perhaps he had really been tested.

    But he still hadn’t passed today. I had. And without me, he would be dead. I placed my hands on my hips. I looked down my nose at him. “Some people deserve what they get, it’s true. But others need a helping hand every now and then. Good day to you, sir. If I were you, I wouldn’t stay around here long.”

    He looked at me, gaze steady but face no longer the mask of pure arrogance it had been previously. One eyebrow twitched. He did not bother with pleasantries.

    While I could’ve stayed and played, I had a necklace to reclaim.

    He disappeared into the misty morning. If I’d paid attention, I would’ve realized that my pocket was heavier. Something had fallen from his into mine, something that was always destined to come back to me.

  
    Chapter 2

    Cooper

    The morning brought more of a distraction than it ought. From that… woman. Someone I did not choose to describe, because she was someone my mind became strangely blank around. But from her to the unruly streets of the lower echelons, today I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

    Yet it had been worth it.

    I drummed my fingers on my leather-bound journal, resting back in my seat, the castors groaning under my weight. I hadn’t put any on – just more lean muscle. I’d trained heavily for the past three months, doing all the weights my tired muscles could manage. Training was necessary. The muscles even more so. I just hoped it would give me the stamina required.

    The university chancellor stood beyond my desk, hands clasped neatly behind his back, brow compressed, a little of the afternoon sunshine making it in through my tiny window. It had to shift its way past the enormous stacks of papers, books, and other paraphernalia that fill this once great office.

    It had belonged to the previous dean.

    Now the current dean had taken up smaller quarters.

    All to give me the space to do what I must.

    “They called again, and this time, you must do as they say. The government… isn’t kind to people who do not choose to help them.”

    I grunted. “We are going to have to have a discussion about what the word choice means, Brian.”

    He closed his eyes. Stress marks fractured across his brow, and I wondered if they would meet up around the back of his head, slice down to his feet, and chop him in half. A terrible way to go, you might think, but it would save him great future stress. Stress, however, I would never be saved from.

    I closed my eyes, leaned back, and tried to rest, though my hand protectively clutched the journal. It would until the day I died.

    “Be a good fellow,” Brian said, stress even more evident with the teetering, morose note of someone who had been cracking under pressure for years.

    A pressure that had only grown in the past few frantic weeks. At first, the government had simply been interested in the new technology and power sources our university had discovered. Who wouldn’t be interested? They had the ability to change more than society – to drag people up from the depths of poverty and otherwise change the world. But alas, soon interest had turned to obsession. Now we found ourselves standing on the edge of a knife.

    And all the while, my grandmother’s warning echoed in my mind.

    Never let them go down. Never let them find the truth.

    I held it together – I had my entire life. I smiled grimly at him. Then finally I stood. I had to unwrap my tall form, feeling as if I were unraveling within at the same time. After all, there would be no going back. Accept the government’s poisoned chalice, and I would become part of this wretched game. But a knowing part that intended to circumvent their plans and save everyone.

    Brian’s face opened up, hope sparking in his eyes, bright and sparking like distant stars.

    No. Not stars. Whenever it came to cosmology, my mind… emptied. Just for a moment or two. To me, life was this boring drudgery, regardless of how dangerous it had become of late. The stars, on the other hand… they had always beckoned me, always taken up space in my heart as if they were holding it for something to fill.

    Philosophical thoughts aside, I knew what I had to do, and I was finally prepared. I tugged down on my waistcoat, noting how it could barely shift over my muscled shoulders. I probably needed new clothes. No matter. The Army would likely give them to me.

    “Fine. I’ll do it. But don’t give away my office,” I said, tapping my hand on the back of my leather chair, fingers sliding across the old brass buttons.

    Brian deflated. He plucked a handkerchief made of white linen from his pocket and pressed it over his sweaty brow. It was somewhat like using a sponge to soak up the contents of a great dam.

    Hopefully his stress would reduce. For now. The thing about giving in to the Army and government was that once you started, they would not let you stop until you had nothing left to give.

    “They wish for you to meet them at the museum in half an hour—”

    “I’ll go now. I’m sure they have their eyes on me.” I gestured to my tiny window. “When I get there, they’ll be there waiting. Don’t give away my office,” I commented again.

