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TO OLD FRIENDS LIKE DARREN, JOEL, LARRY, AND NICK.

AND TO NEW FRIENDS LIKE JASON AND ADAM.
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SHRINE

Are there really ghosts here?” Cole asked.

“They’re called echoes,” Hunter replied. “But, yeah. Pretty much.”

Cole, Hunter, Dalton, and Jace strolled along a flat, stone-lined path in the garden surrounding the Seven-Cornered Shrine. The bright afternoon sun, the sculpted hedges, the diverse flowers, the trellised vines, the shade trees, the trickling streams, the splashing fountains—nothing in view suggested the presence of restless spirits.

They had arrived in Necronum from Zeropolis by monorail a little before midday. The station straddled the border between the kingdoms, with the track ending scant feet from Necronum. It had felt strange to transfer from the comforts of a sleek monorail to the clattering confines of a horse-drawn coach, and served as a strong reminder how different the kingdoms could be from one another. The coach had brought them directly to the shrine, along with Mira and Joe, who had gone their own way just after the group reached the sprawling grounds.

Watching Hunter, Cole could still hardly believe he had joined forces with his lost brother. Cole lacked memories of living with Hunter as his sibling back home in Arizona, but that made sense because Hunter had been taken to the Outskirts before him. When people went to the Outskirts, those left behind forgot them, just as Cole’s parents and sister could no longer remember him. Hunter had shown Cole lots of photographic evidence that they had grown up together and had offered even more proof with the risks he took back in Zeropolis.

Cole sometimes wondered how many people had been brought to the Outskirts over the years. If all who came here were forgotten, how could anyone ever make an accurate count? Dozens of kids were simultaneously abducted by slave traders when Cole came to the Outskirts. And Hunter had been captured on a separate occasion. How many other times had it happened? How many total people had been taken? Hundreds? Thousands? More?

“You’ve actually seen a ghost?” Dalton asked.

“I’ve seen plenty,” Hunter said. “The shaping in Necronum is built around interacting with the dead.”

“Think we’ll see some today?” Jace asked, not quite keeping the uneasiness out of his voice.

Hunter clapped his hands and rubbed his palms. “Not if we stay together. Echoes don’t usually like groups. At least not at a shrine.”

“Then let’s split up,” Jace said. “I want to hear Dalton scream.”

“How will you hear me if you’re running all the way back to Sambria?” Dalton scoffed.

Jace huffed. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” He glanced at Hunter. “Is there?”

Hunter shrugged. “Not if you don’t mind being haunted.”

“Haunted?” Jace asked, looking a shade or two paler.

“Sometimes an echo will take an interest in you,” Hunter said. “Follow you around. Work mischief. Watch you sleep.”

Jace was trying to nod, as if the information were expected, but he didn’t look very comfortable. Cole didn’t feel at ease either, but he still managed to enjoy the sight of Jace getting rattled.

“They can’t touch us or anything,” Jace said, as if confirming common knowledge.

“It depends,” Hunter said. “Not usually. There are plenty of exceptions.”

“Now you’re just messing with us,” Dalton said hopefully.

Pausing on the path, Hunter closed his eyes, stretched out his arms, and took a deep breath. “I smell dead people.”

“Whatever,” Cole said, glancing around just in case. On one side of the path, a row of fruit trees rustled in the soft breeze. Were they moving a little too much? In the other direction, a couple sat on a stone bench staring at a pond. “You don’t mean those two?”

Hunter opened his eyes and regarded the pair on the bench. “Normal people. But you’re smart not to make assumptions here. At a shrine, the differences between a living person and an echo can be subtle.”

“They look like normal people?” Dalton asked.

“Most of the time we can’t see echoes,” Hunter clarified. “Sometimes you might feel them. Not so much with your fingers. Your spine might tingle, or you might have the suspicion you’re being watched. Pay attention to those feelings in Necronum.”

“Are you good at the shaping here, Aaron?” Jace asked, using the alias they had agreed to adopt for Hunter. They had decided Mira needed a codename as well. Today she was Sally.

