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The following is meant only as a quick, high-level refresher of the events in The Shadow of What Was Lost and An Echo of Things to Come, rather than a thorough synopsis. As such, many important occurrences and characters will be glossed over during this recap, and some—in a few cases—are not mentioned at all.


THE ANCIENT PAST


More than four thousand years ago, the wedding of Tal’kamar Deshrel ended with Elliavia, his new wife, being brutally and senselessly slain. Mad with grief, Tal’kamar drew for the first time on a dark power called kan, killing all those in attendance as he took their life force—their Essence—in a vain attempt to bring her back to life.


Burdened with sorrow and guilt over both Elliavia’s death and his own actions, Tal’kamar soon found that he was unable to die: even when beheaded, he would simply wake up again in a different body and a different land. Worse, he eventually discovered that not only had he failed to save Elliavia, he had inadvertently allowed a creature from the Darklands—a place of unimaginable pain and suffering—to enter the world through her body. This creature was a shape-shifter named Nethgalla; having retained Elliavia’s memories, she began pursuing Tal’kamar in an obsessive attempt to be with him once again.


Rejecting Nethgalla, Tal’kamar traveled for hundreds of years, eventually meeting other people who, like himself, could not die. One in particular, Gassandrid, claimed that their long-lived nature was a gift from El, the god who had created the world—but that contrary to most people’s beliefs, El was currently imprisoned within the bounds of time, and it was in fact the great enemy Shammaeloth who had set into motion the inevitable chain of events that now shaped the world.


Gassandrid went on to explain that their immortality was an attempt by El to change the course of these events, using the last of His power to bend the path upon which Shammaeloth had set fate. Gassandrid also asserted that if they were able to change things enough, they would ultimately be able to go back in time, undoing all that had been done under Shammaeloth’s rule and living in a world where true choice was possible.


As proof of his claims, Gassandrid provided Tal’kamar with detailed visions of the future: evidence of the predestined nature of the world, and therefore the invisible chains in which each and every person was enslaved.


Tal’kamar, eventually convinced by his inability to change the events that had been foreseen, became the final immortal to join the group who would become known as the Venerate. This group consisted of eleven men and women: Tal’kamar, Gassandrid, Alaris, Andrael, Wereth, Tysis, Asar, Meldier, Isiliar, Diara, and Cyr.


The Venerate worked together for hundreds of years, using the visions El provided them to enact justice and do great good in the world. After a time, though, their work became increasingly focused on what El said was necessary to bend fate toward their goal, finally culminating in Tal’kamar being asked by El to destroy the legendary city of Dareci. Though this act would kill millions of people, El assured Tal’kamar that it was an awful but necessary step toward freeing the world—one that would force the Darecians to flee to Andarra and begin working on the time-travel device known as the Jha’vett.


Tal’kamar, sickened but choosing to believe that everything he did would ultimately be undone, agreed. He changed his name to Aarkein Devaed and followed El’s instructions to create the Columns, a weapon that ultimately leveled Dareci and killed everyone living there.


This horrific act split the Venerate, many of them refusing to believe that El had truly asked Tal’kamar to perform it.


Hundreds of years passed as the Darecians, despite their incredibly advanced weaponry, were slowly driven from the Shining Lands. Many of the Venerate returned to assist Tal’kamar, finally accepting that he had been acting at El’s behest. However, Andrael in particular remained unconvinced, having suspected even before Dareci’s destruction that the “El” the Venerate were serving had been lying all along—and was quite possibly Shammaeloth himself.


As Andrael continued to research the consequences of what El was trying to achieve, he came to believe that it was the Venerate’s unnatural ability to manipulate kan that was at the root of the Darklands’ connection to their own world—a cause, as well as an effect, of the rift between realities. He eventually concluded that if that breach was widened by the Darecians as El wished, it could pose an extraordinary danger: one which, should El then be allowed to reach it, could potentially unleash the full misery of the Darklands upon the world.


Determining that the only solution was to close the rift entirely—and that the only way to do so was to eliminate the aberrant connections to the Darklands that were holding it open—Andrael reluctantly set about creating a weapon that could kill the Venerate.


To this end, he finally succeeded in making the blade Licanius.


Despite Andrael’s warnings and the new threat that Licanius posed, the remaining Venerate continued to follow El’s instructions to push the Darecians to Andarra; there, the surviving descendants of Tal’kamar’s near genocide created Deilannis, a great city with the Jha’vett at its heart.


Tal’kamar, upon hearing that the Jha’vett was complete, forged ahead of the Venerate’s army in order to sneak into Deilannis and travel back in time, believing that his doing so could end the war quickly and prevent further bloodshed. However, this only caused the Darecians, forewarned of his approach, to panic and attempt to use the Jha’vett themselves.


The result was a dire miscalculation by the Darecians, their use of Shackles reacting with the Jha’vett to strip them of their natural resistance to kan, turning them into beings of nearly pure Essence. Only Tal’kamar’s decision to save them by sending them to Res Kartha allowed them to survive; effectively imprisoned there, they would eventually become known as the Lyth.


Tal’kamar himself then attempted to activate the Jha’vett, discovering too late that it had been damaged. After the ensuing explosion, a young man calling himself Davian appeared, claiming to be a friend of Tal’kamar’s from an inevitable future. Davian accused Tal’kamar of willfully ignoring the evils he had perpetrated and avoiding taking responsibility for his actions, warning him that nothing in the past could ever be changed—including the death of Elliavia.


Enraged, Tal’kamar killed Davian.


Davian’s words lingered as El and the Venerate’s army drew closer to reaching Deilannis, though, and doubts began to fester in Tal’kamar’s mind. Frustrated in his attempts to convince the other Venerate to investigate further, he was ultimately forced to ally with Andrael to help him complete and activate the ilshara: a massive wall of energy that surrounded the entire northern third of Andarra, separating it into a new area that would eventually become known as Talan Gol.


Though Andrael had been working on the ilshara for centuries, Tal’kamar only ever meant it to be a temporary measure, a way of delaying the invasion until he could be certain of El’s intentions.


In the end, it would stand for more than two thousand years.


THE RECENT PAST


A generation ago, the Augurs—men and women with the ability to wield kan and see an unchangeable future—ruled Andarra, as they had for almost two thousand years since the creation of the Boundary. Assisting them were the Gifted: people able to manipulate a reserve of their own Essence to physically affect the world around them.


Although outwardly everything appeared to be well, one of the Augurs—a man named Jakarris—became increasingly concerned about the worsening state of the Boundary, and worried that the traditionally warned-against uses of kan that his peers had recently been experimenting with were responsible for its decay. He spent many years attempting to prove this theory, coming close to finding conclusive answers, only for his research to one day be completely destroyed.


Suspecting his fellow Augurs of sabotage but not having any proof, a disgruntled and disheartened Jakarris was eventually recruited by Nethgalla, who convinced him that the only way to delay the imminent collapse of the Boundary was to overthrow the current generation of Augurs. Nethgalla also explained that their downfall would enable her to introduce Vessels (Augur-made devices, created to use Essence in specific ways) into Andarran society, which, ultimately, could prove decisive in resisting the forces beyond the Boundary.


Jakarris proceeded to assist Nethgalla in undermining the Augurs’ rule, using his position to create a series of embarrassing public mistakes that cast serious doubt on the Andarran leaders’ ability to see the future. Refusing to openly admit that there was a problem, the Augurs withdrew from the public eye as they tried to determine what was happening, tasking the Gifted with controlling an increasingly nervous populace. Public unrest soon turned to anger as some of the Gifted began overstepping their new mandate, often violently. A schism in Andarran society quickly formed.


Eventually things came to a head and a shocking, bloody rebellion overthrew the Augurs and the Gifted, the uprising instigated by Duke Elocien Andras—a member of the previously token monarchy—and fueled by the proliferation of new weapons provided by Nethgalla that were designed to target those with powers. Jakarris slew the other twelve Augurs, and of the five original Gifted strongholds (called Tols), only two—Tol Athian and Tol Shen—held out against the initial attack.


After spending five years trapped behind their Essence-powered defenses, the Gifted finally signed the Treaty with Duke Andras and the monarchy, officially ending hostilities. The cost to the Gifted, however, was high. One of the Vessels Nethgalla had provided was used to create the Tenets: four magically enforced, unbreakable laws that heavily restricted the use of Gifted abilities. Commoners were also allowed to become Administrators of the Treaty, giving them even more legal and practical control over those who could wield Essence.


Furthermore, any Gifted who broke any terms of the Treaty not covered by the Tenets were forced to become Shadows, permanently stripped of their abilities and horribly disfigured in the process. This happened most often to the unfortunate Gifted students who lacked the skills to pass their graduation Trials, and who were therefore not vouched for by the Tols as able to adequately control their powers.


This was another of Nethgalla’s contributions to the rebellion; unbeknownst to the Andarrans, every Gifted who became a Shadow was in fact being linked to a Vessel called the Siphon, which allowed Nethgalla to use that Gifted’s Essence as if it were her own.


Thus the Gifted, while technically free again, remained heavily policed and despised by most. Meanwhile, the powers of the Augurs were condemned under the Treaty. For any who were discovered to have such capabilities, a death sentence at the hands of Administration awaited.


THE SHADOW OF WHAT WAS LOST


Sixteen-year-old Davian is an intelligent, hardworking student at the Gifted school at Caladel—but as his Trials approach, he still cannot figure out how to wield his powers, despite having the Mark on his forearm that both binds him to the Tenets and indicates that he has previously used Essence. To make matters worse, Davian can unfailingly tell when someone is lying—something that only an Augur should be able to do. His closest friends, Wirr and Asha, are the only ones he has told about this unusual skill.


When Elders from Tol Athian arrive early to conduct the Trials, Davian is approached in the dead of night by one of the newcomers, a man called Ilseth Tenvar. Ilseth claims to have been a member of the sig’nari, the group of Gifted who served directly under the Augurs before the rebellion twenty years ago. He admits to knowing that Davian is an Augur, and urges him to leave before he fails his Trials and is turned into a Shadow. Ilseth also provides Davian with a mysterious bronze box, which he explains will guide Davian to a place where he can be properly trained.


Confident the Elder is telling him the truth, Davian leaves the school that same night; Wirr, after discovering at the last second Davian’s plan to flee, refuses to let him go alone and accompanies him.


Unaware of these events, Asha wakes the following morning to find that everyone else in the school has been brutally killed. In shock and not knowing why she is the only one to have escaped the slaughter, she realizes that Davian’s and Wirr’s bodies are not among the dead. However, when Ilseth discovers that Asha has been left untouched, he reveals himself to have been complicit in the assault. Assuming that Asha was deliberately left alive by his superiors (and being unwilling to kill her himself as a result), Ilseth instead turns her into a Shadow, thereby erasing her memory of everything she has seen that morning—including the knowledge that Davian and Wirr may still be alive.


Davian and Wirr head north, avoiding trouble until they are captured by two Hunters—the Andarran term for those who track down and kill the Gifted for profit. However, they are rescued by another Hunter, Breshada, who despite her profession mysteriously lets them go again, saying only that they owe their thanks to someone called Tal’kamar.


Continuing to follow Ilseth’s instructions, the boys cross the border into Desriel, a country governed by a religious organization called the Gil’shar, who believe that all human manipulation of Essence is an abomination. In Desriel, the punishment for even being born with such an ability is death.


Navigating several dangers, Wirr and Davian are led by Ilseth’s bronze box to a young man named Caeden, a prisoner of the Gil’shar. They set him free, only to be attacked by a creature known as a sha’teth. Caeden saves them from the sha’teth in a display of astonishing power, despite being physically weakened from his captivity.


Meanwhile, Asha is brought to Andarra’s capital Ilin Illan by Ilseth, who continues to pretend that he had nothing to do with the slaughter at Caladel. The Athian Council—the group of Elders who lead Tol Athian—come to believe that Asha may hold the key to finding out more about the attack, but do not wish to share this information with Administration, who are also looking into the incident. The Athian Council decides to keep her at the Tol, hiding her true identity from everyone else.


After a traumatic encounter with a sha’teth that mysteriously refuses to attack her, Asha meets Scyner, the man in charge of a secret underground refuge for Shadows known as the Sanctuary. Scyner recruits Asha to find out why Duke Elocien Andras—head of Administration and enemy to those in the Sanctuary—is showing such great interest in the attack on her school.


When Elocien hears that Asha is a survivor of the attack, he uses Tol Athian’s need for a new political Representative in the ruling body of the Assembly to have Asha assigned to the palace. Asha soon learns that Wirr is Elocien’s son; not only may he still be alive, but if he is, thanks to his birthright he will one day be able to single-handedly change the Tenets. Despite Elocien’s reputation as the driving force behind the rebellion twenty years ago, Asha also discovers that he has secretly been working for the past few years with three young Augurs—Kol, Fessi, and Erran. Knowing this, she realizes that she cannot betray Elocien’s trust to Scyner, despite the deal she had previously agreed to.


In Desriel, Davian, Wirr, and Caeden meet Taeris Sarr, a Gifted in hiding who believes that Caeden is somehow tied to the recent, worrying degradation of the Boundary. Taeris also reveals that Ilseth Tenvar lied to Davian during their encounter at the school, and so exactly why Davian was sent to Caeden remains a mystery. Concerned that Ilseth’s motives are sinister and that his bronze box may trigger something undesirable upon contact with Caeden, Taeris recommends that the box be kept away from him until they know more.


Davian and Wirr soon discover that Caeden has been charged with murder by the Gil’shar—but has no memories of his past, and does not even know himself whether the accusations are true. Taeris determines that they need to head back to Andarra, to Ilin Illan, where Tol Athian has a Vessel that may be able to restore Caeden’s memories. However, with the Desrielite borders so carefully guarded, they decide that their best course of action is to enlist the help of Princess Karaliene Andras—Wirr’s cousin—in order to get home.


When they finally meet with Karaliene, she recognizes Caeden as an accused murderer and refuses to risk a major diplomatic incident by smuggling him out of the country, despite Wirr’s involvement. Their best hope dashed, Taeris determines that their only other option is to leave Desriel through the ancient, mysteriously abandoned border city of Deilannis.


In Ilin Illan, Asha forges new friendships with the Augurs, soon discovering that they have had unsettling visions of a devastating attack on the capital. Not long after, rumors begin to circulate of an invading force—christened the Blind due to their strange eye-covering helmets—approaching from the direction of the Boundary.


As she and Elocien try to determine how best to defend the city without exposing the Augurs, Asha makes the astonishing discovery that the Shadows are still able to access Essence, if they do so by using Vessels. This, she realizes, means that their abilities are only repressed when they are made into Shadows, and not (as commonly believed) completely eliminated.


After an abrupt, strange message from a seemingly older Davian, Asha becomes suspicious of Ilseth’s version of events surrounding the attack on the school at Caladel, and she has one of the Augurs restore her lost memory. When she finds out that Ilseth was complicit in the slaughter, she fools him into revealing his lies to the Athian Council, who subsequently imprison him.


As Davian, Wirr, Taeris, and Caeden travel through the eerie, mist-covered city of Deilannis, they are attacked and Davian is separated from the rest of the group. He is caught in a strange rift, barely surviving his journey through the void; when he emerges back into Deilannis he meets Malshash, an Augur who tells him that he has traveled almost a century backward in time.


Disbelieving at first but eventually convinced of Malshash’s claims, Davian spends time in Deilannis’s Great Library, a massive storehouse of ancient knowledge. Under Malshash’s guidance, he quickly learns to use and control his Augur abilities. Though Malshash’s exact motivations for helping him remain unclear, Davian realizes that his teacher has been studying the rift in the hope that he can change something that has already happened.


Back in the present a devastated Wirr, believing Davian is dead, continues on to Ilin Illan with Taeris and Caeden. As they travel, they come across horrific evidence of the invading force from beyond the Boundary—strengthening their belief that they need to find a way to prevent it from collapsing entirely. Concerned that Caeden’s memories may hold the key to exactly how to do that, they hurry to Ilin Illan before the Blind can reach the city.


Once they are in Ilin Illan, Taeris attempts to convince the Athian Council to help them, but the Council—having heard the accusations of murder leveled against Caeden, and also influenced by their combative past with Taeris—refuse. With nowhere else to turn, Taeris and Caeden take refuge in the palace, where Wirr is able to convince Karaliene that Caeden is a central figure in what is happening.


In Deilannis, a training accident results in Davian experiencing Malshash’s most traumatic memory: the death of his wife Elliavia at their wedding, and Malshash’s desperate, failed attempt to save her afterward. Malshash, after conceding that this is one of the main reasons he wants to alter the past, sends Davian back to the present.