    I reached my coat rack. I paused. My fingers slid over the damage to the left pocket of my jacket. Quite something. Had that slingshot attack struck me, I wouldn’t be standing now, that was for sure. That brought my mind back to… her. A topic I did not want to discuss – a topic I preferably would never have anything to do with again. Grunting and shoving it away with all my mental might, I shrugged into my jacket.

    “That jacket is quite damaged. You should choose another. We must make a good impression—”

    I looked over my shoulder at him, brows pressed thin, lips even thinner. It was a surprise they hadn’t disappeared inside my mouth to be digested for good. “Trust me, Chancellor,” my voice vibrated down like a drill plunging through the earth, “they do not care about what I look like. From my clothes to my mannerisms, they shall be stripped bare and replaced with obedience by the time the government is done with me. Good day.” I grabbed my hat, crammed it on my head, and caught sight of myself in that bleak little window on the way past.

    I really had slimmed down. My face had lost some of its weight, too, my cheekbones becoming sharper, drawing more attention to my eyes. The same eyes that peculiar woman from this morning had been so beset by.

    I knew I was attractive, always had been. Never had time for the ladies, though. That said, while many a woman had attended to me with keen eyes, none had ever the way that urchin had looked at me….

    I thought of my grandmother briefly, her warning rising once more. Keep it hidden, keep it safe.

    That was all I existed for, and it was all I would do. Intruding thoughts thrust aside, I walked from my office, strode from the great sandstone university with its verdant oaks and clipped lawns, and headed down the darkening streets. I knew I likely would never return again. I didn’t even have a pang of disappointment.

    The future beckoned.

    And I would ensure it did not take the wrong path.

    I made it to the museum in quick time, and sure enough, I was right. Though it was 20 minutes from the allotted meeting time, as soon as I strode up the sweeping steps that led to the ornate red door, I saw one of those newfangled steam carts pull up. Sleek, this one had a metal body rather than wood. It made it catch the glimmering lights of the street torches that lit up, one by one, behind it. Out stepped a well-to-do lady in a satin dress, long gloves reaching up to her elbows, hair, golden like flax, arranged above her head in a pearl clasp. Beside her stood a man, tall, broad-shouldered, and with a cut down the side of his face. Long, thin, it matched his lips. I didn’t imagine they had ever twisted in a smile and ever would. He was Army, through and through. I’d only done a small stint myself, but I could tell from the way he faced the world that, to him, there were two categories of beings. Threats and things that would one day become threats.

    I was certain his mind was a dark place indeed.

    A dark place I would likely be treated to the contents of.

    I paused in front of the ornate red doors.

    The woman flashed me a smile. Svelte, pretty by any standards, I could instantly tell she wasn’t attached to the man beside her. Either he was her guard or had been given to her by the Army for some reason.

    Her eyes, glittering and slightly wild, locked on me, a broad smile spreading her lips.

    She reached the top of the stairs and held her hand out to me.

    I bristled – at least on the inside. On the outside, I knew the game. I grasped her hand and nodded. She waited, that smile still pressed over her mouth like a flower that had been flattened by a great weight but one that could burst into life again given the correct opportunity.

    I wonder if said lips paused now, offering me a chance to take said opportunity.

    “You can kiss my hand,” she said.

    “Indeed.” I leaned down, went through the motions, but did not make eye contact with her. I turned, but before I could open the door, the Army man did it for me. I caught sight of the way he moved. Strong, with the kind of body that no ox could break, I imagined I couldn’t even go a round with him.

    I imagined few could – though that only brought up an inappropriate thought. What if that young miss from this morning could? The one with the eyes that reminded me of two nebulae far out in space, blinking there for no one to see but the bravest soul who could finally reach out to them. Could she take this brute on and win?

    I shook my head slightly. The door opened. We walked in. The marble floor made every footstep echo. Soon a man rushed up to us. I recognized him as the head curator of the museum. He, just like the chancellor of my university, appeared to have stress baked into his brow as if someone had spent the last several days carving it there before they intended to set it in a kiln forever.

    “Just this way, Miss Gold.”

    My eyes flashed over to her. I hadn’t recognized her, though perhaps I ought to have recognized the pearl clasp in her hand. Miss Gold, then? She was the young inheritor of Reginald Gold’s wealth – and more importantly, knowledge.