“They call it weaving,” Hunter said. “Short for death weaving, or echo weaving. I’m not bad at it. The really talented weavers can summon echoes. They can see and talk to them when others can’t. Some weavers can even travel to the realm of the dead. They call it the echolands.”

“How good of a death weaver are you?” Dalton asked.

Hunter shrugged. “I’m no expert, but I know some decent tricks.”

“Call an echo,” Jace challenged.

“No need here,” Hunter explained. “In fact, it would bother them. At a shrine, echoes can appear to anyone. They might be a little transparent. Or they might look as solid as we do.” He started walking again.

“What exactly should we do if we find an echo?” Cole asked. “We never really covered that.”

“Get info,” Hunter said. “We need to find Honor and Destiny.”

“We have the stars,” Jace reminded him. Mira’s mother, Queen Harmony, could place stars in the sky to mark the location of her five daughters. She only did so in emergencies. Currently, Destiny and Honor both had stars in the sky, practically on top of each other.

“Sure, but we want details,” Hunter said. “We know which direction to go, but we don’t know how far. And it would help if we could learn exactly what happened.”

“The echoes will just tell us?” Cole asked. “Isn’t it risky if we let the wrong echo know who we’re after?”

Hunter rolled his eyes. “Be smart about it. Don’t start by asking exactly what you want to know. Haven’t you been to confidence lounges? Feel it out. The echoes who come here do it voluntarily. They want to interact with the living. They may want you to do favors for them. See if you can make a deal.” His voice became hard. “But no binding oaths.”

“What does that mean?” Dalton asked.

“It’s like making a formal contract,” Hunter said. “Echoes only have real influence over the living if you give them power. The easiest way to get yourself in trouble is by breaking a promise you made to them. Especially a formal one. They call it a bound oath.”

“But we can bargain?” Cole checked.

“If you keep it casual,” Hunter said. “Don’t make any official vows. And take care how much you say. Echoes use information as currency. Most would happily trade what they learn from you with others.”

Hunter stopped walking as they reached the intersection of two paths. “Four directions,” he said.

“One of us will have to backtrack,” Cole observed.

“Not it,” Dalton said.

“Not it,” Cole added reflexively.

Hunter stared at Jace. “I don’t care either way. Do you want to go back?”

“I’ll go forward,” Jace said.

“We have a few hours,” Hunter said. “They’ll make us clear out after sundown. My understanding is that most of the action at this shrine happens out here on the grounds, so just roam and see what you find. Try to relax, and use good judgment.”

“Try not to cry,” Jace told Dalton.

“Have fun,” Dalton replied with a smile. “I bet this will be your lucky day.”

Cole winced. As a Sky Raider, Jace had adopted negative superstitions about any wishes involving good luck. “He means die bravely,” Cole interjected.

“I know what he means,” Jace said coldly. “I make a joke and he tries to jinx me.”

Hunter rubbed his forehead, as if he had a headache coming on. “Jinxes? That’s a crime now? Come on, guys, get it together.” He turned and started back the way they had come.

After a final glare at Dalton, Jace proceeded along the path.

Folding his arms, Cole watched Jace walk away. Dalton lingered. “Why do you always bug him?” Cole murmured.

“Jace started it,” Dalton said. “Go ask him why he bugs me.”

Cole sighed. “He’s had a hard life. He grew up here as a slave.”

“And my life has been so easy,” Dalton replied, some heat in his tone. “I got taken here as a slave. Ripped from my home. Just like you. Every second we stay with Sally, we risk our lives just like Jace does.”

Cole thought about that. After venturing into a stranger’s basement on Halloween, Dalton, Jenna, and a bunch of his friends had been taken here against their will. Cole had followed, trying to help, but got captured as well. He had met Jace and Mira after he was sold as a slave to the Sky Raiders. When the three of them escaped with Twitch, he found out that Mira was a princess and got involved helping her find her four exiled sisters.

Nothing since coming to the Outskirts had made Cole happier than finding Dalton. It had been such a relief to reunite not just with a face from home, but with his best friend. In a strange, dangerous world, Cole now had somebody he could talk to and really trust. But ever since finding Dalton, Cole had felt torn about whether his top priority should be helping Mira or finding the other kids who were taken. So far he had compromised by trying to accomplish both goals at the same time.