Davian heads for Ilin Illan but is briefly waylaid by another Augur, Ishelle, and an Elder from Tol Shen, Driscin Throll. The two attempt to convince Davian to join Tol Shen, but Davian has heard about the invasion by the Blind and is intent on reaching the capital in time to help.


Davian arrives in Ilin Illan, enjoying an all-too-brief reunion with Asha and Wirr before the Blind finally attack. Meanwhile Caeden and Taeris, understanding that the Athian Council is never going to help them restore Caeden’s memory, plan to sneak into Tol Athian and do so without their permission. However, before they can use the Vessel that will restore Caeden’s memories, Caeden instead activates Ilseth’s mysterious bronze box, a flash of recognition leading him to leave through the fiery portal it subsequently creates.


As Wirr and Davian help with the city’s defenses, Asha convinces Elocien to give Vessels from Administration’s stockpile to the Shadows, as they are not bound by the Tenets and thus can freely use them against the invaders. After Asha and the Shadows join the fight, the Blind’s first attack is successfully thwarted.


Despite this initial victory, Ilin Illan is soon breached, and the Blind gain the upper hand in the battle. Elocien is killed as the Andarran forces desperately retreat, and Asha realizes to her horror that he has been under the control of one of the Augurs all along. She decides not to tell a grieving Wirr, who, with Davian’s help, hurries to Tol Athian and changes the Tenets so that all Gifted can fight. Even so, it appears that this new advantage may come too late.


Caeden finds himself in Res Kartha, where a man seemingly made of fire—Garadis ru Dagen, one of the Lyth—reveals that Caeden wiped his own memory, setting this series of events into motion in order to fulfill the terms of a bargain between the Lyth and Andrael. This bargain now allows Caeden to take the sword Licanius—but it also stipulates that he may keep the sword for only a year and a day, unless he devises a way to free the Lyth from Res Kartha.


Concerned about what he has agreed to but even more concerned for his friends, Caeden returns to Ilin Illan, utilizing the astonishing power of Licanius to destroy the invading army just as defeat for the Andarran forces seems inevitable.


In the aftermath of the battle—having revealed himself as an Augur during the fighting—Davian decides to take Ishelle up on her offer and head south to Tol Shen, where he believes he will be able to continue looking for a way to strengthen the Boundary against the dark forces beyond. Asha chooses to remain in Ilin Illan as Representative, while Wirr inherits the role of Northwarden, head of Administration.


Still searching for answers about his past and determined to help his friends fight whatever is beyond the Boundary, Caeden uses the bronze Portal Box again. He this time finds himself in the Wells of Mor Aruil and meets Asar, another former member of the Venerate.


To Caeden’s horror, Asar restores a memory that indicates not only that Caeden was responsible for the murders in Desriel of which he was accused—but that he is in fact Aarkein Devaed.


AN ECHO OF THINGS TO COME


Caeden, after weeks of wrestling with the knowledge that he was once Aarkein Devaed, reluctantly accepts the truth of his identity. Asar assures Caeden that he switched sides and in fact renounced the name Aarkein Devaed long ago; despite this, Caeden continues to struggle as Asar tries to help him restore his memories, catching only glimpses of his former life.


Their efforts are interrupted when Nethgalla, in the body of Elliavia, arrives in Mor Aruil and mortally wounds Asar, claiming that she is Caeden’s wife and is there to help him. Confused, Caeden heeds Asar’s dying warning about Nethgalla and flees using the Portal Box. In doing so, he remembers to his horror that his plan is to seal the rift in Deilannis—which will necessitate the killing of each and every one of both the Venerate and the Augurs.


Meanwhile, near the major southern city of Prythe, Davian and Ishelle train in Tol Shen, protected by the newly declared Augur Amnesty but also unable to leave because of it. Davian becomes increasingly frustrated as the Shen Council continue to disregard the threat of the Boundary collapsing, seemingly content to keep the Augurs at the Tol and showing no desire to properly prepare them to fix it.


In Ilin Illan, Asha, continuing in her role as Representative, risks reprisals as she makes multiple secret trips back to the Sanctuary—despite the orders of both the Athian Council and the Assembly—in order to investigate the mysterious disappearance of the Shadows. At the same time, Wirr grapples with his new position as Northwarden, navigating the fraught political consequences of the new world he has created by changing the Tenets. He also attempts to help Asha by looking into the mysterious origins of the Vessels used to create Shadows, trying to determine where his father obtained the weapons that facilitated the overthrow of the Augurs twenty years ago.


Rumors of a threat to Wirr’s life prove true when, during dinner with the Tel’Rath family, an assassination attempt is made upon him. Only the intervention of Scyner, who has been watching Wirr and Controls the assassins before they can do him any harm, enables him to survive. After saving him, Scyner tells Wirr that the information he has been looking for is in his father’s journal, hidden at Wirr’s family’s estate in Daren Tel.


After burying Asar, Caeden finds himself in the Plains of Decay and inadvertently frees Meldier from his imprisonment in a Tributary: a device that has been draining his Essence for centuries in order to supply energy to the Boundary. Meldier, unable to take action against Caeden for fear that it will result in the bargain with the Lyth remaining unfulfilled, shows Caeden that he was responsible for the destruction of Dareci—insisting that Caeden is on the wrong side of the fight, and pleading with him to reconsider his current course.


Asha, during one of her secret trips into the Sanctuary, stumbles across a meeting between a clearly disturbed Isiliar, the sha’teth named Vhalire, and an Echo. Believing that she might be able to uncover important information, she risks following the Echo into the catacombs beneath Tol Athian. However, the Echo realizes that it is being followed, leaving Asha lost underground.


Asha keeps her nerve, waiting until she is eventually able to follow Isiliar and Vhalire again. She witnesses Isiliar’s attack on Vhalire with the blade Knowing; when Isiliar leaves Vhalire severely wounded, Asha speaks briefly with the sha’teth before killing it. She escapes and hides Knowing elsewhere in the catacombs, having been warned by Vhalire that Isiliar will be able to track her otherwise.


Davian, believing that he is being followed by an Augur in Prythe, discovers that Erran and Fessi have been tailing him in the hopes that Scyner—whom they wish to bring to justice for Kol’s death in Ilin Illan—would eventually approach him. The two newcomers are reluctant to submit themselves to the Augur Amnesty; not only do they mistrust the Shen Council, but they are concerned about the existence of what appears to be an Augur-proof area at the center of the Tol.


Davian agrees to ask the Council about this mysterious area, but returns to find that Rohin—a newly arrived Augur—has achieved instant popularity within the Tol. It quickly becomes apparent that Rohin’s talent is a form of Control, causing everyone who hears him to be convinced of the truth of his words. Davian alone, his natural ability to see lies directly conflicting with Rohin’s power, is able to resist.


Rohin imprisons Davian in a kan-proof cell within Tol Shen; Davian, needing kan to be able to draw Essence from his surroundings to survive, desperately manages to create an artificial Reserve of Essence within himself before being sealed in. Despite the dangers supposedly inherent in using kan within his own body, Davian does not appear to suffer any ill effects from the act.


Wirr, advised by the king to leave the city for a few days after the assassination attempt, travels to his family estate in Daren Tel in the hope of finding his father’s journal. There he receives a cold welcome from his mother, Geladra Andras, who informs him that everything from his father’s study has already been handed over to Administration. Not bothering to temper any of her strongly anti-Gifted sentiment, it is immediately apparent that Geladra does not believe Wirr should be Northwarden, showing both suspicion of and disdain for her son’s recent decisions.


Later, at Daren Tel, Wirr is approached by Breshada, the Hunter who helped him and Davian in Desriel. She has been following him since recognizing him in Ilin Illan, desperate for assistance after discovering that she has somehow become Gifted herself, and having been branded an Andarran spy by her own people as a result. Wirr reluctantly agrees to find someone to help her control her new ability.


That evening, Wirr’s sister Deldri reveals that their mother lied to him, and that the contents of his father’s study have in fact not yet left the property. Deldri assists him, and he eventually finds both his father’s old journal and an Oathstone: a small Vessel used by Administration to bind Administrators to the Tenets. Furious at how Geladra has been treating both of them, Deldri asks Wirr to take her back to the capital; Wirr is reluctant but, after Geladra forcibly attempts to stop them from leaving, agrees.


Fessi and Erran rescue Davian from his cell in Tol Shen, having become aware that something is wrong after Davian failed to show up at a scheduled meeting. Davian explains what Rohin has done; the three then intercept Driscin Throll as he returns to the Tol from traveling, warning him of Rohin’s ability and enlisting his help in stopping the Augur.


Driscin tells them of an amulet in Tol Shen’s vault that will prevent Rohin from being able to touch kan; the four of them break into the Tol, retrieving the amulet and ultimately imprisoning Rohin.


When Davian questions him, Rohin says that he has foreseen the utter destruction of northern Andarra; he also claims that the leadership of Tol Shen knew of the Blind’s devastating attack on Ilin Illan well before it happened. After Reading him, the Augurs discover that he was sent to the Tol by Scyner, though for what purpose is unclear.


Caeden, continuing to trust the Portal Box to take him where he needs to go, arrives at the snow-covered city of Alkathronen. He soon discovers Isiliar’s destroyed Tributary; Isiliar, who has evidently been driven mad by her time in the device, has been lying in wait and viciously attacks him.


Alaris saves Caeden from Isiliar; after Caeden heals from his extensive injuries and wakes, Alaris does his best to convince him that he is fighting for the wrong side. Caeden learns that he needs to find Nethgalla again, as it appears that she has taken the final Vessel he needs to satisfy Andrael’s agreement with the Lyth. Alaris tells Caeden that he will most likely find Nethgalla in Deilannis. Caeden returns to Ilin Illan, briefly reuniting with Karaliene before heading to Deilannis to confront Nethgalla.


After turning Rohin over to the Shen Council, Davian, Ishelle, Fessi, and Erran head north for the Boundary, defying the Council’s wish to keep them in the Tol.


In Ilin Illan, Wirr begins reading his father’s journal, gradually uncovering the truth behind the origins of the rebellion against the Augurs. Aelric approaches Wirr and asks for an excuse to be sent south, wishing to deal with a personal matter that he doesn’t want anyone else—including Dezia—to know about. Wirr reluctantly agrees.


As a group is organized to travel to Deilannis, Asha volunteers to go, hoping to uncover more information in the Great Library about the origin of the Shadows. At Karaliene’s urging, Wirr sends Breshada as well, with Asha agreeing to try to teach the former Hunter how to control Essence.


Not long after they leave, Isiliar violently attacks the palace, believing Caeden to be hiding there. Many are killed in the mad rampage, and Deldri, among several others, is injured. Only Alaris’s appearance and subsequent subduing of Isiliar eventually puts a stop to the unchecked violence.


After the attack, Dezia inquires after Aelric, and she and Wirr realize that he has gone to deal with his financial backers for the Song of Swords, who were angered after he deliberately lost the final match of the tournament. Dezia, deeply concerned for her brother, leaves to go after him.


On the road to the Boundary, Ishelle is ambushed by flying Banes called eletai, which leave her all but dead until Davian arrives and is able to revive her. Though she is quickly healed and able to continue on their journey north, it is clear that the severe injuries she suffered during the attack have taken a toll.


Asha and Breshada, along with the rest of their party, arrive at Deilannis to discover that the bridge is guarded by snakelike Banes known as dar’gaithin. They attempt to enter the city, but in the ensuing fight Asha falls from the bridge into the river Lantarche. She is miraculously saved by Breshada; together they find a way back up into the city and then to the Great Library, where Asha discovers an ancient account describing the Siphon and its connection to the Shadows.


As Wirr prepares for Geladra to officially challenge him for the position of Northwarden, he discovers that while holding an Oathstone, he is able to force anyone who has a Mark—either Gifted or Administrator—to follow his instructions. Despite Taeris’s urging him to use this newfound ability to consolidate his position, Wirr resists doing so, determined to find a way to remain the leader of Administration without resorting to such objectionable measures.


Davian, Ishelle, Fessi, and Erran reach the Boundary, dismayed to discover not only that it is steadily weakening, but also that the kan mechanisms governing it are complex beyond anything they could have imagined. To their surprise, they also find what appears to be a potential way through the massive barrier of energy and into Talan Gol.


Caeden arrives at Deilannis, reaching the Great Library and finding Asha and Breshada already there. Breshada immediately reveals herself to be Nethgalla; after handing Caeden the Siphon in order for him to bind the Lyth, she tricks Asha into using the sword Whisper on her, effectively transferring the power of the Siphon—and thus the responsibility of powering a Tributary—over to her.


Healed of being a Shadow but now condemned to a worse fate, Asha returns to Ilin Illan, intending to immediately use the Travel Stones to go north and find the Tributary that Caeden had once intended to use himself. Wirr, upon learning of this and seeing an opportunity to prove the threat of the failing Boundary to Administration, persuades Geladra to come north as well—agreeing that if she returns to Ilin Illan unconvinced, he will step down from his position voluntarily.


Caeden, now finally in possession of the Siphon, returns to Res Kartha and explains his plan for freeing the Lyth to Garadis. Though furious that they will be forced to give up their extraordinary strength, the Lyth reluctantly accept that Caeden’s proposal still upholds Andrael’s deal. They allow themselves to be bound, transferring their collective power to the Siphon, and thus to Asha. As part of the deal, now that they are able to once again leave Res Kartha safely, Caeden agrees to send them to their ancestral homeland of the Shining Lands.


At the Boundary, Davian, Asha, and Wirr are briefly reunited. Despite Geladra’s insistence that the Augurs remain under Gifted supervision, Ishelle, temporarily not in control of her own actions, uses the gateway they previously discovered in the Boundary to enter Talan Gol. Davian and Fessi follow her in an attempt to bring her back, only to have the entrance seal shut behind them, trapping them in enemy territory.


Asha and Erran also defy Geladra and leave to find the final Tributary, which Asha is able to locate thanks to her ability to sense the whereabouts of the Shadows. They find their way to an island that has been completely hidden by kan, just off the coast and within sight of the Boundary itself. There she and Erran again meet Scyner, who has been waiting for Asha to arrive. Erran recognizes that the amulet Scyner now possesses is the one they used in Tol Shen to subdue Rohin. Scyner admits to killing Rohin and taking the amulet from him.


An attack on the island by a group of tek’ryl—massive, scorpion-like Banes—is repelled when Asha intervenes, unleashing her full power for the first time and annihilating the threat. Meanwhile Erran returns to where they last saw Ishelle, Davian, and Fessi, hoping to uncover what happened to them before Asha uses the Tributary and potentially seals them in Talan Gol.


The three Augurs in Talan Gol find themselves in a nest of eletai, Ishelle’s strange behavior clearly driven by a link to the creatures resulting from the Banes’ previous attack on her. Discovering a set of Telesthaesia armor and realizing that one of them might be able to make it back to Andarra while wearing it, they return to the Boundary, reaching it just ahead of a large army.


Wirr, Geladra, and Karaliene witness the Boundary beginning to fail, a terrifying horde of Banes breaking through. The three of them take shelter, assisted by Erran, as a devastating surprise attack by the eletai crushes the insufficient Andarran defenses. As they hide from the Banes, Geladra and Wirr realize that Erran is the one who had been Controlling Elocien over the past few years.


Through Erran, Asha is able to see that the Boundary needs reinforcing immediately, despite her now knowing that Davian will be trapped on the other side as a result. Ishelle is able to make it through the weakened wall of energy thanks to the protection of Telesthaesia, but Davian and Fessi are sealed in Talan Gol as Asha is forced to enter the Tributary and restore the full strength of the Boundary.


Despite having survived the initial attack by the Banes, Geladra is shockingly killed when the corpses left by the eletai eventually mutate and revive, becoming eletai themselves. Horrified and heartbroken, Wirr and Karaliene burn the remainder of the bodies, ensuring that no more eletai are created.


Caeden finally travels to Ilshan Gathdel Teth to confront the Venerate; a fight with Meldier and Isiliar results in Isiliar’s death, but Caeden is ultimately captured.


Davian and Fessi are brought to Ilshan Gathdel Teth as prisoners, having been seized after the Boundary was sealed. Fessi, panicking as she recognizes her surroundings, flees; Davian, forced to run as well, discovers that Caeden is being held nearby and is being tortured for information about Asha’s location by Meldier.


When Davian intervenes, Meldier tells him that Caeden was once Aarkein Devaed, which Caeden himself ashamedly confirms. Despite his shock at this news, Davian chooses to stand by Caeden; when Meldier attacks, Davian takes him by surprise and kills him with Licanius. Caeden then convinces Davian to behead him with a regular sword—the only way to guarantee his escape from Talan Gol. Caeden promises that he will return soon to set Davian free.


Having woken up in a new body and shape-shifted back into his preferred form, Caeden then relives a final, devastating memory—discovering that, in a fit of rage, he killed a time-traveling Davian almost two thousand years ago.