    Reginald Gold had been a scholar like no other, a man who had called this grimy city his own for unknown reasons. While he had discovered many things and had been at the forefront of this modern technological change, all of that was irrelevant to a man like me. Reginald Gold had come closer to Atlantis than any other soul.

    I looked from her, over to the Army man, back to the museum curator.

    “Do you have it? Our guest here,” she flicked me another seductive smile, “probably needs us to get straight to the point. Why prevaricate with words when examples are always far more powerful?” She spoke around ruby-clad lips. Her Army friend might’ve swallowed his and pounded them into the equivalent of steel blades long ago, but hers grew only fatter as she flashed me another grin. She sashayed ahead, white satin heels clicking across the polished floor.

    We soon came to a room on one of the mezzanine levels. I knew this museum. I knew of the old curator. He’d been fascinated by absolutely everything on the face of this planet, from ancient civilizations, to gemstones, to the arts. And he had filled this museum, up to the very brim, with every single piece he could find. So why was this room, one of the larger exhibition halls, empty save for one plinth and one box in the middle? Oh yes, and one velvet chair beside it?

    Because the thing in the box would come from Atlantis.

    I wasn’t meant to know this. I could tell I was being led around by the nose, treated like an excited puppy dog being taken home to a new master for the first time. But I still shoved a hand into my left pocket, formed a fist, and swallowed my bile.

    My grandmother’s words echoed in my mind. If I closed my eyes, I could even see her remote mountain cabin, even feel her knee as I’d sat upon it as a child. She’d whispered in my ear as she’d patted my head fondly, “Don’t let them go down. Don’t let them find Atlantis. Don’t let them change the world.”

    An electric zing of adrenaline struck my bloodstream.

    We stopped just in front of the plinth and the box. The curator, now damp with sweat and shaking ever so slightly, gestured toward it, hand as steady as an earthquake out at sea.

    Miss Gold walked over, and her hands perfectly steady, thank you very much, plucked up the box. She settled her gaze on me. “I’m going to make this short. I’m someone who values people getting to the point. Atlantis is real. And we need your expertise on mathematical patterns to find it.”

    At first I did not react, my mind escaping back to the past with my grandmother, a simpler place where everything had been laid out at my feet – where the future hadn’t seemed as daunting and as impossible as this. But then I let my lips tremble open, my eyes widening. I forced myself to laugh. It was short, it was surprised, and it was exactly what they would expect.

    It caused her to smile. “You’re a man of evidence. I’ve read all about you. And it’s an admirable trait. But once you find evidence, you must change your worldview. You must modernize. And you must, Mr. Argyle, come with us to make history.”

    She opened the box. And there I saw a piece of power stone. Blue, so neon blue it looked like gas burning in a furnace, it would catch anyone’s eye. For it was completely different from everything in the modern world.

    No color could match it. And no power source could come even close to its incredible force.

    I let my eyes widen, and this time, it was natural.

    If they’d found an example of that stone, it meant they’d finally gone deep enough to confirm Atlantis was far more than an old wives’ tale.

    The time was here.

    The future, as my grandmother had always said, now beckoned.

    I let my trembling fingers push forward. Whenever I touched power stones, the same thing happened to me. It was as if my rational mind was transported away, stolen on the wings of a long-forgotten memory that still gripped my insides like wire.

    I went to slide my fingers over that glistening surface, to let my eyes truly become alive with its glory, but the Army man from beside me growled. He even bristled and pushed out a hand, making it clear I could see but not touch.

    Miss Gold simply smiled her sultry grin. “Now, now, Arnold, don’t worry. It’s not like it will damage the crystal. Nothing can. No dynamite, no electricity, no poison, no acid. Nothing we have can touch one of these crystals. Because these crystals do not come from the ordinary world. They come from that great civilization, Atlantis,” she whispered. She had an unnerving ability to look one in the eye. I said unnerving, but it disturbed me in a completely different way from the street urchin this morning. I can’t say I glimpsed anything more than greed in Miss Gold’s devastating green pupils now.