“I don’t mean our lives are easier,” Cole said.

“That’s what it sounded like,” Dalton said.

“Jace is kind of a jerk,” Cole said. “I don’t see that changing in the near future. He was always a slave. He never learned how to be normal. I know you’re better than that.”

“So we should let him walk all over us?” Dalton challenged. “How many times do I have to say this? If you let somebody take advantage of you, it gets worse, not better.”

Cole shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.”

Dalton glanced down the path to the left. “I guess I’ll go this way.”

“Take care,” Cole said.

Dalton hesitated. “You haven’t forgotten about Jenna?”

Cole froze, trying not to let his irritation show. How could he forget Jenna, his secret crush since second grade who had finally started to become his friend before they were parted by slavers?

“We know she’s here in Necronum at the Temple of the Still Water,” Cole said. “It’s not nearby. But we’ll get there.”

Dalton looked around to make sure they were alone. “Right. We know where she is. We don’t have to wander. We could go straight there. We’re in Necronum. If we find Jenna, we could search for the Grand Shaper of Creon and maybe figure out a way to get home and stay there.”

Cole put his hands on his hips. By all reports, even if they managed to get home, nobody would remember them, and they would get drawn back into the Outskirts within hours. But Trillian the torivor had suggested it might be possible to change how that worked, and Cole refused to give up hope he might be right. After all, isn’t that what shapers did? Mess with reality? And shapecrafters could tinker with the shaping power itself. Somebody had to know a way they could get home to stay. “Are you saying we should ditch Sally?”

Dalton raised both hands innocently. “Two of her sisters are already in trouble here. This is where Nazeem lives, the freaky guy who invented shapecrafting and who almost caught you in Junction. Things could get really ugly. I’m sure Joe can help Sally meet up with lots of allies here. They’ll be all right. Queen Harmony already told you where to find Jenna. I don’t get the holdup. Why make Jenna wait? And after we find her, do we keep her in danger, or do we go look for a way home?”

“The Grand Shapers are in hiding,” Cole said. “How would we find the Grand Shaper of Creon without Sally? Staying with her gives us access to all the members of the resistance.”

“It also leads us into danger and turns us into targets,” Dalton said. “It’s complicated. I don’t have all the answers. But sometimes I wonder if getting home still matters to you.”

Cole frowned. Since embarking for Necronum, he had been especially focused on trying to find Mira’s sisters Honor and Destiny. Mira’s mother had warned him they were in serious danger. And then last night in Zeropolis, Mira reported that Honor’s and Destiny’s stars had appeared in the sky.

“Of course getting home matters,” Cole said. “But finding Honor and Destiny is really urgent right now. We know they’re in trouble.”

“I get helping at this shrine,” Dalton said. “We just made it to Necronum. But what if Destiny and Honor turn out to be far from the Temple of the Still Water?”

Cole paused before answering. He felt torn. Would he walk away from Mira if she still needed him? It would be so good to finally see Jenna again. But if Jenna was relatively safe, and Mira was in big trouble, shouldn’t he help Mira first? Dalton was waiting for a reply.

“With Nazeem around, and the High King still after us, this might not be the safest time to get Jenna. If we can help Sally defeat Nazeem and Stafford, everyone will be safer, including us. Plus, we’ll have major resources to help find the other kids from our neighborhood who got taken, and extra help figuring out a way home. Do you think Jenna will want to go home without Sarah and Lacie? How many of the kids who were brought here can we leave behind? It would take years to find them all on our own.”

Dalton nodded pensively. “Maybe we can’t take on the job of finding everybody. Maybe that’s too much. Maybe me, you, and Aaron find Jenna and try to get home. We’d be lucky to pull off that much. Do we really have to fight a revolution and find all those other kids too?”

“I don’t know,” Cole said. “Leaving the others feels wrong to me. So does abandoning Sally. But I hear you. If we figure out a way home, I guess we could leave behind info on how to follow us. We could hope the other kids find their own way back.”