Prologue


The blizzard howled around Caeden, shading the world a merciless, freezing white.


He scraped icy flakes from his vision and bowed his head, trudging onward and downward against the ferocious gale that raged up the mountainside, each lungful sharp and every step sodden. He had been walking for what felt like hours; it couldn’t be far now. Impossible as it was to make a portal directly into Alkathronen—and though the Builders’ last city was hidden even to kan—he felt confident that he had opened his Gate close by.


Fairly confident, anyway.


He focused, filtering out the knifing cold and briefly extending a shield of Essence around himself, creating a bubble that sluiced through the snow ahead in a brief, hissing cloud of steam. Using even that much of his power was a risk. He needed as much time in Alkathronen as possible before anyone knew he was here, and the Venerate had taken a fresh Trace from him during his torture in Ilshan Gathdel Teth a year ago.


Caeden shook the grim memory from his mind, shrugging the heavy coil of rope more securely onto his shoulder and leaning hard into the cutting wind as he let his Essence shield drop again. A few more steps and a hazy glow began to reveal itself in the white; a minute later he was stumbling into the abrupt calm of the canyon, the sound of distantly crashing water finally reaching his ears as the flakes in the air became distinct, their movement easing from diagonal slash to gentle downward drift.


Two enormous, parallel waterfalls resolved themselves, one on either side of the path ahead, bolts of blue energy streaking along their perfectly sheer, shimmering facades. The road itself was mercifully dry, snow dissipating in tiny puffs of steam wherever it touched the stone surface. Caeden felt his body relax slightly as the reprieve of warmth began to press against his frozen cheeks.


He reached up and pushed back his tightly drawn hood, allowing the gentle heat in the air access to the rest of his face as he looked around warily. This was the central hub for the Builders’ works, the point from which they had built portals to each of their wonders. Alaris had needed to remind him of that, the last time he was here, but it was clear in his mind now as he studied the symbols inscribed on the edges of the road. Recognized them. Understood their purpose.


Knowledge like that didn’t surprise him anymore. He had recovered much during this past year of isolated observation and planning—almost all his memories, he thought—even if his mind still shied away from reliving the specifics of his history as clearly as it once had.


The latter, he had to admit, pleased him almost as much as the former.


He pressed forward, quick now that the deep drifts no longer hampered his progress, sensation returning to his limbs with a sharp prickling as he walked. The glow of Alkathronen up ahead formed a shielding dome against the blizzard, even as it exposed the city’s utter emptiness.


Caeden slowed as he passed the symbol marking the portal to Ilin Illan, pushing down another shudder of doubt over his decision to come here. It was a risk to expose himself like this, rash, even, and yet . . . it was time. Davian had been a prisoner for a year now. That meant he was about to be sent to Zvaelar.


Which, by all estimates, gave Caeden less than a month to prepare.


He pressed on. The remaining Venerate had not been idle since his escape: Davian had warned him of Gassandrid’s idle boast, so as soon as he’d remembered, Caeden had chanced sneaking into the Andarran capital to see if it was true. Sure enough, a disturbing number of the people he had observed there were showing the subtle mental markers. Hundreds had been Read, now. Maybe thousands.


Gassandrid, Alaris, and Diara were leaving no stone unturned in their scouring the country for him—or, more to the point, for Ashalia’s whereabouts.


He’d anticipated that, of course, and had done what he could to make sure that there were no clues to find, removing even the memories of his presence whenever he did have to venture away from the Wells. Unfortunately, it had also meant not risking any contact with his friends in Andarra. The Venerate almost certainly knew of them now, would be watching them closely.


He cast another longing glance back at the Builders’ symbol for Ilin Illan. That enforced isolation, in the face of what he knew was coming, had been hard . . . but it also meant that Karaliene, Wirr, and the others were relatively safe. The Venerate might have come within a breath of breaching the ilshara, but they were nothing if not patient—and would be even more so now that Caeden’s brief capture a year ago had handed them Licanius. They would not attack their own bait.


Not so long as it was bait that they believed served a purpose, anyway.


The uneasiness of that thought clung to him as he came to a halt in front of the massive white archway that marked access to Alkathronen itself. He closed his eyes and focused on it. Sure enough, the subtle, crisscrossing lines of kan were there, blocking the only path inside.


He stood for a moment longer, hesitating.


Then he stepped beneath the towering stone, disrupting the near-invisible strands, the air shivering around him in response. Alaris would know that he was here, now.


The only real question was whether he would tell the others.


He stared in absent worry at the burbling fountains that adorned Alkathronen’s entrance, then shook his head and started toward the east-facing cliff.


Either way, he had little time remaining and much still to do.
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Caeden fed more Essence into the heatstone, clenching his teeth to keep them from chattering.


He held his hands out toward the waist-high cylindrical Vessel and seated himself atop a low white wall, finally allowing himself to rest. Several of these heatstones dotted the city, perfectly integrated into the aesthetics and yet somehow always easy to spot. Stoked with a little Essence, they emitted warmth well beyond that which Alkathronen already provided—an especially welcome function right now, given Caeden’s groaning muscles, rope-burned hands, and snow-sodden clothes.


He could have fixed all of that quite easily, of course, but he also knew that he would need every bit of Essence in his Reserve soon enough.


He stared absently over at the eastward edge of the city, where the soft glow of Essence held back the thrashing white that raged just beyond. The storm had worsened since he’d arrived. That hadn’t made his work over the past five hours any easier, but it would be to his advantage if it kept up now.


He shifted to warm the other side of his body, switching his gaze to the arrow-straight road leading into Alkathronen’s center. He could see where the snow failed to melt, the flickering and waning Essence in the distance revealing a steadily deepening white.


He shivered as he watched that unsteady illumination, not wanting to think about the last time he’d been here. It was rarely far from his mind, though—still impossible to ignore both what he had learned then, and what he had done since.


Isiliar had been his friend, and he had knowingly left her to be driven insane.


And then—after she had finally been set free—he had killed her.


“You look unhappy, Tal’kamar.”


Caeden started at the voice. Then he steeled himself and stood, turning and nodding a greeting to the tall, chiseled man who was standing across the street from him.


“You’re not wrong,” he conceded to Alaris, the quiet words carrying easily in the dead hush. He didn’t smile, but he made certain not to appear hostile, either. “I am glad you came, though.”


Alaris’s blue eyes were locked on him. The other man at first glance looked relaxed, but there was discomfort to his stance. Wariness.


“A promise to a friend is a promise that cannot be broken,” said Alaris. He studied Caeden. “And I want very much to believe that we are still friends, Tal. Despite.”


“As do I.” Caeden meant the words. Still, he couldn’t help but let his gaze flick to the silent streets behind Alaris, processing just how quickly the other man had come. “I wasn’t expecting you for a while yet.”


Gassandrid was the only one of the remaining Venerate who could make a Gate, and there was a strict code of accountability for all trips outside the ilshara. For Alaris to have kept his word to Caeden and not told the others about this meeting, he would have needed an excuse to leave—a very convenient one, to have employed it at such short notice. Caeden had planned for having mere hours before Alaris’s arrival, but in truth had expected days.


“I am alone,” Alaris assured him, noting the glance. “Gass was already expecting to send me out for . . . something else. The timing simply matched up.”


Caeden frowned at that—what business did Alaris have that would bring him so close to an Alkathronen portal?—but he knew the other man well enough to believe him. He slowly, carefully unbuckled the blade at his side, then tossed it onto the ground between them. “Good. Because I am here to talk.”


Alaris nodded as he eyed the steel thoughtfully, but did not discard his own weapon.


Caeden gestured to the bench on the opposite side of the heat-stone; when Alaris was seated, the two watched each other mutely before Caeden finally blew out his cheeks, trying to find the right way to start this conversation.


“The last time we were here,” he began, “you said to come back when the Lyth had been dealt with. You said that if I wanted to understand both sides of this fight, you would be willing to have that discussion.” Alaris leaned forward with something like hope in his eyes, but Caeden quickly shook his head. “I wish to be up front, my friend. I have remembered enough now to make that discussion unnecessary. I am not on your master’s side of this, and I never will be again.”


Alaris’s expression twisted. “I am . . . saddened to hear that. Unsurprised, but . . . still.” His shoulders slumped, a bitter note entering his tone. “If you are no longer interested in my perspective, Tal, then what is this about?”


The disappointment in his friend’s voice hurt, but Caeden pressed on. “An offer. An exchange.”


Alaris snorted. “If you are talking about Licanius—”


“Of course I’m not.” Caeden spoke the words softly. He already knew exactly where Licanius was, anyway. “I want you to free Davian. In exchange, I will tell you where Cyr’s Tributary is, and I will not stop you retrieving him from it.”


Silence greeted the statement, Alaris’s brow furrowing as he considered what Caeden had said.


“Why?” He shook his head bemusedly. “I know you need both Cyr and Davian dead to close the rift, and Cyr is by far the harder of the two to kill. Even more so if you set him free.”


Caeden kept his expression smooth. Cyr had gone to his Tributary willingly—had been convinced of the truth about Shammaeloth and had volunteered—but the other Venerate didn’t know that. They assumed that he was a prisoner, as Meldier and Isiliar had been.


“Because I made a promise to Davian,” Caeden replied firmly. “And I cannot rescue him—not from Ilshan Gathdel Teth, not with you standing against me. I am not as strong as you. I never was.” He said the words simply, without self-pity or false modesty.


Alaris gazed at him. “A smart man might take this to mean that Davian is more important than Cyr, in some way that we are not currently aware.”


“A smart man would realize that I would never have proposed such a trade if that were the case. This is about me trying to keep my word, Alaris—that is all. I’m trying to be the man I aspire to be, rather than the man you knew.” Caeden leaned forward. “We both know that I kill Davian—that is not something that can be undone, regardless of how long you hold him.” The thought still turned his stomach, even a year after his learning the fact, but he made sure not to show it. “On the other hand, neither of us knows Cyr’s fate. So it is a good offer, Alaris. One that I will not make again.”


Alaris stared at the heatstone for a while, obviously considering.


“Can you hear yourself, Tal?” he asked suddenly. He looked up, and there was a haunted aspect to his gaze as he stared at Caeden. “You say you did not come here to talk about this, but . . . the man you aspire to be? You want to exchange one friend—whom you imprisoned for two thousand years—with another, and your argument for my accepting the trade is that I already know you will kill one of them anyway.” He gave a tired, bitter laugh. “Yet you are so certain that you are the one on the right path, and that the rest of us have been misled.”


Caeden scowled. “I suppose you think that you and the others are less stained, somehow?”


“Yes.” Alaris said the word matter-of-factly. “We act knowing that all that is done will be undone, Tal—that our actions against others do not matter, unless you succeed. We are not the ones bent on protecting a broken, imprisoned world and killing the people we love.”


Caeden opened his mouth to retort, then stopped himself with a weary shake of his head.


“No,” he said quietly. “No more, Alaris. No more trying to sow doubt. No more dredging up arguments that we have already had, or distracting me with questions to which I gave you my answers centuries ago. Shame on you for that. Shame on you for trying to take advantage of my ignorance.” He stared at the other man steadily, letting him see how heartfelt was his own disappointment. “The fact is, I know what I believe now. I remember why all of this is necessary. I remember that you refuse to consider that the creature we know as El has been deceiving us. I remember. So let us just . . . skip this part, this time.”


Alaris’s expression twitched, and Caeden saw that his rebuke had struck home. Good.


There was silence.


“It really is you this time, isn’t it, Tal,” Alaris said ruefully. He rubbed his face tiredly. “Davian for Cyr, then. Let me . . . think a few moments on it.”


Silence fell again; Caeden studied Alaris, loath to ask but too concerned not to. “How is he?”


Alaris hesitated.


“Well enough,” he said. “He has created some . . . unique politics, though, as I am sure you can imagine. Gassandrid wishes to educate, while Diara . . . Diara wishes to punish. Knowing who he is and what will happen to him—what he will do—has made some of their arguments quite compelling.” He held Caeden’s gaze. “But he is still under my jurisdiction. And for now, as far as I am concerned, he is simply one more person who needs protecting from you.”


Caeden felt his jaw tighten at that, but said nothing.


Alaris watched him thoughtfully. “While we are being civil . . .”


“If you have things to say, then I am happy to listen.”


Alaris just nodded to himself, evidently having expected no less. He reached into a pocket and drew out something small and thickly wrapped; the cloth was white but as Alaris began to remove the covering, Caeden saw the inner layers were sodden with some kind of green, viscous liquid. Soon the last piece fell to the ground with a damp slap, but it still took Caeden a few moments to realize what Alaris was holding.


“Where did you get this?” Alaris tossed the ruined remains of the Portal Box to him. “Clearly none of us made it.”


Caeden’s heart skipped a beat as he caught the Vessel, and he barely avoided displaying his relief as he examined it; getting to confirm its destruction was a gift, though Alaris couldn’t have known that. The cube’s once-bronze surface was now a slick black, the inscriptions worn off, a piece of the metal oozing away even as he held it.


Caeden had remembered early on that Talan Gol would corrupt the Vessel, as it did almost all such devices trapped for any length of time within the ilshara. But the Portal Box had been especially powerful. Unique. He hadn’t been certain that it would decay in the same way.


“The Lyth,” said Caeden, seeing no advantage to lying. “I stole it from them.” He shrugged at Alaris’s raised eyebrows.


Alaris gave a chuckle at that, shaking his head. “That is a story I would very much like to hear one day.”


“One day,” agreed Caeden. He let his gaze return to the rotting Vessel in his hand, regret heavy in his chest. Another reminder of just how badly he had used his friend. As Malshash, Caeden had linked Davian to the Portal Box, manipulating him into delivering it after Caeden’s memories were erased—all because Davian was the only one Caeden had been certain would live to do so.


He’d drawn Davian into all of this, knowing that he would ultimately die at Caeden’s hand. Because he would die at Caeden’s hand, and therefore not any sooner.


He pushed both the thought and the decayed box to one side, carefully wiping his hands, tempted to again try to convince Alaris of why it had been corrupted in the first place. The other Venerate believed that the degradation of Vessels in Talan Gol, and in fact the very barrenness of the land itself, was an effect of the Boundary: something built into its machinery to make it a more effective means of imprisonment.


It wasn’t. Caeden himself had allied with Andrael to devise the ilshara, and its purpose had only ever been to delay El’s march to Deilannis, to force the other Venerate to stop and join him in questioning whether their faith had become blind. And yet, even when they’d believed that Caeden was still on their side—that he’d been an unwilling participant in Andrael’s machinations—Alaris and the others had been quick with their excuses. They’d claimed that Andrael must have added to the ilshara’s anchoring Vessels before handing them over to the Darecians, or that possibly the Darecians themselves had modified them.


The Venerate were intelligent men and women, and yet somehow unable to even entertain the possibility that the ongoing, contained presence of their god was the true problem.


Such was Shammaeloth’s nature, though. Those who were most steeped in his corruption somehow had the hardest time seeing it—something for which Caeden could barely blame them. He knew that myopic haze all too well.


Alaris abruptly shook his head.


“My answer is no, Tal.”


Caeden stared blankly, then breathed out heavily as he understood. Alaris had chosen to reject the deal for Davian’s release.


“Why?”


Alaris gestured helplessly. “Because you only came here after you realized that you couldn’t beat me in Ilshan Gathdel Teth. Because I cannot see the upside of this for you, which means that you must be concealing it.” He paused, sounding desolate now. “But most of all? Because after Is . . . I know that you are not the man you once were. You may have the memory of our friendship, Tal’kamar, but I am no longer convinced that you are my friend.”


Caeden felt his heart wrench, and he struggled to find the words to respond.


“You cannot know how sorry I am to hear that,” he said finally, not bothering to conceal the pain in his voice. “But you are making a mistake, Alaris.”


Alaris’s expression didn’t change. “I will exchange Davian for the location of Ashalia’s Tributary. Nothing less.”


“No.”


“Then we have nothing further to discuss.” Alaris stood stiffly. “I gave you my word that I would let you leave Alkathronen, Tal, and I meant it. But the moment you are gone from this city, we are enemies. There will be no other parleys like this.”


Caeden stood, too, then walked over to his blade and stooped, picking it up off the stone with a slight metallic scraping.


Then he slowly, deliberately leveled it at Alaris.


“I know,” he said softly.


Alaris stared at him in indignant disbelief, and Caeden hated the guilt that look stirred in him. The two men remained motionless; then Alaris was shifting smoothly, giving himself room as he reluctantly drew his own sword.