    I didn’t intend to touch the stone anyway. Best not to. There was every chance it could react to my presence. I snapped my hand back, stole a quick, justifiably terrified breath, and looked over at the curator first. “This is—”

    The poor man looked as if he were about to melt. “I want to tell you it’s impossible, want to tell you it’s fake. But you can see with your own eyes. It seems to have a power source that violates everything we know. There is nothing we have that comes close to it. It means… it means—”

    As the poor man’s heart looked like it would give up, Miss Gold took over, her smile now so wide, I was sure you could see it from outer space. “It means,” her voice deepened with a rich note, “we are standing on the cusp of a true technological revolution. One that will finally lift this world up to where it needs to be. Out of poverty, out of grime, and up into the light.” She spoke dramatically, using the kind of tone a seasoned politician might. Her mother, after all, had been very involved in public life. While her father had tirelessly tracked down the truth of Atlantis, Amy Gold had secured the wealth, funding, and opportunities her husband had required. It seemed that Rachel here had inherited the best, or at least most ruthless, traits of both parents.

    “Now.” She snapped the box closed. “I’m sure we have your full attention. We have been trying to secure it for some time,” she said, voice only ever so slightly annoyed. “You responded at the last moment, I must say. The mission leaves tonight.”

    I tried not to react too viscerally, but I had to. So I focused my energy on lifting an eyebrow. I still needed to look overcome, still had to ensure my cheeks were as sallow as they could be. At this rate, I imagined they would drop off until all I had were my sharp cheekbones and glittering eyes. “Tonight?”

    “Indeed.” She turned around, beautiful silk dress holding her hips in its slippery embrace, showing off her slender form under the bright spotlight of this exhibition hall. Again, her heels clicked against the polished floor. Combined with the powerful downlights, I watched the shadow of her dress sashay around her legs, her form elongating as she beckoned me from the room.

    Arnold shot me a look. I swore it came right down his nose like the barrel of a gun.

    He had me pegged. But I had him pegged better. Rachel Gold too, even the spineless curator.

    I would find my way around them. And I would stop them – every single last one of them from reaching Atlantis.

    For it was my home, not theirs.

  
    Chapter 3

    Alina

    I procured the necklace. Wasn’t even that hard. I’d visited this particular house before, though of course it was probably better to call it a den of thieves. The gentleman I was going up against – a Casper Union – was known around these parts for being a pilferer extraordinaire. I half wondered if those two grimy gentlemen I’d disrupted this morning ultimately worked for him. But that’s not what you cared about, was it? I got the necklace, as promised. I just encountered a spot of trouble on the way out.

    Casper Union’s house was on the very edge of the lower district. It, just like so many places here, led onto a so-called apartment block behind. It was a strange contraption of a building to stare at from the street. Tilt your head all the way back, and it would look like some kind of parasitic vine had crawled its way around an old tree. In this case, the vine was the apartment block. The old tree beneath could perhaps once have been a very stately and attractive sandstone mansion – before the lower districts had been thrown to the dogs. It, of course, was not maintained, and the sandstone was now so very covered in grime, you could only catch a glimpse of its original beige color here and there. But the apartment block had grown up around it, behind it, and even through some of the windows. The wood, all twisted and nailed together, all rickety and as stable as a trembling leaf, even came out of some of the gutters.

    Why was I spending so much time describing it? Because it was when I clambered out of one of the east windows and onto a rickety platform that I felt it – that familiar stab of panic just in the center of my brow. One that quickly surged down into my stomach, activated my adrenal reserves, and made it feel like a flare going off in my tummy. I snapped my head around, eyes expanding wide, teeth clamping down hard. I had many an enemy down here in the lower echelons. But then I had them. I couldn’t exactly tell you who they were. I imagined they worked for one of the gangs – perhaps hired assassins from the upper realms. They had to be something and someone far more extraordinary than the folks I was used to down here.

    Because they….

    With my eyes widening, taking in as much light of the dying rays of dusk as I could, I saw something flitting around one of the apartment blocks to my side. It was attached to the apartment that sprang up out of the back of the sandstone mansion. In other words, it would take nothing more than a short run to reach me. Hands jolting forward and clasping around the splintered railing in front of me, I leaned forward, muscles tense, every part of my body ready for action. There were two assassins. They moved so fast, I could barely see them. I wondered if they used some newfangled technology – perhaps boots made with the steam power that allowed those great airships to rise into the sky. Or maybe… there was no point in describing who they were and how they worked. All that mattered was running.