No longer looking him in the eye, Dalton stared over Cole’s shoulder. “We have company,” he said.

Cole turned to find a teenage girl standing behind him, not much taller than him and rather thin. Her long brown hair hung mostly straight and was parted in the middle. She wore a lacy white top, a gray skirt, and sandals with wooden soles. Cole thought she looked about fifteen.

“There are no private conversations here, you know,” the teen said.

“Apparently not,” Cole replied.

“She just appeared,” Dalton muttered.

The girl giggled.

“Appeared?” Cole asked, suddenly unsettled. “You’re dead?” She looked perfectly tangible.

“I’m not dead,” she said. “I still have my lifespark. But, yeah, my physical body died. I live on as an echo.”

Mustering his courage, Cole tried his best to act casual. “You look normal. How can we tell you’re really an echo?”

“She appeared,” Dalton reminded him.

“I didn’t see it,” Cole said.

The teen reached out a hand. “Touch my fingers,” she offered.

Cole extended his hand, hesitated, then passed his fingers through hers. The contact created only the faintest whisper of sensation.

The girl’s eyes widened, and she giggled. “Did you feel that?”

“A little,” Cole said.

“That’s unusual,” she said. “By the way, it’s poor manners to touch an echo unless we offer, so don’t make it a habit. The others will be mad at me for warning you that you were being overheard, but I started to feel bad for you.”

Cole glanced at Dalton. He couldn’t believe they were talking to an actual ghost!

“How many echoes were listening to us?” Dalton asked.

“About ten,” the girl said. “There were more when the four of you were together. Some of the others followed your friends.”

“Echoes have listened to everything we said?” Cole verified.

“What do you expect?” the teen asked. “You’re at a shrine. There are lots of us here today.”

“Are they still listening to us?” Cole asked.

“Two of them,” the teen said.

“Can we get some privacy?” Cole asked.

“Shoo,” the girl said, waving a hand at unseen people. “Unless you want to materialize and join in, this is my conversation now. Leave us be.”

“Are they going?” Dalton asked.

“Yes, though one of them is being grumpy about it.” She looked away from Dalton at empty space. “Go on! You can have a turn later if you want.” Her gaze returned to Cole. “There. We’re alone. How can I help you?”
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ECHOES

Do you already know what we’re after?” Cole asked.

“You’re looking for Honor and Destiny Pemberton,” the teen said. She took a step closer and lowered her voice. “And you talked about stopping N-A-Z-E-E-M.” She spelled his name instead of saying it.

“What do you know about him?” Cole asked.

“More than I want to know,” she said. “Be very careful throwing that name around. His followers are fanatical. Some who oppose him are too.”

“Do many echoes follow him?” Dalton asked.

The teen looked uncomfortable. “He has followers everywhere. Plenty in the echolands. New topic?”

“You don’t want to talk about N-A-Z-E-E-M?” Cole asked.

“It’s a good way to avoid trouble,” she said.

“Do you know where we can find Honor or Destiny?” Dalton inquired.

“I didn’t know Honor might be in Necronum until you mentioned it,” she said. “There has been a lot of new talk about the Pemberton girls lately. I’ve heard rumors that Destiny is in hiding here, but I have no idea where.”

“Not many people know the Pemberton girls are alive,” Cole said.

“We’ve had those rumors for ages in the echolands,” the teen said. “Since before my body died. Of course, not all rumors are true.”

“When did you die?” Cole asked.

“Almost twenty years ago,” the girl said.

“You were a teenager?” Dalton asked.

“Fourteen,” the girl said.

“Your echo doesn’t age,” Cole noted.

“Not normally,” the girl said. “You tend to look how your body looked when it died, though old people almost always appear a bit younger. At least until you move on. Who knows what lies beyond the echolands?”

“You’re not in heaven?” Dalton asked.

The girl giggled again. “I sure hope not. You guys really don’t know much, do you?”

“Like what?” Cole asked.

“The echolands are only the beginning of the afterlife,” the girl said. “Not much more than a jumping-off point, really. Your echo is temporary. You can linger here for a time, but eventually you move on.”