“I suppose I should be grateful that you didn’t wait until my back was turned,” said Alaris, holding his blade at the ready. “At least that much of you remains.” He sounded more tired than anything else, though his eyes were hard. “Whatever advantages you think you have here over Ilshan Gathdel Teth, Tal, you’ve miscalculated. I have no doubt that you have been busy laying the groundwork against me, setting your traps, but you said it yourself—you expected to have longer. Mere hours was never going to be enough.“


Caeden didn’t acknowledge the statement, keeping his blade up and cautiously beginning to circle. Alaris matched the motion.


“One last chance, Tal. Walk away. You do not have one of Andrael’s Blades, so even if you have some other Vessel I don’t know about, you cannot hope to win. And I will not let you escape this time.” When Caeden still didn’t respond, Alaris sighed, looking stuck between melancholy and frustration. “Then answer me one last question, before we end this and you are locked away forever.”


Caeden kept pacing. “Ask.”


Alaris’s gaze never left Caeden’s as they continued their slow, cautious dance. “I know that shape-shifting is simple enough for you, after all that practice a century ago—and I know that most of your memories must have come back by now, too. So why return to this body? Why not your own?”


Caeden almost hesitated at that. He’d asked himself something similar, in the days after Davian had decapitated him to free him from Ilshan Gathdel Teth. Wondered why he had felt so driven to change back, despite the accompanying pain. Despite his other options.


He had eventually found the answer, though.


“Because it’s who I am now,” he replied.


His blade flashed down toward Alaris’s right arm; there was a blur and then the clash of steel as Alaris slid aside and parried, the sound echoing through the silence of Alkathronen. Caeden swayed smoothly back as the counter came, swift and clinical, slicing the air where his shoulder had been a moment earlier.


Caeden pressed the attack with a flurry of quick, light strikes, nerves taut as he kept his breathing steady, quickly assessing his best course of action. Alaris’s Disruption shield was already in place, just as Caeden’s was, preventing kan attacks almost entirely. Each man had stepped outside of time, too; the snow that had been drifting gently downward was now frozen in place, suspended between them, glittering ethereally as each flake refracted the Essence-light of the city.


He broke off, exhaling hard, his frozen breath drifting outward and then gathering in place as it left his time bubble. This was an even match where kan and Essence were concerned, bringing it once again down to a physical contest.


A contest in which Alaris was invincible.


Alaris didn’t give him long to think; the muscular man was suddenly pressing forward, the wicked edge of his blade flashing in a mesmerizing, fluid dance of motion as it blurred at Caeden again and again and again, each strike whispering past skin or barely turned aside by desperate, flicking parries. Alaris wasn’t as talented as Isiliar, not as creative or unpredictable in his attacks. But he was still very, very good.


Caeden flooded his legs with Essence and propelled himself forcefully backward, skidding hard to a stop along the perfectly smooth white stone street almost fifty feet away. Alaris was already in motion, stalking toward him and closing the distance rapidly; Caeden extended his time bubble wide, tapped his Reserve and sent a torrent of Essence at the nearest building, wrenching a large portion of stone from the facade and hurling it into Alaris’s path. Alaris leaped high, clearing the enormous piece of masonry easily as it embedded itself in the road where he had been about to tread, continuing his approach as if nothing had happened.


“This is pointless, Tal,” he shouted over the crumbling roar of the collapsing building to his left.


Some of Alkathronen’s Essence lines had broken open; Caeden used kan to snatch energy from the air and then twisted it tight, hurling a brilliant ball at the oncoming man before launching himself forward after it, low and hard. The Essence dissipated as soon as it struck Alaris’s Disruption shield, but it had served its purpose; Alaris slashed blindly at the air, anticipating the follow-up attack but not where it would strike. Caeden skidded swiftly past the other man, shielding his body against the ground with Essence and slashing hard across Alaris’s knee as the other man’s steel carved through the space just above his head.


Alaris snarled as Caeden’s blade ricocheted off the Venerate’s impenetrable skin, sending a shiver down Caeden’s arm even with his Essence-enhanced strength. A small blow, almost petty, which was why Alaris hadn’t anticipated it—but it was the sort of thing that would irritate him, frustrate and cause hesitation. Slow him down just a fraction and keep him distracted.


Alaris barely faltered at the strike, spinning and unleashing a furious burst of flashing, whisper-thin Essence attacks. Caeden scrambled to his feet and flung up a solid layer of kan just in time, absorbing the strikes; though Caeden’s Disruption shield was tight, it was always shifting, and some of those near-invisible golden needles would likely have slipped through.


The ground beneath Caeden’s feet trembled and he threw himself backward just in time; the road where he’d been standing ripped away in a shower of rubble and fine white dust. He rolled, the shattering sound of stone against stone painfully loud in his ears as Alaris used the chunk of street like a hammer, leaving a crater five feet wide in the spot where Caeden had just been.


Caeden scrambled to his feet, gasping, and launched himself forward once again.


Everything was a miasma of running and dodging and thundering destruction after that.


Twice Caeden completely lost track of where they were, the buildings around him disintegrating in massive, terrifying, roaring clouds as one or the other of them ripped shreds from the structures, then used the freed Essence that had been flowing through Alkathronen to tear away even more. Each time he managed to reorient himself, though, diving in for an exchange in steel and then flinging himself away so that the battle gradually, painfully drew closer to where he needed it to be. He fought as defensively as he could without being obvious, but still his body began to accumulate deeper and deeper cuts, ones that required more and more Essence to heal. With every agonizing blow he absorbed, he could feel his Reserve steadily dwindling, and it simply wasn’t enough to snatch more from the city around him.


Alaris was winning.


An Essence-enhanced leap over a shattered fountain finally brought him within sight of the low wall that marked the eastern edge of the city. Normally the view would be breathtaking, but beyond the wall the blizzard still raged, nothing but driven white snow against black night past the near-invisible protective dome that lay across Alkathronen.


Caeden forced Essence into his legs again and ran parallel to the barrier, lungs burning and breath coming in short, sharp gasps, skidding and angling down an alleyway as stone screeched and roared and shattered in his wake. If he were stronger, if he had had more time to prepare, he might have been able to make this trap less obvious.


But that wasn’t an option, now. He was dangerously close to spent.


When he finally reached the long public square that ended at the eastern wall—probably a marketplace once, undamaged as yet and perfectly lit—he slid to a stop, turning and raising an Essence shield against another barrage of stone. The shield flickered; pieces of rubble cut through it, striking Caeden in the chest and leg, breaking bone and piercing deep into muscle. He snarled in pain, stumbling back until he was leaning against the waist-high wall that marked the edge of Alkathronen’s dome, then dropping his shield and snatching Essence from a nearby illuminating line. He forced the energy into his wounds, flinching as more streaking stone pierced the cloud of grit that blanketed the open space, flying perilously close to his head.


The veil of dust eventually cleared to show Alaris at the opposite edge of the square, obviously favoring one leg and looking tired, but otherwise no less determined than when they had started. The air was acrid with the smell of shattered masonry; Caeden gave a racking cough and wiped sweat mingled with grime from his brow, his hands slick and smeared with gray. The two men’s gazes met.


There was a pause, a silent acknowledgment. Caeden let his shoulders slump, even as his pulse quickened.


“It was always going to end this way, Tal,” called Alaris, limping forward into the square. “You need to—”


Caeden activated the endpoint of his Vessel.


The outline of a wolf’s head—something he’d been compelled to add despite the extra time it took, thanks to the binding all of the Venerate had agreed to millennia earlier—sprang to life beneath Alaris’s feet across the breadth of the square, instantly draining every other Essence line and plunging the surrounding area into pitch blackness.


There was a deep cracking sound, and Caeden had only a moment to see Alaris’s face illuminated by the wolf’s head on the ground, the other man’s eyes wide, before the ground caved beneath him and the buildings that rose on all three sides smashed inward.


Even expecting it as he was, Caeden sagged back against the wall as the square exploded with a painful and disorienting roar; Alaris vanished as chunks of stone thundered at terrifying, dizzying speeds toward where he had been standing, as if drawn by some unthinkably powerful vortex. Within moments a pile of debris two stories high and just as wide had formed a tightly packed mound, barely visible within the eerily lit roiling clouds that now surrounded it.


An uneasy peace descended. The wolf’s head—what was still visible of it—faded as quickly as it had appeared, shrouding the scene in darkness for a few seconds before the illuminating lines of Essence sprang back to life, regaining their access to Alkathronen’s deep Cyrarium.


Caeden painfully hauled himself up to sit atop the low wall, letting his back rest against the net of Essence that prevented anyone from falling over the edge. He knew that if the blizzard were not obscuring the view behind him, he would be able to see the dizzying, sheer drop, though not where it ended more than three thousand feet below. Like the walls of Fedris Idri, this cliff—and the others surrounding the peak upon which Alkathronen was built—was perfectly smooth, glass-like, impenetrable by steel and impossible to scale.


He caught his breath as he gazed at the wreckage in front of him. The kan machinery had worked exactly as he’d hoped.


But he knew it had been rushed. Crude.


Obvious.


Some of the smaller stones atop the mound began to trickle down the sides, shattering the silence with their skittering.


Caeden watched wearily, not moving as one of the larger boulders began to tremble and then fall away, crashing aside as those beneath it steadily, impossibly lifted upward. Flashes of golden Essence shone through the cracks, brighter and brighter until the steadily expanding dome of energy pushed aside the final massive chunks of stone, the man in the center of it climbing out of the sinkhole Caeden’s Vessel had created and then limping toward him.


“Here is what I do not understand,” said Alaris calmly when he was within hearing range, letting his Essence shield drop as the last pieces of rubble slid off it and to the ground with a dull, clinking rattle. “Even if the kan lines hadn’t been thick enough for me to spot them. Even if this had worked and I was buried beneath all that stone. Forced to sleep for, what—a week? Two, maybe, before I healed? What were you hoping to do? Mount an assault on Ilshan Gathdel Teth straight away while I lay there?” He shook his head, moving stiffly but advancing inexorably toward Caeden. “It stinks of desperation, Tal. Sloppiness. You are reaching the end of your ideas, and I think you know it.”


Caeden said nothing to that, the ache of the fight still deep in his bones. From his position atop the wall, he could see the slowly dissipating clouds of dust highlighted by wildly flickering Essence, like lightning in the clouds of a fierce storm.


Through it all was just . . . destruction. A full quarter of the Builders’ last city, gone.


Sadness settled heavy in his chest at the loss.


Alaris saw Caeden’s expression as he limped to a stop, perhaps twenty feet from where Caeden was sitting. His voice softened, though it still held accusation. “A pointless demise,” he agreed quietly. “The oldest, most perfect city in the world, and we have erased it. All of its beauty, its history. I never understood why the Builders did not lay better protections against such destruction. El knows they could have.”


“Asar once told me that they did it because nothing is truly beautiful unless it can be lost,” said Caeden idly as he gazed out over the rubble. “We forget that sometimes, Alaris.”


Alaris suddenly frowned, eyeing Caeden as if only just realizing where he was sitting.


“Don’t be a fool, Tal. We both know that your head needs to be cut off,” he said, tone suddenly cautious, stretching out a hand as if to pull him back from the edge by will alone.


“From this height, without using Essence to protect myself? Same thing,” Caeden assured him. He smiled wearily at his friend. “So I guess this one is a draw.”


Icy wind and driving snow whipped the nape of his neck as he used kan to dissipate a small section of Alkathronen’s dome; the expected thread of Essence stretched outward to save him but he cut that off with kan, too, feeling more than hearing Alaris’s cry of frustration as he did so.


He rolled backward.


Chill hands immediately ripped at his skin, the protection of Alkathronen vanished. The wind roared in his ears, and everything was white.


As his stomach lurched he closed his eyes, forcing himself to push through kan despite the dizzying sensation of plummeting. The thin net of kan he cast back up toward Alkathronen revealed nothing for what seemed like an eternity.


And finally a figure leaping over the wall and arrowing after him, wreathed in Essence.


For an odd moment, Caeden felt a sense of melancholy at the sight. His friend, trying to save him one last time.


Then he twisted, looking for the kan mechanism he’d spent several hours hanging on the cliff side to build.


Activated the endpoint.


The Gate glowed to life directly above Caeden’s plummeting body, between him and Alaris. A heartbeat later it flashed as Alaris’s suddenly flailing form was flying through it; Caeden gritted his teeth and reached out again, severing a section of the mechanism. Within the space of two seconds, the Gate had opened and had been destroyed.


The whistling air around him was suddenly strangely peaceful as he fell, his sense of relief overwhelming. Alaris couldn’t create a Gate himself, and there was no other way to escape from the Wells. No way for Alaris to communicate with the others in Ilshan Gathdel Teth from there, either.


He would need to be dealt with eventually—there was no doubt about that—but for now, there was one fewer of the Venerate to worry about.


Caeden forced himself to focus amid the gale and poured every ounce of Essence he had left into his body, strengthening each limb. Alaris had been right; Caeden had no idea if this fall would kill him, or merely result in catastrophic injury. If there had been time, he might have made a second Gate somewhere lower. But there hadn’t.


Closing his eyes against the biting wind, he braced himself for the impact.


This was going to hurt.




Chapter 1


Wirr stepped through the portal and into a thick tangle of branches and brush, every nerve taut, the old scar across his stomach aching from tension.


He forced his way forward as quietly as he could, breaking into a small clearing and exhaling in relief at the emptiness of the surrounding night. The reflected moon in the babbling stream ahead glistened through the thick forest undergrowth, its stark silvery glow revealing no sign of danger. No waiting ambush.


Behind him, he heard Taeris’s deep voice curse softly as one of the shadowy, damp-leafed branches Wirr had just pushed through snapped back and slapped him across the face. Wirr turned just in time to catch a glimpse of his father’s old office through the hole in the air, the empty room in the Tel’Andras estate completely dark in order to minimize its visibility from this side. Swathes of foliage quickly covered the view.


“Thank you for that, Sire,” Taeris growled as he wiped dew from his cheek, the encroaching gray in his sandy-blond hair catching the moonlight. The scarred man turned, nodding in satisfaction at how well hidden the portal was. Not even the faint glow of Essence from the black Travel Stone on the ground was visible. “We should have a couple of hours before the Essence in those stones runs out, and the portal closes. I assume we’re alone?”


“Seems so.” Wirr oriented himself by the moon, then peered through the forest both eastward and westward. “If Laiman’s put us in the right place, we should be out of sight from both the road and the walls. Well away from any patrols.”


“It will be the right place,” said Taeris confidently. He gestured to the west. “I’ll gather some kindling while you figure out directions.”


Wirr made to protest, then let himself feel the bite in the southern night air and relented. They could be here awhile, and a fire was a small risk.


He hurried off, moving cautiously through untamed forest until he reached the moonlight-dappled road. Completely empty in both directions, much to his relief. He fetched four large, smooth stones from the stream that ran alongside it, then placed them carefully in a stack by the roadside.


He stepped back and considered his handiwork, nervous despite himself. Were they obvious enough? Too obvious?


He forced himself to calm. No one would miss the marker but it wouldn’t mean anything to a patrol; there was probably no need to worry, even if he knew a little apprehension couldn’t be avoided right now. If word got out about this meeting—or even of Wirr’s mere presence here—it would cause . . .


Well. People back in Ilin Illan wouldn’t be happy about it, that much was certain.


He made his way back to Taeris, who was already working on getting a fire started by the time Wirr arrived. Wirr settled down against a fallen log, feeling the Oathstone hanging around his neck as he closed his eyes.


“Driscin,” he murmured, picturing the Elder from Tol Shen. “When you can do so safely, go to the road directly west of Tol Shen. Follow it and look for a pile of four large stones. As soon as you reach that, cross the stream and head directly into the forest, back toward the Tol.” He chewed his lip. “After a minute or two of walking, you’ll reach another, smaller stream. You should be able to see our fire from there. Make sure it’s actually me before revealing yourself.”


When he opened his eyes again, Taeris was watching him. The Gifted gave a short nod and immediately returned to building the fire, but Wirr couldn’t help but note the unease in his motions.


“They should already be out via the Augur entrance Ishelle told us about,” said Wirr, choosing to ignore the other man’s discomfort. “We won’t have to wait long. And Laiman shouldn’t be far away, either.” The king’s adviser should know the area well, now; he’d spent much of the past year here in the south, embroiled in negotiations. He was the one who had left the Travel Stone in position, too. There was no reason for him to be late.


Taeris dipped his head again, blowing gently at the smoldering twigs and not making eye contact. The forest was hushed around them, dark and looming; it was too small for an official name on any map, but what there was of it was densely packed. More than enough to fully shield them from the illuminated walls of Tol Shen, which Wirr knew couldn’t be more than five hundred feet away.


“Do you think anyone on the committee will notice I’ve left?” Wirr asked idly, watching as small flames appeared in front of Taeris.