    I leapt right over the railing, adrenaline telling me I had to act now or die very soon afterward.

    Fortunately, there was a jutting platform just underneath me. I landed down, ensuring that I tilted to the side at the moment of impact, rolled, and absorbed the blow. This was not the kind of platform one ought to do gymnastics on. I heard something breaking beneath me, some bearing finally giving up to age. The platform clunked down, and I threatened to roll right off onto the street a good 30 meters below. I saw a flash of it. The lanterns had just come on, though most of them didn’t work in this area. I didn’t imagine Mr. Union liked too much light being thrown on his shadowy enterprise. But it was just enough torchlight for me to see the street – to appreciate how paradoxically close but far it was. Close enough that I wouldn’t take long to hit it – far enough that I would break into a thousand pieces once I struck home.

    My hand threw itself out to the side, my body knowing what my brain suddenly couldn’t comprehend. I grasped onto one of the struts just beneath the platform, and it alone seemed to hold on, having a strength somewhat like a Titan. It twisted to the side, and my prying fingers grasped a piece of guttering. Just as they latched around the old, rusted metal, it pulled away from the wall. It did so with this great creaking groan like a dinosaur waking up from a thousand-year slumber. Screaming now, but not too loudly, nothing more than a desperate rattle of a breath, I threw my hand out. I had to calculate my path to safety. Though I very much doubted there was one.

    There. A platform – just a meter to my side. I threw all caution to the wind – for that was all I could do right now. I had to throw myself too, with abandon. I leapt off the railing, momentarily allowing my feet to come in contact with the wall and pushing with all of my might, my leg muscles straining with the effort. I forced my arms forward, feeling like a bat trying to catch some upward draft, anything that could see it sail high once more. I fell past the railing but just at the last moment managed to catch hold of a strut beneath it. My desperate fingers locked around it, and my slippery grip almost saw me slide free. Instead I held on.

    I grunted, pulled myself up, twisted my head around, and with a pounding heart, realized I couldn’t see those two shadowy assassins anymore. Did that mean they’d given up? Did that mean that perhaps they thought I was destined to die on the cobbles below? No. I jerked to the side, finally satisfied I was on a platform that wouldn’t crumble immediately, twisted over a railing, and stared up. There was one of them. Good God. He was only two platforms above.

    I didn’t think my heart could beat harder. Certainly not without killing me, and its entire point right now was keeping me safe.

    I threw myself off the railing once more. This time I could see a platform beneath. I leapt down to it, rolled, and repeated the movement. It was dangerous – I could snap my ankle at any moment – and it was highly likely to lead to death – but a less certain path than waiting around for those assassins to throttle me.

    Get to the street, I told myself, that roar repeating through my head, a mantra like no other. Most people use mantras to calm themselves – most religious folks use them to try to ascend and leave this world of suffering behind. My mantra, on the other hand, was a rope. Climb it, wrap it around every painful limb and protesting ankle, and maybe, just maybe I could escape once more.

    As I continued my descent, my knees creaking to the point of snapping, a fraction of my mind started to work independently. It asked me to question, told me to pause, to think this through. Why on earth would one of the lower-district gangs hire these astounding assassins to come after me? They had their own resources. If I knew anything about the gangs around here, it was that they did not waste a single dollar. They surely would not be able to afford these fantastic fellows. So—

    Something sliced past my cheek. Just before it did, this sense welled within me, warning me to twist my head, to jerk backward, to move at just the right moment. My eyes widened as I saw a bolt vibrating with some form of power. It smashed into a supporting beam right by my side, and the thing splintered in an instant, wood splattering out everywhere like a cracked bone.

    I jerked away, scuttled on my bottom, and pressed my back up against another supporting beam behind me, but it was just as the platform started to give way.

    What… what was that bolt? What exactly had it been shot from, and why waste it on me?

    All questions that, if I paused to answer them, would satisfy themselves by slicing my throat. For the only goal of these men was to kill me, and that was the only fact that ought to command my attention.

    I was only two platforms away from the cobbled street below now. But as I went to throw myself down once more, I saw another assassin. That would be the friend of the man above
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