“To where?” Dalton wondered.

“I’d have to go there to find out,” the teen said. “Nobody returns.”

“Why not get moving?” Cole asked.

“Are you trying to kill me off?” the teen asked, mildly offended.

“No,” Cole said. “But if you have someplace else to go, why stay?”

“Why do you go on living?” she countered. “You could come here.”

“I’m alive,” Cole said. “You died. Why not go to heaven?”

She stared off to one side, her gaze slightly skyward. “I could, I suppose. I don’t feel ready. I’m not sure what to expect. You call it heaven. Hopefully, that’s what it is. You don’t learn much just by dying. You become an echo and see there is an afterlife. But nobody here has been beyond the echolands, so everyone is still just guessing. Moving on will mean leaving behind the echo of my body. I feel the call sometimes. It’s exciting but also scary. Unknown. I want to wait for my mother to join me. It would be nicer to set off together. But her heart keeps ticking.”

“How’d you die?” Cole asked.

“You’re nosy,” she said.

“You’re the one who was spying on us,” Cole reminded her.

“It wasn’t very nice,” she said. “I had a lung disease. In the end I couldn’t breathe. I was full of liquid. It felt like drowning.”

“That’s horrible,” Dalton said, scrunching his face.

“It seemed pretty awful at the time,” the teen admitted.

“What’s your name?” Cole asked.

“I was starting to wonder if you’d ask,” she said with a giggle. “That usually comes before the details of your death. I’m Yeardly. You’re Cole and Dalton. I’ve been listening since you entered the garden.”

“You know what we’re after,” Cole said. “Is there any way you can help us?”

“I’ve been helping you!” Yeardly exclaimed, sounding a little exasperated. “I felt bad for you. I mean, you’re kids! I told you to watch your words because others are listening. Who is Jenna?”

“My friend,” Cole said. “We came to the five kingdoms from Outside. Slave traders brought us. I want to find her.”

“I hear the Temple of the Still Water is beautiful,” Yeardly said. “I’ve never been there. It’s far away.”

“Don’t you travel?” Dalton asked.

“Why?” Yeardly asked. “I’ve gotten to know the echoes here, and the lay of the land. I have a good shrine for when I want contact with mortals. And I’m close to my hometown for when Mom crosses over.”

Cole spoke quieter. “Is there anybody who might know where we can find Honor or Destiny? Can you point us in the right direction?”

“Somebody might know,” Yeardly said. “Hard to say who. I haven’t caught wind of any rumors about their locations.” She paused. “Tell me about Aaron.”

Cole stared at her. She had paid attention to their names. Good thing Hunter had suggested aliases. Aaron was Hunter’s middle name and the name of Cole’s paternal grandfather. The name Sally for Mira came from an old nickname derived from her middle name, Salandra. Hunter had maintained it was best to use codenames that weren’t complete lies, because some echoes were experts at detecting falsehood.

While serving as one of the most feared of the High King’s Enforcers, Hunter had typically covered his face with a mask. As a result, to move around anonymously, he could simply dress in normal clothes and let his face show. Cole didn’t like Yeardly’s interest in his brother. If word got out who he really was, it could bring a lot of trouble. Had they made a mistake? Had Hunter’s identity slipped?

“Why?” Dalton asked.

“No big reason,” Yeardly said. Her tone was casual, but her eyes showed real interest. “He seemed to be in charge. I like the way he carries himself.”

“You like him!” Cole realized.

Yeardly tried to look innocent. “I’m just interested. How about the other one? Jace?”

“I get it,” Dalton said. “We’re the approachable guys. They’re the cool ones.”

“You’re all great,” Yeardly assured him. She couldn’t hide a little grin. “But they’re a little extra great. Who was that girl with you at the start? Sally? Jace seemed to have eyes for her.”

“She’s nobody,” Cole said. “Jace does like her, but he’d be mad if anybody knew.”

Yeardly clapped her hands and grinned with delight. “That’s my kind of secret! Do you like her too?”

“Not like a girlfriend,” Cole said.