Taeris snorted. “Given that we will have been gone for two days? I would hope so, Sire.” He rolled his shoulders. “But they know as well as anyone that you need to keep your schedule quiet, and there are plenty who recognized you on the road to Daren Tel. So long as you’re not seen here, no one will dream that you’ve been this far afield. And fates know they’re still unaware that you have that,” he added, indicating where the teardrop-shaped black stone hung around Wirr’s neck, concealed though it was by his tunic. “They have no reason to be overly concerned; if anything, your absence for a couple of days will probably be a welcome relief. And we’ll be back before that feeling wears off.”


Wirr nodded in absent acknowledgment, though he’d really only asked to fill the apprehensive hush. The committee assigned to overseeing him—a group of twelve men and women from the Houses, six appointed by Administration and six by the Gifted—believed that they could account for all the Oathstones in Andarra. The one Wirr had found in his father’s safe, however, appeared not to exist in any official records. Wirr had worked hard over the past year to keep it that way.


“Do you think I made a mistake, not telling them about it?” he mused, touching the chain that held the Oathstone in place.


“I think you have made several mistakes, Sire, but that was not one of them.”


Wirr grimaced; Taeris’s words were honest more than rebuking, but they stung nonetheless.


Especially as Wirr still couldn’t decide if he agreed.


Time passed in a companionable, if anxious silence until the cracking of twigs and rustling of bushes reached Wirr’s ears. A few moments later a voice called out, low and clear.


“It’s Driscin Throll, Sire.”


The tension in Wirr’s muscles eased again, and he signaled toward a clear patch of ground to his left. Two figures emerged from the trees, their faces partially obscured in the dim light.


“Driscin,” said Wirr politely as the Elder stepped closer to the fire, giving Wirr and Taeris each a cheerless nod before seating himself.


Driscin’s companion hovered at the edge of the clearing, reluctance emanating from every inch of his posture.


“Come on, Dras,” growled Driscin, casting an impatient glare back across the fire. “You know you don’t have a choice.”


Dras Lothlar—former Representative for Tol Shen—finally shuffled forward and joined Driscin in sitting, expression dark.


“This will not end well for you,” he said without preamble to Wirr, eyes flashing. He turned to Taeris. “And as for you—”


“Be silent, Dras,” said Wirr calmly.


Dras’s mouth opened, then snapped shut again. He looked to the side, face contorted and bright red in the firelight.


Wirr turned to Driscin, dismissing Dras for the time being. “Were there any problems?”


Driscin shrugged, brown eyes appraising. “Not really, but we don’t have much time. As I told Master Kardai, everyone on the Shen Council has been assigned people to check on them every couple of hours. If someone realizes that Dras is missing, they have his Trace and a Vessel to track it. This could become very messy, very quickly.”


“We’re on a tight schedule, too,” Wirr assured him.


The Tol Shen Elder acknowledged the statement, then glanced around at the surrounding forest. “Where is Ishelle?”


Wirr shifted uncomfortably, but it was Taeris who spoke up.


“She tried,” he said gently, “but it was too much. She barely lasted half a day on the road.”


Driscin’s jaw tightened, and he studied Wirr’s and Taeris’s expressions.


“That’s why this was delayed until night? You saw her back to the Tol?” When Taeris nodded, Driscin exhaled. “Thank you for that.” He stuck out a hand toward Taeris. “Driscin, by the way.”


“Taeris,” said the scarred man, not moving to shake it.


Driscin left his hand extended. “You’re upset about Davian, but I only told him the truth. You were keeping things from him.”


“For good reason. You set him against me, and you did it for petty political reasons.”


“I am obviously past that now.” Driscin held Taeris’s gaze, arm still outstretched. “As I hope my presence here, and the fact that I am no longer on Shen’s Council, proves. It was a mistake.”


There was a moment of silence until Taeris finally clasped the other man’s hand, much to Wirr’s relief. Taeris had been grumbling about their working with the Shen Elder since Driscin’s name had first been mentioned; when Driscin had first met Davian, he had gone out of his way to sow distrust—and it had worked. Davian had barely spoken to Taeris since.


It didn’t help that when the Boundary had been restored just over a year ago, Taeris’s mental link to Davian had been severed. Though they all had faith that he was still alive—Alchesh’s visions foresaw Davian stopping Aarkein Devaed, after all—worry for his well-being had been wearing on them all.


Wirr shifted, gesturing to Dras. “Did he give you any trouble?”


“Quite the opposite. Aside from the constant muttering, he was helpful every step of the way.” Driscin’s gaze traveled involuntarily to the chain around Wirr’s neck. “What did you tell him to do?”


“Whatever you said, and nothing to jeopardize what you were trying to achieve.”


Driscin nodded thoughtfully. “Clever. Though next time, if you could add for him not to open his mouth at all, that would be wonderful.” He ignored Dras’s poisonous glare. “What about me?”


“I didn’t tell you to do anything.” When Driscin gave him a dubious look, Wirr sighed. “I meant what I said in the message, assuming that Laiman gave it to you properly. I only bound you to secrecy with your permission, and I won’t do anything else unless you agree to it. I cannot expect people to trust me if I will not trust them in return.”


Driscin stared at him, then flicked a questioning glance at Taeris.


“He’s absentminded on the small things sometimes, but it’s the truth. For what it’s worth,” Taeris added, a touch drily.


Driscin’s lips curled upward at that, though Wirr had to hide a flash of irritation. Taeris liked to prod at him like this occasionally, probably just to see whether he still could—it was fine, and better than with most of the Gifted and Administrators, who could barely even look him in the eye.


Still, it was a stark reminder that no one with the Mark truly felt comfortable around him anymore.


“It’s worth enough,” said Driscin eventually. “Knowing that you’re friends with Davian . . . fates, I’m even tempted to believe you mean what you say.” He stretched, glancing sideways at Dras, who had been glaring silently into the fire during the entire conversation. “Shall we begin?”


“Master Kardai is coming, too,” said Wirr. “I wanted someone without a Mark here.”


Driscin glanced back toward the walls of Tol Shen. “Wise, but . . . if he is not here soon, we will have to begin without him. We have an hour, two at the most before someone notices Dras is missing.”


Wirr grunted in agreement, the beginnings of a knot of worry tightening his chest. Even disregarding Driscin’s concerns, he absolutely couldn’t afford to let the portal back close again without going through: it was a three-week trip from here to Ilin Illan, and even if he somehow made the entire journey unrecognized, an absence of that length would raise far too many questions.


All of which, Laiman knew. He should have been here by now.


Driscin picked up a stick and poked absently at the fire. “I take it that the final Augur still hasn’t surfaced?”


Taeris shook his head. “Not even a whisper of another one,” he admitted. “You’re certain . . .”


“Yes.” The former sig’nari’s tone was confident. “There are always thirteen with the potential to manipulate kan at any one time, though any who have been born in the past ten years won’t have the ability yet.” He began ticking off fingers. “Ishelle, Davian. That fates-cursed scum Rohin. The two who helped bring him down, Erran and Fessiricia. The friend of theirs who was killed in Ilin Illan—Kol—and the man who killed him—Scyner. The girl that mob killed in Variden almost a year ago. Plus the four that Duke Andras apparently found and . . . dealt with.” He flicked a vaguely apologetic glance at Wirr. “That leaves one still unaccounted for.”


Wirr pushed down the complex, disquieting mix of emotions that surfaced whenever his father was mentioned. “We’ll keep looking,” he assured Driscin.


Driscin stretched, nodding. “So how is everything else in the capital, since the withdrawal?” He shrugged at Wirr’s raised eyebrow. “I was able to spend a grand total of thirty seconds with Master Kardai before we had to stop talking for fear of being noticed. Don’t forget that those of us in Tol Shen need special dispensation just to go outside the walls, these days—and I’m not exactly popular with the Council. I’ve heard plenty about Ilin Illan this past year, but none of it is what I would consider reliable.”


Wirr exchanged a look with Taeris, who shrugged.


“Life . . . went on, after it all happened,” Taeris said, turning back to Driscin. “It was a mess at the beginning, of course; even after the emergency vote kept Prince Torin in his position, nobody expected Shen to follow through and formally withdraw from the Assembly. And then when they took that fates-cursed group of southern Houses with them . . .”


Driscin snorted. “I imagine that didn’t sit well.”


“It did not,” agreed Wirr, picking up the thread. “Aside from the embarrassment of the public spectacle, the taxes those Houses were almost due to pay for their seats in the Assembly—troops and supplies in particular—were badly needed in the north. Some places still hadn’t recovered from the Blind when the Banes came, and they were desperate for aid. But of course, all the southern Houses could see was that they were paying to solve other people’s problems.”


Driscin looked unsurprised at that. “How close did it come to violence?”


“It was a near thing,” admitted Taeris, which Wirr confirmed with a bleak nod. “The legal justification wasn’t there, though. Participation in the Assembly has always been voluntary, with Houses usually considering the extra taxes a small price to pay for the power and prestige that come along with them.”


“Not to mention that the north started the split years ago along exactly the same lines,” added Wirr darkly. “The south has always had to contend with both Nesk and Desriel, and the north took advantage of that—pressed back on taxes, maneuvered for more power in exchange for their aid—for far too long. The southern Houses were practically begging for a chance to retaliate.”


“So now, everyone is just trying to figure out what Tol Shen offered them that was enticing enough for them to actually go through with the withdrawal. And what in fates it means they’re planning,” finished Taeris.


Driscin winced. “You . . . know as much as I do about that,” he said apologetically. “Within the Tol, the Shen Council still insist that they recognize the authority of the Assembly. That they’ll happily rejoin, should Ilin Illan provide what they consider an ‘acceptable’ working environment.” His tone indicated his cynicism. He glanced at Dras. “I think we all know at least one reason behind the split, though.”


Wirr just nodded, though as always the discussion of these events left him feeling queasy. After the chaos and blood of the Boundary almost collapsing, he and Karaliene had fought and sneaked their way back toward the capital along roads that held Banes more often than other people; only the relatively early, near-miraculous appearance of Erran and Ishelle—who had tracked them for days after the attack—had allowed them to make it the entire way safely. Even with the Augurs’ help, it had taken almost six weeks to return. The distinctive sight of Ilin Tora in the distance had never felt so welcoming.


Then they had entered the city.


Everyone from Tol Shen had already departed by the time they arrived; nobody knew how the Gifted had found out about Wirr’s ability to command anyone who bore the Mark, but it had been announced as fact weeks prior.


The political response, perhaps predictably, had been a mixture of hysteria and opportunism for months after.


Driscin watched Wirr with a thoughtful frown. “What about Administration?”


“Still functioning.” Wirr rubbed his face, not wanting to have to think about it. “I suspect we can thank your people for that, actually. The Shen Council drew a line, and they put both myself and the Administrators on the other side. Administration didn’t have enough political capital to break off in a third direction, so it was either stay in the Assembly and implicitly back me, or become completely irrelevant as an organization.”


“You don’t sound particularly enthused.”


“I’m not.” Wirr saw no reason to hide the truth. “We’ve lost a good number of our people and more leave every week, though at least the deadline to resign passes soon. Most are defecting to Desriel, apparently, despite the Gil’shar knowing what I could potentially do with them.”


“And you just . . . let them go?” asked Driscin in surprise.


“I had to give them the choice. Say what you will about their motivations, the Administration they chose to join looks very different from the one it is today.” Wirr kept his tone dispassionate; he’d had to go through this explanation many times before. “I can’t ignore my ability now that it’s public knowledge, so those who stay must in some way be subject to it. And those who resign are allowed to do so only after I’ve bound them to secrecy—the Gil’shar will not benefit from these defections. But I refuse to turn people into puppets. Anyone who stays gets my pledge that I’ll only use this ability when necessary, never against Administration’s directives, and only with the approval of an oversight committee.”


“Even so. I’m impressed you’ve convinced anyone to stay,” murmured Driscin.


“The vast majority still despise me. Fear me, even,” Wirr conceded bluntly. “They just believe in Administration’s purpose more—especially with the Shen Gifted striking out on their own as they did. Near half of the remaining Administrators live in Prythe these days. They’re doing what they believe is necessary for the good of the country, more than following me.”


Driscin grunted. “Yes, the Council have made us well aware of just how many Administrators are in the area.” He turned to Taeris. “What about Tol Athian? I cannot imagine that they were enthusiastic about any of this, either.”


Taeris shifted, the dark shape of the forest undulating behind him as a breeze caressed the trees. “There was some panicked talk of trying to destroy the Vessel responsible for the Tenets, assuming that that would stop Prince Torin’s ability . . . but leveler heads prevailed.” He shrugged at Driscin’s look. “They’re not happy, obviously—but when have they ever been? Prince Torin has given them the same options and the same guarantees as he has given Administration. It is simply the reality we live in, now.”


Driscin sighed. “Yes. Well. Of course, the Shen Council have their own version of what would happen if everyone believes those guarantees.” He glanced at Wirr. “They’re telling anyone who will listen that if we leave the jurisdictional protections of the Tol, there is nothing to stop you—and therefore Administration—from legally Controlling us. They’ve all but promised that’s your plan, in fact. Most people are afraid to go outside, even to patrol. It’s not unlike how it felt twenty years ago in there,” he concluded grimly.


Wirr’s heart sank at the news, though he’d had similar reports from Laiman. In fact, it was a large part of why he was here. The law was clear that while inside Tol Shen, Dras—like any Gifted—answered only to the Shen Council. And the Council had made a formal, public declaration that Dras Lothlar did not wish to leave the Tol, ensuring that Wirr could not force him to do so without it being painfully obvious that he had acted illegally.


Even with Dras suspected of treason, Wirr couldn’t have risked that. It would place him at the mercy of an Assembly already more than wary of his newfound power—as well as revealing that he had his own Oathstone. The committee set up to oversee his ability-related decisions would in turn look like a sham, completely destroying the fragile trust he had worked so hard to nurture.


“So we can expect no resolution to this anytime soon,” he concluded heavily. “I had hoped—vainly, perhaps—that Shen might be convinced to help fight the Banes in the north.”


“Is that even needed?” Driscin asked, a surprised note of concern in his voice. “The Council have been telling us that the Banes which made it across the Boundary were all but eliminated. Not that I trust them, but it seems a strange thing to lie about.”


Wirr couldn’t help but scowl at that. “There were many more than have been accounted for. Thousands more,” he emphasized, not looking in Taeris’s direction. “They’re still out there. Waiting for . . . something.” He let his frustration seep onto his face, knowing exactly how it sounded.


Driscin glanced for confirmation at Taeris, who hesitated.


“I trust Prince Torin,” the older man said eventually.


Wirr rolled his eyes. “It’s fine, Taeris. Just say it.”


Taeris gave him an apologetic look. “I am also . . . mindful of how hundreds can seem like thousands in the midst of chaos and death. I’m not saying that’s what happened,” he prevaricated quickly, “but we have had every available man scouring the countryside for a full year, and no one—no one—has been able to find any hint of a hidden force. There have been only pockets, groups of ten or twenty dar’gaithin and eletai, surviving by picking off isolated farmers and unwary travelers. Still very dangerous, of course . . . but mostly dealt with now.”


“Everyone who was there agrees with me, though,” added Wirr to Driscin, trying not to sound defensive. “Including Ishelle.”


“Which makes four of you,” pointed out Taeris gently. “You know you have my support on this, Sire. But in the absence of corroborating evidence, it would be remiss of me not to at least consider the possibility that you all overestimated the numbers in the heat of the attack.”


Wirr felt his jaw tighten, but nodded sharply and said no more. It was a point not worth arguing again right now, and worse—he knew that Taeris was right. No matter what Wirr, Ishelle, Erran, and Karaliene had seen, there were simply no places left for such a large group of Banes to hide. It was as unsettling as it was frustrating.


A snapping of twigs somewhere beyond the fire made everyone hush; there was quiet, and then the skittering patter of light paws across the ground as some small creature or other scampered away. Wirr felt the muscles in his shoulders relax again.


Then there was a crashing through the undergrowth; Wirr leaped to his feet along with the other men as Laiman burst into the clearing, his eyes wide and his breath coming in ragged gasps.


“Patrol,” he wheezed, gesturing behind him even as he began desperately kicking dirt over the flames.


“Who?” asked Wirr, swiftly moving to help. The light of the fire began to dim.


“Shen.”


“Fates.” Wirr’s heart pounded; Administration would have been much easier to deal with. The Travel Stones didn’t emit much energy, but if an alert enough Gifted got close, it was possible they would detect it.


He whirled on Dras as the light faded further. “You are not to make a sound or do anything to give us away. You are to do exactly as any of us tell you.”


Dras’s lip curled and his eyes smoldered, but he didn’t call out.