“No,” Yeardly said. “But I saw something when you talked about Jenna.”

Cole became very interested in a flowering bush off to one side. “Maybe. She’s mostly a friend.”

“Mostly because you’re not sure it’s mutual yet,” Yeardly said with a giggle, clapping again. “This is a cause I can get behind. Trying to find and rescue the unrealized love of your life.”

“I don’t know if I’d say—” Cole began.

“Shush!” Yeardly held a finger toward his lips. “Don’t spoil it. Listen, if you guys don’t wander off too far, I’ll do what I can to help you.”

“But you don’t know anything,” Cole reminded her.

Yeardly winked. “Not yet. Hard to say what a curious echo might do if she puts her mind to it.”

“We’d appreciate any help,” Dalton said.

Yeardly smiled. “Of course you would. Especially if I make no demands in return. Tell you what, when the time is right, I may ask to be introduced to Aaron. Think you could manage that?”

“Sure,” Cole said. “Knowing him is no big deal.”

Her eyes flashed with interest. “Maybe not to you. Good luck!”

Yeardly disappeared.

Cole looked at Dalton. His friend sighed.

“This is a weird place,” Dalton said.

“Not a bad start.”

“We should probably split up.”

Cole started down the untraveled path to the right, and Dalton proceeded to the left. Soon shrubs, trees, and irregularities in the terrain screened Dalton from view. Reaching more intersections, Cole took a meandering route beside streams and hedges, then entered a corridor of trellises that arched overhead to create a curved ceiling of flowering vines.

A laughing boy raced through one blossoming wall of the corridor, ran along it for a stretch, then lunged through the other side just as a second boy came into view. Though younger than the first, the second boy dashed after him, plunging through the trellis wall.

Approaching the section where the boys had vanished, Cole found no space through which they could have fit. They had passed through solid wood laced with vegetation. More echoes.

Beyond the corridor, Cole followed a circuitous path of gray pebbles around several mounds where dense, thorny shrubs with dark green leaves flourished. Several little paths branched off, ending abruptly at benches. Near one bench, a dignified man in a fancy coat stood very straight. He had a bony nose and thick, wavy, white hair. He was semitransparent, allowing Cole to view the garden directly behind him almost as clearly as the background to either side.

Gathering his courage, Cole turned down the path that led to the man’s bench and stared up at him. He was quite tall. Though the echo had glanced at Cole as he approached, he now acted oblivious to his presence.

“Are you an echo?” Cole asked.

The man glanced down with no hint of a smile. “We both know the answer to that question, which makes it hardly worth asking. Run along.”

“I was just trying to start a conversation,” Cole explained.

“Your overture was as thrilling as a remark about the weather,” the man said flatly, no longer making eye contact.

“I’m looking for information,” Cole said.

“I possess vast stockpiles,” the man said, examining his fingernails.

“Great.”

The man’s eyes shifted to regard Cole. “I do not invite common urchins into my confidence. Run along, boy.”

“Do you even know who I am?”

The man gave half a smirk. “One of my valets inspected you and your cohorts upon entry. I heard big talk of princesses and Nazeem. You are clearly pretenders.” The man drew out a handkerchief and waved him away. “So . . . go pretend.”

Cole felt himself getting mad. He knew that probably wasn’t smart but couldn’t help it. “Shows how much you know.”

“Perhaps it does,” the man said dryly.

Cole turned away. “Forget it.”

“Already done,” the man said with relief.

Cole took a few steps. The man made no effort to stop him. He seemed really not to care. Or maybe he was expertly baiting him. Either way, Cole couldn’t resist and turned back.

“I’ve seen three of the princesses,” he said.

The stuffy man raised his eyebrows as he polished a cuff link. “Not just one? Three of the five? Extraordinary. And highly credible.”

Cole had to bite his tongue to keep from revealing Mira’s identity. That wasn’t his secret to share. Maybe leaving was the best option.

“And still you linger,” the man said.

“What can you tell me about Nazeem?” Cole asked.

The man huffed. “You’re right. Forgive me. Seeing as you have offered definitive proof that you are a close associate of many princesses, I shall now divulge all I know about the most perilous personage in the echolands.”

“Nazeem lives in the echolands?” Cole asked.

The man chuckled to himself. “Where did you imagine him? In Necronum?”

“The Fallen Temple.”

“Hmmm,” the man said. “Not everyone has connected Nazeem to that location. It is hardly common knowledge. The Fallen Temple has a physical counterpart in Necronum, but Nazeem has long dwelt inside the portion in the echolands.”

“Nazeem is dead?” Cole asked. That didn’t make sense. At the secret meeting in Junction, Nazeem had talked about returning from captivity.

The man narrowed his eyes. “His body may have perished. Nazeem is far from dead. And you would do well to avoid mentioning him. These are not matters for amateurs to discuss.”

Cole felt his face flush. “Amateur? I’ve seen him, mister. Face-to-face. Have you?”

The man looked down his nose at Cole. “I had you all wrong. Clearly, your ignorance is a complex pretense. You are the most remarkable youth in the five kingdoms. Tell me: How was it that you entered and escaped the Fallen Temple? You are the first I know of to succeed! Did you rescue any princesses along the way?”

“I didn’t go there,” Cole said. “I saw him at a gathering of shapecrafters. And he saw me.”

The man gave a simpering laugh. “You caught wind of that rumor? That much is well done. The gossip in the echolands holds that Nazeem is looking for a mortal boy who roughly meets your description. Am I to believe that the intrepid lad in question is foolish enough to reveal himself to an unknown echo? You are duller than average, my boy, but your audacity almost entertains.”

Cole gave a nervous chuckle. Maybe that hadn’t been a very smart thing to share. “You’re onto me.”

“Of course I am,” the man said. “Had you ever met Nazeem, he would own you body and soul. Now run along.”

Cole walked away. The man seemed to know a lot, but Cole had a feeling that talking more could prove dangerous. Hopefully, the stuffy echo wouldn’t rethink his assumption that Cole was an imposter. The man seemed very sure of himself.

After so much success, Cole expected to find another echo around the next corner but was disappointed. He wandered for at least an hour and saw nothing but vegetation and other mortals, including Joe and Hunter.

Later, feeling thirsty, Cole recalled a fountain inside the shrine that people drank from using cups. He steered back toward the main building, crossing little bridges and occasionally doubling back as footpaths wound astray.

As he approached the tall doors to the shrine, he noticed an elderly man in a large hat and a ragged gray robe sitting in the shadows, knees up, head partially bowed, back to the wall. A deeply tanned hand with dirty fingernails held out a small wicker basket. He didn’t glance at Cole or make a gesture, but he was clearly a beggar, and the basket was empty.

Cole fished a spare ringer from his pocket. Hunter had cashed out a bunch of Zeropolitan credits at the train station and given them all a personal stash of ringers, the currency used in the other kingdoms of the Outskirts.

The ringer was silver—worth ten coppers, enough for several good meals. But Hunter was loaded, and Mira had access to big funds too. Even though the beggar wasn’t looking directly at him, Cole didn’t want to make a show of searching for smaller change.

He dropped the ringer in the basket.

It fell through to the ground.

The man looked up, his toothless smile becoming the widest crease in his seamed face. “Few people notice me. Fewer still make an offering. I’m Sando, young sir, and I hope that I can be of service.”
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SANDO

I could use information,” Cole said.

Sando’s smile widened, showing his smooth gums. “That’s just the kind of help I can provide.” He looked Cole up and down, then squinted, making even more wrinkles gather around his eyes. Sando spoke slower, as if his interest had increased. “There is more to you than greets the eye, young sir.”

“What do you mean?” Cole asked.

Sando sprang to his feet. “Pick up your ringer. I can’t use it, and there’s no sense in leaving silver on the ground. We’ll find a private place to get acquainted.”

Moving with an easy grace that contradicted his elderly appearance, Sando led the way off the path, skipping over obstacles and sliding around shrubs. Cole tried not to crush any flowers as they followed the outside wall of the shrine, away from the doors. When they reached a shady nook shielded by bushes, Sando sat, crossing his legs. “This will serve.”