The fire finally hissed out, the clearing plunging into near darkness. The air felt immediately colder, the crisp bite of the unusually chilly late spring night returning; only the moonlight filtering through the boughs of the surrounding trees provided any illumination. Muffled shouts penetrated the dense surrounding brush as Wirr held his breath, trying to determine the direction from which they were coming.


“Smoke!” he heard one of the voices exclaim. “This way!”


Wirr grabbed Dras’s arm, cautiously moving away from the sound and toward where the portal was hidden, settling down on his stomach about twenty feet away from the clearing where the brush was thickest. The moisture beading on the grass seeped through his tunic, and thin, thorny boughs from the bushes prodded at the still-sensitive scar beneath his ribs, but he ignored the sensations. The others were lying beside him moments later, flat to the ground, well concealed by the undergrowth. Laiman’s labored gasps quickly slowed to a soft pant as he recovered his breath.


The clumsy crashing of someone fighting their way through the low branches grew closer, and soon bobbing spheres of Essence showed through the trees.


Wirr schooled himself to stillness, watching intently as Laiman’s red-cloaked pursuers—two men and two women—stumbled into the clearing, their breath misting in front of them in the sharp Essence-light. One of them, a portly blond man, spied the disturbed earth and hurried over to it, hovering his hand just above where the fire had burned a minute earlier. Wirr’s heart dropped.


“Someone was here. It’s still warm.”


There was silence as the members of the patrol gazed around, and Wirr felt his breath catch as their eyes swept over where he and the others were lying. But the shadows were deep and the foliage thick, and the patrol gave no sign that they saw anything untoward.


“We need to send the signal,” said one of the women, her voice taut with worry. “It’s too close to the wall. If he was meeting with Administration . . .”


“Agreed,” said the blond man, and the others indicated their assent. The woman who had spoken raised an arm.


“Stop.”


Wirr murmured the word, his focus on the woman. This was dangerous; if there were any members of the patrol he couldn’t see—someone bringing up the rear, or who had cut off in a different direction to search—then the potential for exposure was high. He couldn’t bind people who he couldn’t see and hadn’t met.


The woman frowned, her arm still raised. Nothing happened.


“What are you waiting for?” asked one of the men, puzzled.


Wirr expanded his focus to include all four Gifted. “You will not signal Tol Shen tonight.” He thought furiously, trying to cover all the variables. “You will forget that you found a campfire. You will doubt any evidence you saw or heard during the chase, and conclude that the man you were following turned back and fled along the road, away from the Tol. You will feel convinced that there is no reason to concern the Council with any of this, and will also convince anyone else of the same if need be.” He said it all in a whisper, eyes never leaving the group. “Now return to your patrol.”


There was a frozen moment, and then the woman’s arm lowered. She rubbed her eyes, as if waking from sleep.


“Fates. What a waste of effort,” muttered one of the men.


“Jumping at shadows,” another agreed. “Come on.”


As one, the four left the clearing and began making their way back to the road.


Wirr released the breath he’d been holding, closing his eyes and going over what he had bound the Gifted to before nodding to himself. It wasn’t perfect, but should be good enough.


He opened his eyes again, levering himself into a crouch and brushing loose twigs and grass from his clothing. He turned to the others.


Driscin and Dras were staring at him, wide-eyed; even in the deep shadows, Wirr could see that the blood had drained from Driscin’s face. The Shen Gifted rose from his hiding spot, his gaze never leaving Wirr.


“Fates,” he murmured, finally finding his voice. “It’s really that easy? A few words and you can . . . tell them what to think? What to remember? How to feel?” There was a nervous edge to his tone that bordered on panic.


“Easy, Driscin,” said Taeris, walking over and helping the man to his feet. He gripped him by the shoulder, a sympathetic gesture. “You knew this. It’s just hard to see it in full flight, the first time.”


“You mean terrifying?” asked Driscin, with an awkward chuckle that was clearly an effort to avoid offending Wirr.


“I mean terrifying.” Taeris held Driscin’s gaze. “Which is why Torin wanted to wait for Laiman. It’s why he’s so serious about not using this ability whenever he feels like it. He could just take our loyalty, Driscin, but he hasn’t.” He glanced over at Wirr. “Trust isn’t just a word here—and if we have to give our trust to anyone, we should be glad it’s him. Believe me.”


“You are a fool if you believe that,” muttered Dras, who had scrambled to his feet. “He is dangerous.”


“Be quiet, Dras,” said Driscin tiredly in a dismissive, almost automatic response. He exhaled, acknowledging Taeris’s words. “You’re right. Sorry,” he added as an aside to Wirr. “It just . . . took me by surprise.”


“No apology necessary,” Wirr assured him as they started heading back to the clearing. As far as reactions from the Gifted or Administrators went, this was among the most mild he’d seen.


“Quick thinking, by the way,” added Laiman to Wirr, giving him an approving clap on the back. “There could well have been more than the four of them; I only heard the shouts behind me just after I left the road. I thought I’d taken appropriate measures, but they must have been following me for a while, keeping their distance until I did something suspicious.” He squinted through the trees in the direction in which the patrol had disappeared. “I don’t believe they’ll be back, but we should probably make do without a fire now.”


Wirr screwed up his face—the chill of the night was made even worse by his now-damp clothes—but nodded an agreement along with the others. Better discomfort, severe though it was going to be, than being caught.


Soon enough they had settled down, cloaks pulled tight against the sharp air. Wirr took a deep breath, then turned to the former Representative, whose expression suggested he knew exactly what was coming.


“Now, Dras,” said Wirr quietly. “It’s finally time for you to talk.”




Chapter 2


Dras shifted, the fear that had hovered at the edge of his features since his arrival finally creeping into his eyes.


“You are making a mistake, Prince Torin,” he said quickly. “Whatever he’s told you about what will happen from here, you cannot trust Taeris. The Assembly won’t be able to ignore—”


“You may talk to answer questions,” Wirr corrected himself in a growl. He shook his head. “I have given you and Tol Shen plenty of opportunities to come forward of your own free will. I have tried every diplomatic channel for a year, Dras. So now you are here to provide information. You will do that, and you will do so fully and truthfully, ensuring that you do not omit or gloss over anything that you think I may be even vaguely interested in knowing. Do you understand?”


“I understand,” said Dras, the words sounding as though they were torn from his lips.


“Good.” Wirr leaned forward, staring across at the moonlight-framed man, who had folded in on himself and looked considerably shorter as a result. “First question. Were you responsible, or do you know who was responsible, for my uncle’s illness and behavior when the Blind attacked Ilin Illan?”


Dras’s lip curled, and Wirr could see him trying to stop the answer from escaping.


“Yes. I was responsible. My proximity to King Andras allowed me to use Vessels called Cyrrings, but we only had three of them.” He flexed his fingers nervously. “It was meant to be Control, with no sign of illness. We thought not having the full set of five might result in weaker, less perfect Control—which it did—but we didn’t anticipate the side effects.”


Wirr felt a chill at the reluctantly delivered words, and he heard Taeris exhale sharply beside him. They had long suspected Dras, enough to believe that his involvement in King Andras’s illness had been a major factor behind—possibly even the catalyst for—Tol Shen’s decision to withdraw from the capital. It made sense; the drastic measure had not only allowed Shen to publicly take the moral high ground against Wirr, but also led to the continued safety of one of their most politically damaging secrets. It was why Wirr was here, why he had decided that taking this risk was justified.


Still, having it all confirmed was as sickening as it was a relief.


“We?” Wirr pressed.


“The Shen Council. Elder Dain authorized it, but I believe many in the Shen Council knew of the plan.”


Wirr felt his jaw tighten. “Many, or all?”


“Not all. Some, like Driscin over there, would have caused trouble. They were omitted.”


Wirr glanced across at the others, gauging their reactions. Taeris and Laiman looked furious, but unsurprised. Across from them, Driscin’s expression was impassive, but Wirr noticed that his fists were clenched so hard that the knuckles had turned white. Driscin had agreed to help Wirr because he’d wanted to know the truth, but he had to have been hoping that the Shen Council—the people with whom he had worked his entire life—were not outright traitors.


Before Wirr could speak again, Laiman leaned forward, eyes bright in the cold moonlight. “Do you have the missing pages from the Journal?”


Dras just looked at him stonily.


Wirr sighed. “You will answer the others’ questions as completely and honestly as if they were my own.”


Dras scowled. “Yes,” he breathed, a puff of silvery steam drifting from his mouth. “We have the pages. They’re how we knew that the Blind would be repelled with the Gifted’s help. We wanted to make sure that our contribution was properly appreciated, and that the king and the Assembly could claim no credit for what we did.”


“Where are the pages?”


“How did Shen get them?”


“What else is in them?”


“How did you know you could trust them?”


Taeris and Laiman spoke over the top of each other in their eagerness; before Dras could open his mouth, Wirr waved them back to silence. “Let’s allow him to answer.” To the side, Driscin continued to watch, his shadowed expression growing grimmer with each passing second. He’d known that there was an old vision of the Blind attacking Ilin Illan—the entire Shen Council had, in fact—but he’d believed it to be a copy, transcribed from memory and not necessarily reliable. He had also assured Wirr, via Laiman, that there was no possibility Tol Shen had the famously missing section of the Augurs’ Journal.


Dras’s face was set into a permanent glare now. “The pages are locked away in Tol Shen. In our vault. Do you remember Diriana Traleth?”


“The Scribe. From before the war,” said Laiman.


“Yes.” Dras licked his lips. “A few months before it all began, she became involved with Lyrus Dain. Romantically. He was . . . told things.”


Wirr just frowned, but the reaction of the other three men was far more incredulous.


“The Scribe fed him information? That’s preposterous,” sputtered Taeris, louder than he should have, looking as if he’d just been insulted.


“Would never have happened,” Driscin agreed vehemently. “That was a sacred position. The Augurs Read everyone they chose for it; if someone had even hinted that they could betray the visions, then they would never have been allowed the job.” Across from him, Laiman nodded along emphatically.


“You are fools if you think the system was perfect,” sneered Dras. “I’m sure that when Diriana started, her intent was not to do anything untoward. But you all remember how quickly things changed.” His glower deepened, clearly still trying to prevent himself from talking. “Besides. As far as passing along the information went, she had permission.”


Both Laiman and Taeris shifted, and Wirr found his stomach suddenly unsettled at their expressions. Driscin had seen the same thing; his eyes became sharp, appraising as he watched.


“Permission?” asked Taeris, dread threaded through his voice.


Dras hesitated again, but Wirr’s binding pulled him onward. “One of the Augurs knew about the rebellion before it happened.”


“Who?” asked Laiman heavily.


“Jakarris.” Dras’s eyebrows rose as he saw the two men’s expressions. “You don’t look surprised.”


“Tell us exactly what Jakarris did.” Taeris’s voice was hard.


Dras shifted, looking irritated at not getting a response, and even more so at being unable to pursue the matter. “He knew about Diriana’s relationship with Lyrus. The Augurs were already having trouble with their visions by that point, so of course Diriana knew better than anyone that there was a real problem. Jakarris came to her and told her that there was going to be a rebellion, and that nothing anyone did could stop it. He said he knew which of the visions she’d been receiving were trustworthy.”


Laiman sucked air through his front teeth. “So you knew that he was a traitor.”


Dras’s eyes darted nervously, as if he were still looking for a way to escape. “Yes. At least, we speculated that he must have been in on it, somehow. There’s no other way to explain why one Augur, over all the others, would know which visions were true and which were not.”


Wirr gazed at the former Representative, his distaste mirrored in Taeris and Laiman’s expressions. It fit—fit with what he knew, fit with what his father had written about Jakarris. Still, the three of them had learned the depths of that betrayal only a year ago. Dras had carried the knowledge of it for more than twenty.


Driscin’s face had drained of blood, but he somehow looked even more dazed as he read the others’ expressions and realized that he had been the only one not to know.


“Why . . . why would he tell Diriana the truth, then? Or get Lyrus involved in the first place?” the Shen Gifted eventually whispered, his voice trembling. He did nothing to conceal his shock, and Wirr couldn’t blame him. The Augurs’ failure, their fall, had been the great mystery of his generation. To discover that it had come about because of treachery within their own ranks would have been a confusing, painful revelation for any Gifted, let alone a former sig’nari.


“Jakarris wanted something from the Tol’s vault, and he wanted it kept secret,” explained Dras to Driscin, the words tumbling out of him. “But back then it was Tarav leading Tol Shen—and you remember what he was like. Not a man to break protocol. He would have died before going into that vault without permission from the other Augurs, too.”


Driscin stared at Dras wide-eyed, but in the end reluctantly acknowledged the statement. Wirr watched intently, frowning. Davian had told him about the vault at Tol Shen—about how it had been designed to prevent even Augurs from unauthorized access.


“Jakarris already knew that Tol Shen would survive the war,” continued Dras, “so he equipped Lyrus. Made sure that he would be the one credited with its defense.”


“Which led to us choosing him to lead the Council when Tarav died.” Driscin’s eyes were hard. “Was Tarav’s death really an accident?”


“No.”


Driscin’s jaw clenched. “And you were party to it? That’s why you were chosen to be Representative?” he asked, voice suddenly dangerously taut.


“Yes.”


There was a shocked second of stillness and then Driscin abruptly surged at Dras with a snarl of rage, Dras falling over backward in fearful surprise as he tried to scramble away. Taeris and Laiman both moved swiftly to restrain Driscin, but not before the former sig’nari had managed to land a savage kick to Dras’s face. A cry of pain shattered the still night.


“Enough!” Wirr snapped out the word, though he kept his voice low, not wanting the sound to penetrate too far through the surrounding brush.


The three Gifted immediately stopped, reluctantly resuming their seats, Driscin’s glare still murderous and Dras moving dazedly as blood leaked from an evidently broken nose. Laiman stood motionless, blinking in surprise before shooting Wirr a cautious nod and copying them.


Wirr waited until the furious breathing of the men had calmed, then shook his head angrily. “We have already established that he is a disgusting excuse for a man,” he said, addressing Driscin more than the other two, “and that he has much to answer for.” He peered at Dras’s face. “You will need to heal him before you return.”


Driscin’s lip curled. “I’ll do it on the way back.”


“Fair enough. Just see that you do.”


Driscin clenched and unclenched his hands, plainly still bringing his emotions back under control. “I apologize. I just . . . I didn’t expect that. Tarav was a good man. A great leader. One of the last sig’nari. And my friend.” He turned to Dras, eyes flat and cold. “What did Jakarris want from the vault?”


“An amulet.” Dras’s voice was nasal now; he had tilted his head back, pinching his nose with one hand while trying to gently stanch the leaking fluid with the corner of his cloak. “Lyrus agreed to go through with the plan, but once the other Augurs died—and knowing what he knew from Diriana—he realized that there was a chance for Shen to lead all of Andarra, without any Augur influence whatsoever. He guessed that Jakarris couldn’t have Seen his betrayal, given that Jakarris had chosen him in the first place. So rather than handing over the amulet, Lyrus ambushed and killed him.”


There was silence.


“The Vessel Davian took from the vault,” Wirr said suddenly to the other three, looking in particular at Driscin.


Driscin nodded slowly. “It could be. There is more than one amulet down there, though.” Despite the words, his voice held a note of concern.


Dras froze, still holding his nose, looking as though he had just put the pieces together. “The Vessel that can stop an Augur from using their powers? It’s the same one,” he said. “I heard it was stolen before I got back, when that Augur who caused all the problems last year was killed, but . . .” He trailed off.


“Fates,” Taeris cursed. “That cannot be a coincidence.”


“Do you know who did the killing? Who took it?” asked Laiman quietly, as Wirr felt a sudden surge of disquiet. He wanted to hear what the two men from Tol Shen had to say, but he already knew the answer.


Dras and Driscin both shook their heads. “We assumed that it was one of our people. Rohin had certainly done enough to motivate them,” admitted Driscin.


“The Council had been considering how he might have been useful, but . . . nobody wept any tears over his death. There was no real investigation,” agreed Dras.


There was only the whispering of the frigid night breeze for a few seconds.


“Jakarris killed Rohin and took it,” Wirr said, feeling sick. The other men all stared at him, evidently hearing the certainty in his tone. “Erran told me. I’d almost forgotten—it didn’t seem important at the time, given that we were fleeing for our lives. But he mentioned that Jakarris had the amulet when he and Asha met with him, just before Asha restored the Boundary.”


“What in fates are you talking about? Jakarris is dead,” snapped Dras irritably. “Your Augur friend was mistaken.”


Driscin studied Wirr intently. “Davian would have known Jakarris as a man called Scyner?”


Wirr’s chest ached a little at the reminder of his missing friend, but he dipped his head.


Driscin’s shoulders slumped. “Fates. Rohin claimed that a prewar Augur sent him to the Tol,” he said. “A Shadow. Davian said it had to have been Scyner. I didn’t recognize the name or description, but . . .”


Dras gaped at Driscin, and the other three considered the words in horror.


“So he set it up. The whole thing,” said Laiman eventually. “If Lyrus really did try to betray Jakarris, then this sequence of events—Tol Shen being taken over by Rohin, Lyrus’s death, the amulet being free of the vault—cannot be coincidence.”


“Twenty years is a long time to wait for revenge,” observed Taeris.


“Not if he knew it would happen, and get him the amulet, too.”


“True. Depending on why it is so important in the first place . . .” Taeris rubbed his chin, gazing at Dras. “What do you know of the Vessel? Its origin, its purpose?”


“Only that it was capable of disabling an Augur.” Dras sneered at Taeris’s penetrating look. “That is all.”


Taeris’s lip curled and he opened his mouth to respond, but Laiman laid a hand on the Athian Representative’s arm. “A mystery for another day, my friend. Our time here is running short. Let us get the answers we can, and worry about the rest later.” When Taeris gave a curt nod of assent, Laiman turned to Dras. “How many people had knowledge of this?”


“Only a few—I am the last left alive, as far as I know. The rest of the Council members who were involved knew to trust Lyrus’s judgment on the visions, and most of them realized that he must have figured out a way to tell which ones were reliable. But none of them were aware that he’d made the deal with Jakarris, or that he had known the war was coming before it began.”


“What about the Scribe?” asked Wirr.


“She is dead,” confirmed Taeris grimly, before Dras could reply. “The night of the rebellion. I saw her body.”


“Lyrus probably saw that coming, too,” muttered Driscin bitterly.


“Focus, gentlemen,” murmured Laiman. “We have minutes, not hours.” He glanced up through the trees toward where they all knew the Essence-lit walls of the Tol lay, then back to Dras. “Why tear out the pages? Why not take the entire book, or copy them?”


“According to Lyrus, there wasn’t time. He was there in the palace that night. He knew that if the Journal was missing, the rebellion would hunt to the ends of the earth for it; even with the Augurs’ failure to see what was coming, it was still a prize for Vardin Shal and his men. Pages missing would be suspicious, but in the chaos—and with the Augurs and Diriana dead—Lyrus guessed that there would be no reason for them to devote an inordinate amount of resources to figuring out why. He was right, too.”


“Makes sense,” admitted Taeris reluctantly.


The questioning continued for a while after that, somewhat haphazardly due to the need for haste; as soon as something occurred to Taeris, Laiman, or occasionally Driscin, they would immediately set about trying to pry details from Dras’s unwilling lips. Sometimes the focus was on events during the war, sometimes it was information about things currently happening within Tol Shen’s Council.


Wirr, for his part, mostly listened with mute unease. The others knew Tol Shen better than he, and he had to trust them to ask the right questions.


Gradually, a clear picture began to form. Twenty years ago the Shen Gifted, under the new leadership of Lyrus Dain, had waited out the rebellion behind their walls and begun planning to take control of the new generation of Augurs. Then, using information from the visions Jakarris had told him were reliable, Elder Dain had started forging political alliances with an unusual series of Houses—many of them insignificant at the time, distant from the capital, the benefits of the relationships unapparent until years later.


Eventually, knowing the Blind’s invasion would be defeated, Lyrus had instructed Dras to Control the king when it finally came—ensuring that the Gifted would get the lion’s share of the credit for the victory. And then, even after the Augur Amnesty was passed, Lyrus had felt no need to send the Augurs north: thanks again to the visions, he had been confident that the Boundary would be made strong again regardless.


Every move had been cold, calculated, often accumulating power at great cost to others—but never with any obvious correlation, never with any way to lay blame. Wirr would have admired the brilliance and daring of it all, if it hadn’t disgusted him to his core.


It wasn’t until their time was almost over, though, Driscin casting constant nervous glances in the direction of the Tol, that the worst of the revelations came.


“Something still doesn’t feel quite right.” It was Laiman speaking up, looking thoughtful. “Lyrus focused heavily on his relationships with the southern Houses. That makes sense to an extent; the north was hit hard by the Blind’s invasion, which placed a lot more importance on the south’s resources and massively increased their influence.” He frowned. “That should have been exacerbated by the presence of the Banes—but instead, Shen encouraged those southern Houses to withdraw from the Assembly. If it’s control of Andarra that they want, the smarter move would have been to leverage the north’s need, not slap those who live there in the face.”


He turned and looked questioningly at Dras; when the other man just stared impudently back, Laiman rolled his eyes. “Dras. Why, and how, did you convince the southern Houses to withdraw along with Shen? What advantage did you all see in it?”


Dras’s breathing became short, and a vein on his neck started to bulge. Wirr leaned forward, suddenly intent. If Dras had been reluctant before, he was all but bursting from the effort of remaining silent now.


“Ilin Illan will be destroyed,” he finally growled, lips drawn back in a snarl of frustration. “Possibly soon.”


There was utter, disbelieving silence as Wirr and the others stared at Dras. The moonlight temporarily faded as a cloud passed overhead.


“What?” Taeris and Driscin both spoke at the same time, and Wirr’s heartbeat was suddenly loud in his own ears. The moon emerged again, coating everything in stark silvers and blacks. Next to Wirr, Laiman was leaning slightly away from Dras, as if the man’s words were poison.


“The last set of visions in the Journal show Ilin Illan in ruins, abandoned. Irreparable without years of work. Structures melted to the ground, the Builders’ creations destroyed.” Dras kept his gaze on the ground as he spoke. “Other correlating visions show that the south survives. One in particular suggests that it all happens close to the Festival of Ravens, which is why we got the Houses to leave before the festival last year. We don’t know the exact year it will happen, but as Prythe is Andarra’s second-largest city, and easily its most important in the south, we made the assumption—and the Council continues to believe—that the capital will shift to there, at least temporarily, after it does.”


Another heavy, shocked silence greeted the words.


“And if Ilin Illan falls, the north is presumably either lost or suffers greatly.” It was Laiman, the first of them to recover enough to speak; even so, his voice had an uncharacteristic quaver to it. “Withdrawing from the Assembly leaves the southern Houses with no obligation to provide manpower, supplies, other resources—if they’re not part of the government, then they are simply wealthy families with vast holdings. King Andras would have no legal way to compel them to contribute to a defense. And be in no position to enforce such demands, even if he tried.”


“Yes.” Dras’s confirmation held no emotion. “This way, we get to form a government with allies who still have much to offer. The surviving part of the country will stay strong.”


The words ignited a dark fury in Wirr. “And everyone in the north is . . . what? Unimportant?”


“To an extent,” conceded Dras.


Wirr gaped at him, not knowing how to respond. This year’s festival was only two weeks away.


Though Laiman, Taeris, and Driscin immediately began firing related questions, Dras knew little more than he’d already said: Ilin Illan would be completely scorched, leveled by fire, but there was no indication of how or why it would happen.


After a few minutes, Driscin shifted, eyes glinting as he glanced up at the position of the moon and then in the direction of Tol Shen.


“We are out of time. In fact, we should already have started heading back. Someone will be checking on him very soon.”


Wirr gave a short nod. He wanted nothing more than to keep Dras here, or better yet to force him to return to Ilin Illan and admit to all he had done. But Tol Shen would just drown out the truth with claims of a forced, false confession. For now, the information they had gained would have to be enough.


He stretched cramped, cold muscles as he rose from his seat, the others following his example. The surrounding forest was blessedly silent except for the occasional rustle of leaves in the breeze.


“How did Tol Shen find out about my ability to bind people?” Wirr asked Dras suddenly. It was by far the least of their concerns, right now, but it had been vexing him. This would be his last chance to find out for a while.


“Rethgar told us,” said Dras. “It’s why we tried to have you assassinated during your dinner at the Tel’Rath estate.”


Everyone froze, and Wirr heard Driscin muttering a disbelieving curse under his breath.


“You were behind that?” Wirr asked, though his tone was more weary than angry now. Any other time the information would have shocked him; on the heels of learning about the destruction of Ilin Illan, it seemed like little more than a footnote.


Then he cocked his head to the side, registering the timing. “Wait—you knew about my ability before I did? How?”


“Rethgar told us,” repeated Dras.


The name meant nothing to Wirr, but Laiman and Taeris both wore utterly stunned, horrified expressions. “Rethgar Tel’An?” clarified Laiman, his voice hollow.


“Yes.”


“Sire, we really need to go,” said Driscin, apologetic urgency in his voice. “You need to bind Dras now.”


“Just wait.” Wirr glared at Dras. “Who is this Rethgar? How did he find out, then?”


“He was one of the sig’nari, and a Council member for Tol Athian,” interjected Driscin quickly before Dras could respond, tightness increasingly threaded through his tone. “Taeris can probably tell you more about who he was; I’d assumed he’d died in the war. I have no idea how he’s been communicating with anyone in Shen—I’ve been kept in the dark about far too many things, apparently.” He sounded nauseous. “I’ll find out what I can from Dras on the way back, but we truly have to go. Now.”


“He passed on information mostly through Lyrus,” added Dras. “I haven’t heard from him since Lyrus’s death. I don’t know how he knew about you. Lyrus knew even before the Blind attacked, but he didn’t want to take action until you’d changed the Tenets.”


Wirr groaned in frustration. There were so many more answers he wanted from Dras, and simply not enough time to get them all from him.


“How in fates did you convince former Administrators to—”


“Sire.”


Wirr gritted his teeth, but he knew the mounting panic in Driscin’s voice wasn’t without reason. The portal back to Daren Tel would be running out of Essence soon, too. “Dras, you will return with Driscin and do everything you can to avoid being discovered. You’ll tell him everything you know about Rethgar on the way back. Once you’re in your bed, you will fall asleep and completely forget everything that has happened this evening, believing yourself to have slept the entire night through.”


Driscin gave a sharp, relieved nod. “I’ll send word when I can.”


He grabbed Dras roughly by the arm and dragged him away into the darkness.


As the sounds of Driscin and Dras making their way through the undergrowth faded beneath the breeze, Wirr exhaled, turning to his other companions. The two men were still silent, but it took only a glance to know that something was badly amiss.


“You know who this Rethgar is?” he asked.


Taeris opened his mouth as if to reply, then shut it again and glanced at Laiman, who nodded slowly.


“We do. We killed him more than twenty years ago. An accident,” the king’s adviser explained softly.


“He was our first attempt at a sha’teth.”




Chapter 3


Davian strolled the quiet streets of Caladel, his step light, enjoying the crisp warmth of the early-morning sun as it competed with a fresh breeze sweeping in off the harbor.


Mistress Alita had woken him before dawn to fetch supplies from town, but he found himself not minding today. The walk here along the cliff top, with the sun barely peeking over the horizon, had been especially peaceful as he’d watched Caladel’s fleet of fishing boats far below slide out into the Vashian Ocean for their day’s work. Even now, in the town itself, the rhythmic lapping of waves was still audible over the idle chatter of merchants setting up in the next street. The harborside village felt sleepy rather than its usual, bustling self. He liked it.


He paused, getting his bearings, then ducked down an alley and into a side street. If he was quick enough in completing his chores today, there might even be time to swim before returning to the school.


Footsteps echoed abruptly behind him, and before he thought to turn, a meaty hand was roughly grasping his arm.


Davian flinched, instinctively trying to shrug off the iron grip. He twisted to see a large man with blond hair and weather-beaten skin looming over him, expression sour; two more men stood off to the side, their eyes cold as they watched.


“What are you doing?” asked Davian indignantly, trying again to squirm out of the big man’s grasp. Had these men mistaken him for someone else? The street was empty behind them, he realized to his sudden concern.


“He’s just a child, Tanner,” said the one with a strong jaw and muscular physique, looking bored. They were all fishermen, from the looks of them, though why they weren’t out with their boats already, Davian couldn’t imagine. “Not worth it.”


Tanner—the big man—ignored his companion and stared at Davian, lip curled.


“You working for the bleeders, boy?” Tanner asked, his breathing oddly heavy. Davian’s nose wrinkled at the sharp tang of alcohol. Mistress Alita was always muttering about men who drank early, and this was definitely early.


“Gifted,” corrected Davian automatically. He’d used that other word in Mistress Alita’s presence, once. It was possible that he was physically incapable of saying it anymore.


The polite term was the wrong thing to say here, though, clearly. Tanner’s eyes flashed and he spun, not relinquishing his grip on Davian’s arm, dragging him wordlessly toward a nearby building. A tavern, from the sign. Silent at this hour, but clearly open.


Davian struggled in vain, shoulder aching where his arm had been yanked, protesting vigorously. The two other men trailed after them into the dingy building, looking uneasy.


The tavern smelled of sweat and stale wine. Only two people were inside: an older man sweeping—probably the owner—and another, younger man in a blue cloak, halfway through what looked like breakfast. Davian felt Tanner’s grip on his arm tighten.


“What is this?” The Administrator had stopped eating and stood, studying the scene with a frown as the sweeper halted his work and disappeared silently into the kitchen. The door locked behind him with a firm click.


“He works for the bleeders,” Tanner said roughly, a slight slur to his words. “You going to make trouble?”


Davian locked eyes with the Administrator, silently pleading for him to help. The man wavered, then walked over. He reached down and pushed back Davian’s left sleeve, revealing clear skin.


“No Mark. Not my place,” said the blue-cloaked man. Davian thought he saw something approaching shame in his eyes.


The Administrator gave a slight nod to Tanner and the other two men, then headed for the door.


Davian was watching him go, mouth agape, when the punch took him in his stomach.


Air exploded from his lungs and he went to the floor, wheezing from the blow. A vicious kick followed that clipped him on the chin, snapping his head back, sending his vision spinning and ears ringing. There was laughter, then shouting, then more blows followed by a confusion of angry voices as he curled up into a ball, his world red and hazy.


Then, miraculously, it all stopped.


Davian rasped and moaned; there was someone else in the room now, furiously protesting what was happening, though he couldn’t lift his head to see who. His arm dangled uselessly at his side, and something—multiple things—in his chest felt broken.


As he lay there, though, some of the pain began to just . . . dissipate. He was doing something. Something natural, something he’d done his entire life but never deliberately. Like a child recognizing for the first time that they could control their breathing, purposefully drawing in deep lungfuls of air.


His head cleared a little.


“This has gone far enough,” the new voice was snarling. “Let him go.”


Davian forced his gaze up to see a handsome, middle-aged man clad in red at the door, bodily restrained by Tanner’s two companions. He looked a mixture of furious and terrified.


Tanner gestured, not noticing that Davian had recovered enough to observe. “Too late for that, bleeder,” he said, words slurred, a wild glee in his eyes. “You shouldn’t have started this. When you came to me, did you know that my father was murdered by your people? He did nothing wrong, but the fates-cursed Augurs said he’d killed someone. They muddied his name and then they hanged him. He cried at the end, you know? Begged for mercy? But they didn’t give it to him. I even believed that they were telling the truth about him.” His eyes were red rimmed and he jutted out his jaw, teeth bared. “And then three years later, we found out that they were all frauds. Just making it all up. They were criminals, and all of you who were helping them are just . . . evil. This thing you can do makes you that way. It needs to stop.”


The Gifted man had paled under the onslaught of drunken words, desperation in his eyes now.


“He’s just a boy,” he said, more to the two men holding him than to Tanner. “Do what you need to with me, but let him go.”


There was silence, and the burly, bearded man on the left hesitated, looking like he was about to agree.


Then the one on the right started, staring at Davian.


“Tanner,” he murmured. “His arm.”


Everyone turned to look at Davian and the red-cloaked man gasped, suddenly renewing his struggling.


It took Davian a second, woozy as he was, to realize why.


Tanner had drawn a knife from somewhere on his person. Short but with a wicked edge, the kind used to gut fish. It didn’t look as if it had been cleaned since its last use.


A surge of panic went through Davian as he comprehended the threat, but his shout was cut off by Tanner’s massive hand across his mouth.


Then the knife was large in his vision, blotting out the rest of the world.


The sharp steel started biting into his cheek, slow and deep, tracing a burning line down his face. He bucked, trying to tear himself away, but he may as well have been trying to shrug off a building. Fear and panic and helpless rage all coalesced in his chest, a feral tangle of wild emotions that balled up inside him, tight and hot.


Everything . . . dimmed. There was something else there. Something dark and powerful and violent.


Something that could help.


He reached out.


The cutting stopped, and Tanner’s suffocating grip on him loosened.


Davian wrenched himself free and stumbled away before tripping gracelessly, taking great, heaving breaths as he collapsed on the dirty wooden floor, vision blurred by tears and blood. When hands failed to grasp at him again he summoned the courage to lever himself up and twist back toward his assailants, teeth bared in defiance.


Tanner hadn’t moved to follow him. Instead his eyes were wide, staring at the bloodstained knife in his hand.


“Tanner?” The bearded man, still holding the Gifted back, looked increasingly anxious. “What are you doing?”


Slowly, Tanner raised the knife to his own cheek. His hands trembled as they began slicing an unsteady line down his skin. The cut was deep; blood spilled silently from the wound, gushing onto the collar of his shirt.


Everyone else watched in frozen, wide-eyed disbelief.


“Please,” Tanner whimpered, confusion in his eyes.


Then he began to scream, even as he continued to cut.


Davian scrambled madly backward with a cry, unable to look away from the horrific sight. Behind Tanner, the other three men—including the Gifted—had started to move, too.


One drew a blade from his belt; the other two fetched knives from the settings at nearby tables.


And then they started to cut themselves too, their panicked, pained cries creating a nightmarish chorus with Tanner’s.


“Stop!” Davian screamed, putting his bloodied hands over his ears to blot out their shrieks. “Just stop!”


An abrupt quiet, almost as shocking as the screams.


All four men crumpled to the ground, blades clattering from their hands. Davian stayed scrunched up where he’d collapsed beneath a table, breath coming in short, sharp gasps. His three attackers weren’t moving but the Gifted was stirring, dragging himself over to where Davian lay cowering. Blood streamed freely down his face, dark red and glistening. He reached out gently, but Davian couldn’t help but flinch away.


The Gifted swallowed as he forced his hand to Davian’s chest.


“I never wanted this. Not this,” he whispered as a trickle of healing Essence began to flow into Davian, tears of shame in his eyes. “I’m so, so sorry.”


Everything faded.


Davian woke to find the featureless darkstone roof of his cell staring back at him.


He gazed at it, steadying his breathing. For so many years, that one day in Caladel had been nothing but a blur; his mind had shied away from touching on it, even his dreams of it nothing more than a hazy mélange of events.


Since Rethgar’s visit, he had relived it in excruciating detail . . . five times, now? He knew what was happening, too—that it was more than a simple memory. His ability to See had started taking him back to that moment in his life, again and again. Just as had happened to Malshash with his wedding day.


He rubbed his face and then hauled himself up into a sitting position, swiveling to perch on the side of his small cot.


He had killed those men, instinctively Controlled them and then drained too much of their Essence—he’d been certain of that since the first time he’d relived it. There was still a lingering horror at the thought: not guilt, necessarily, but certainly regret.


More to the point, though, it meant that Taeris had willingly taken the blame for what Davian had done.


Wirr had told him that he needed to give Taeris another chance, the last time they had spoken. Had he known, somehow?


And were Taeris’s scars—his ongoing cutting of his own face—a result of what Davian had done that day? Some remnant of the Control he’d used?


Davian shook his head with a heavy sigh, levering himself to his feet. Tanner’s form had been the one he had accidentally taken on when he’d shape-shifted in Deilannis, too. He had thought long and hard about that—suspected he knew what it meant, now. It would certainly explain why Malshash had seemed so horrified at the time.


There was little point in dwelling on it now, though.


It was just another problem for after he got out of here.


He began his daily routine. Walking the perimeter of his near-empty, twenty-foot-wide cell to loosen his muscles, then dashing from wall to wall for a few minutes, then a series of strengthening exercises he knew from his memories of Aelric’s training. Those drills had been hard, the first few months. Now he barely felt a mild burn in his muscles after he finished.


Food came next. As it did at the same time every day, the small section in the darkstone wall slid away around dawn, a steel bowl and fresh bucket pushed smoothly through the slot on a rotating shelf before the opening immediately ground shut again. He didn’t bother trying to thread kan through that brief gap anymore. It had taken six months for him to gain enough control here to attempt that—only to discover that the meals were delivered through some sort of interconnecting chamber, and that there was a secondary darkstone barrier between him and his guards anyway.


That had been . . . disappointing, to say the least.


He ate—the food in Tel’Tarthen Prison was surprisingly palatable, albeit bland—until the familiar angular symbol etched into the bottom of the dish became fully visible. Thirteen curling slashes, each joined to another, forming the vague impression of a stylized man.


He stared at the image bleakly, then carefully tapped the Vessel, draining it of the Essence it contained. Just enough to comfortably get him through another day. A deliberate choice by Gassandrid, undoubtedly.


He left the bowl on the rotating shelf, then swapped the bucket that served as his privy. The shelf would rotate back at some point during the morning.


He spent the next three hours practicing with kan. Though darkstone—the Essence-absorbing, kan-blocking black bedrock of Ilshan Gathdel Teth—had interfered with most things he’d tried, there were still several techniques he could attempt to perfect. Besides, the difficulty of merely grasping the power here in Talan Gol had forced him to improve. There was no way for him to measure how far he’d come, but he was undoubtedly stronger than he had ever been before.


That hadn’t mattered, so far, but still. He was determined to be ready when the opportunity to get out of here finally presented itself.


He was halfway through testing a new variant of his Disruption shield when he caught the slight scratching of a key sliding into a lock.


He froze, for a split second unwilling to trust his ears. Excluding Rethgar’s intrusions, he had been visited exactly three times since his capture. Three times in a year.


Then he swiveled smoothly, tensed, readying his attack.


The door began to swing open.


Davian stepped outside of time, arrowing multiple whisper-thin threads of kan toward the new crack in his darkstone cage, extending his senses along with them. Some of those threads would drain Essence, others would attempt Control, others would merely stun. All he needed was to get one through. One.


As they reached the door, they were met with . . . a torrent.


Hundreds of strands of dark energy flooded into the cell, meeting Davian’s and overwhelming them before slithering on unimpeded. Davian watched in horror as they coalesced; a moment later thick, oily black chains burst into existence, snaking around him before he could react. He gasped as the links snapped tight, lifting him from the floor and slamming him bodily against the wall opposite the cell’s entrance.


When his head had cleared enough for him to look up again, a muscular, blond-haired figure stood in the doorway, the end of the black chain attached to a glowing steel bracer on his arm. The man studied him with glazed, lifeless eyes.


“A pleasure to see you again, Davian,” said Gassandrid.
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Despite its wanness, Ilshan Gathdel Teth’s dusk still managed to sting Davian’s eyes as he stepped out of Tel’Tarthen Prison for the first time in a year.


He winced, squinting against the glare, trying instinctively to bring his hands up to shade his eyes. They were firmly bound, though, rough rope chafing against his wrists.


He reached for kan and immediately ground his teeth against the pain that shot through his mind, barely avoiding dropping to his knees again. The same as when those kan-blocking black chains had still been wrapped around him, back in his cell.


Beside him, Gassandrid—the man who had given his life to be part of Gassandrid, anyway—gave him a gentle nudge forward.


“It is temporary,” he assured Davian.


Davian didn’t respond, still unsettled by the man’s glassy eyes and slightly off, stiff way of moving. He was a corpse—animated by Essence and distantly Controlled by Gassandrid, who by his own admission managed thirteen such proxies at any one time. They allowed him to split his mind across multiple bodies, duplicate important knowledge. Be in several places at once.


These bodies weren’t like Davian’s, though. They didn’t require food or sleep, and lasted for only a few months before Gassandrid had to find new ones. All were supposedly volunteers from within the city, as if that somehow made it better. Gassandrid had explained the necessity of it all in calm, unapologetic detail to Davian, the first time they had met.


“Where are you taking me?” asked Davian as Gassandrid began guiding him down the street, tension tightening his words. “And why now?”


Gassandrid eyed him. “Did you think our patience with you would be unending? After all we have shown you—after explaining the situation so clearly, treating you with respect, giving you plenty of opportunity to dwell upon the things you’ve learned—you still choose to fight for the other side.”


“You’ve treated me with respect?” repeated Davian bitterly. “Are we pretending Rethgar’s visits didn’t happen now?”


Gassandrid’s mouth twisted in displeasure. “As I have said before: that was a mistake.”


“A mistake that tortured me for two straight days and nearly killed me.” Davian’s stomach twisted at the memory. “I’d go as far as to call that a large mistake.”


Gassandrid grunted. “Your point is made, Davian. It does not change anything. So now, given your refusal to change and a lack of better options, you will be . . . put to better use.”


Davian just shook his head, falling silent as he processed the ominous words. Gassandrid was right about one thing: the Venerate—specifically Gassandrid and Diara—had explained their position to him. In those first days after freeing Caeden, Davian had barely slept as he’d braced himself for reprisals, picturing the sort of agonizing torture to which he’d seen his friend subjected.


Instead, when the two Venerate had finally visited him in his cell, everything had been surprisingly . . . civil.


He could tell from the icy hatred in her eyes that Diara would have liked nothing more than to do to him all the things he’d been imagining. And yet she had simply tried to Read him—unsuccessfully, thanks to Malshash’s training—while Gassandrid went about detailing their perspective on things. Telling him how Shammaeloth’s grand plan was currently enslaving the world, about their efforts to help El escape and Caeden’s desire to prevent that from happening. Making special mention, of course, of Caeden’s goal being to kill each and every person able to access kan.


Davian hadn’t believed a word of it, that first time.


“He is not coming, you know,” said Gassandrid suddenly, interrupting Davian’s thoughts. “Not until he needs you.”


Davian clenched his jaw, keeping his eyes forward. Ilshan Gathdel Teth was as black and brooding as he remembered it, the darkstone buildings all jagged and angular, as if every element of the architecture was meant to evoke some sort of weapon. The people, normal enough though they seemed, scrambled out of the way with wide-eyed reverence when they spotted Gassandrid.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Davian said eventually.


“Yes you do.” Gassandrid looked across at him. “I can see you still anticipating it. Still waiting for something to happen, even after what we showed you. But he has abandoned you, just as he abandoned us. He has no care for people, Davian. To him, only his goals matter.”


Davian scowled, the accusation striking home.


A year. He’d been carefully tracking the passage of time, and he was confident it had been that long. A year, and no sign of Caeden. No contact. No evidence at all that his friend was working to get him out, as he had promised in those desperate moments before his bizarre, nightmarish escape.


Even now, even after everything Davian had learned, it was hard to believe that what he’d done had actually set Caeden free. He certainly hadn’t believed it when Caeden’s head had rolled to a stop at his feet, lifeless eyes staring accusingly at him.


After Gassandrid and Diara’s second visit to his cell, though, he’d known it to be true.


That had been about two months after their first conversation, but there had been no talking this time: instead he had felt images pouring into his mind almost as soon as the two Venerate entered the room. With his shields focused on stopping information from leaving his mind rather than entering it, there had been little he could do to prevent the onslaught of memories. Visions of Caeden as Tal’kamar, as Aarkein Devaed. Memories of the lengths he had gone to and the atrocities he had perpetrated in pursuit of his goals. Of the millions he had sentenced to death because of what he believed—often to the horror of even the other Venerate.


And then, after what felt like uninterrupted hours of forced experience, a final memory—not originating from Gassandrid or Diara, this time, but from Caeden himself. Something Caeden had shared with the others in an attempt to uncover the identity of the man he had killed, rattled as he had been by the stranger’s words, and desperate as he was to prove him a liar.


That memory, above all, Davian had done everything he could to forget.


It was no easy thing, to watch your own death.


He shuddered, forcing down the sense of helplessness that always accompanied those images. It had, unsurprisingly, badly shaken him. For weeks after, he had sat in that lonely cell and just . . . wondered.


Not about which side he was on—the Venerate had tried to destroy Andarra and kill everyone he loved, so there was no debating that. But he had started to doubt his choices. Freeing his friend. Supporting him. Believing in him as he had.


If Caeden got his memories back, started reverting to who he had once been . . .


He sucked in a breath. Ultimately, he’d come to the conclusion that he had a simple choice: have faith in the man he had come to know, or condemn him for a past that Caeden himself had tried to reject. And if Davian chose the latter, all the things he had said to Caeden—the advice he’d given, the assurances of friendship he’d made—had been nothing more than words.


Which was why he was able to meet Gassandrid’s gaze with confidence, this time.


“That’s not the Caeden I know,” he replied quietly. “If he’s not coming, then he’s not coming. But it isn’t because he doesn’t want to.”


Gassandrid watched him, then dipped his head.


“I cannot help but admire your faith in Tal’kamar, even if I think it is misplaced,” he said sincerely. “Perhaps it is part of why you were able to sway him, when so many before you could not.”


There was no talk for a while after that; people began to flow around them as their downward-sloping street merged with a main road, which in turn ended in a massive marketplace to the east. Several more passersby stuttered to a stop and gawked as they recognized Gassandrid’s proxy, his passage leaving a trail of hushed, excited murmurs. Davian’s presence, despite his bonds and the Runner’s mark clearly cut into his neck, was by comparison barely acknowledged.


He gazed around as they walked, a little intimidated by the crowds after having been isolated for so long. The sun had fully slipped below the horizon now, and torches were being lit at regular intervals along the streets, which—like everything else in the city—were carved from darkstone. The sharp black lines of the buildings stood out starkly against the fading light in the west.


Despite its alien appearance, everything else here truly seemed . . . normal. Merchants hawked wares in the distance. People chattered and laughed and shouted and bustled from place to place, going about their business at the end of the day. Children trailed after parents. The sounds of singing filtered out of a nearby tavern. The rhythm of the song felt strange, not quite right—but otherwise, this could have been any city in Andarra.


As they walked, Gassandrid abruptly dug into a pocket, pulling out something small and holding it up for Davian to see.


“I have to ask—my curiosity has been piqued for some time. How, exactly, did you obtain something so valuable?”


Davian stared at the silver ring, nonplussed.


His mind raced. The familiar three intertwining strands were unmistakable: it was the Vessel Asha had given him, the one Malshash had used to draw him through time in Deilannis. The one he had been wearing when he’d been captured a year earlier.


But Gassandrid’s question felt . . . off. The Vessel was useful, but hardly remarkable. The ring itself was finely made, but far from singular in its craftsmanship.


Why would Gassandrid, of all people, describe it as valuable?


He held his tongue; the silence drew out and Gassandrid gave a snort of disgust, pocketing the Vessel again and marching onward.


They finally made their way into a large square. Davian recognized it immediately: the enormous sphere that dominated its center, blue Essence pulsing through cracks that spiderwebbed across it, was a landmark he had noted when he and Fessi had first been brought here.


The thought gave him a flicker of sadness, an echo of the grief he’d felt a year ago. Fessi was dead, now. Her death had been confirmed by Gassandrid, and the man had shared his memory of examining her torn body as proof. She’d fled into a section of the city called Seclusion, apparently—an area dangerous even for the Venerate, if Gassandrid was to be believed.


That news had shaken Davian, left him feeling empty and alone in a way nothing else had during his imprisonment. Not only had Fessi been his friend, but the thought of her out there—escaping, maybe even getting help—had been one of the few bright lights of those early days.


In the time since, Davian had guessed that she must have run because she’d recognized something from one of her visions. Likely the one of her own death, given the timing and how scared she had been.


He’d never know for sure, though.


He frowned as he and Gassandrid approached a large dark-stone archway at the side of the square, beyond which lay stairs that vanished down into the bowels of the city. A trickle of people were entering, talking excitedly among themselves; Gassandrid nodded for Davian to proceed, and they joined the downward flow.


Voices echoed in the tunnel as the sounds of the square began to fade behind them. The people up ahead were talking enthusiastically about someone called Metaniel; though his expression gave away little, Davian thought he saw a flicker of irritation in Gassandrid’s eyes at the repeated mentions of the name.


They continued their descent for several minutes until the comparative quiet of the passageway was gradually covered over by a low rumble, the muttering sounds of a crowd barely audible. After another minute that had grown to a dull roar, crescendoing and dampening and then crescendoing again as thousands of voices thundered. Davian’s heart began to pound with the pulsating noise as he finally saw the way ahead smooth out and open up.


He stepped off the last stair, stomach lurching at the sight before him.


They had emerged onto a pathway high above a massive, bowl-shaped cavern, the entire space clearly carved from the surrounding darkstone. Row upon row of staggered seating had been hewn into its sides, interspersed with carefully cut stairways. The seating ran all the way to the bottom, which leveled out to form a rectangular arena, though that too was floored by darkstone—this surface worn smooth, but with its immediate walls ugly and jagged, viciously sharp protrusions everywhere. Those spikes would prevent anyone in the arena itself from climbing out, and from the wine-colored, viscous liquid dripping from some of them, Davian suspected that they had been tested quite recently.


The benches were three-quarters filled with people—a massive crowd—though most weren’t sitting. Animal-like screams and wild-eyed jeers came from every direction at the arena far below, which currently held a half dozen occupants. Even from this height Davian could see the tension in those fighters’ shoulders, the sweat glistening on their faces as they circled and slashed wearily with their weapons.
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