Cole knelt in front of him. “Are we supposed to be here? When we first arrived, a guy told us to stay on the paths.”

“I am seldom noticed, and so easily forget such policies,” Sando said. “I would not wish to lead you into trouble. Since we are already here, I recommend avoiding attention. I suppose you could inform any nosy authorities that you were following a wayward echo.”

“Okay,” Cole said, crouching a little lower.

“I take it this is not the first time you have strayed from a path,” Sando said.

“Nobody’s perfect,” Cole admitted, thinking of some of the rules he had broken since arriving in the Outskirts. His adventure with Mira had begun when they ran away from the Sky Raiders. From the High King’s perspective, pretty much all Cole had done since that day was break laws, including when he helped Dalton escape his captors.

“Tell me how I can be of service, young renegade,” Sando said, bowing his head slightly. “What information do you seek?”

“Can you tell me about Nazeem?”

Stillness settled over Sando. “You name a dangerous object of curiosity. Surely, there are brighter matters to investigate. How about directions to a stream that appears to flow uphill? I could hum a forgotten melody, popular in bygone years, which you could now revive? I know several rumors about lost treasure.”

“I’m interested in Nazeem.”

Sando sighed. “What would you have me tell you?”

Cole wasn’t sure how much to divulge. Sando seemed willing to help, but could he be trusted? Cole decided to ask about something that had bothered him when talking to the rude old guy by the bench.

“How can Nazeem be in the echolands but not dead?”

“Many in the echolands are not dead,” Sando said. “I am not dead.”

“I’m new to Necronum.”

“An echo mirrors the physical body, not the spirit,” Sando explained. “The echo is not the essence. It is not the lifespark. Like the physical body, an echo is a container for a lifespark. Unlike a physical body, an echo can continue to function without the lifespark. A dead echo can walk and talk without a lifespark.”

“So you can be a live echo or a dead echo,” Cole said.

Sando gave a nod. “With a dead echo, the essence or lifespark has moved on, leaving the functional shell behind. These dead echoes can move and talk, but they lack a will and have no new ideas. Over time they degenerate into madness. A regular echo like me still has his essence. Though my mortal body has perished, in the echolands I am alive. There are also bright echoes. They form when death weavers temporarily leave their physical bodies behind and cross to the echolands.”

“Nazeem is a bright echo?” Cole asked.

“Doubtful,” Sando said. “He has been here too long. Any physical body he once possessed should be long gone. He was a being of great power imprisoned long ago for the safety of the entire world. Another topic might be of greater interest. I could divulge the location of a huge abandoned tree house. . . .”

“Nazeem must be a bright echo,” Cole said. “How else would he break free and return to the five kingdoms to lead the shapecrafters?”

Sando leaned toward Cole and lowered his voice. “Where did you hear that?”

Cole appreciated that Sando took him seriously. But he worried about revealing too much. “Just rumors.”

Sando studied him closely. “Few know of shapecraft. Fewer still know Nazeem believes he can escape confinement in the near future. Where have you learned such rumors?”

“I don’t know how much to tell you,” Cole said frankly.

Sando fixed him with a searching gaze. “I would like to help you, young sir. But some of what I know could be hazardous. I do not wish to endanger you. How can I gauge how much to share without understanding what you already know?”

“You don’t work for Nazeem?” Cole asked.

“Like many echoes, I trade in information,” Sando said. “My affiliations and loyalties vary. Had you wanted harmless knowledge, I would have been as free with it as you were with your silver. Nazeem is another matter. We all must speak of him with caution. Are you a shapecrafter?”

Cole blinked. “No.”

Sando narrowed his gaze. “I can perceive your shaping power. It writhes like a dozen tangled serpents trying to devour one another. It is maimed. I have observed shapecrafters who tampered with their abilities to achieve unique results.”

“My power is a mess,” Cole admitted. “Shapecraft was involved. But it was an attack. I can’t use my power anymore.” He remembered the time in Junction when contact with the Founding Stone had temporarily reawakened his abilities, but he didn’t want to get that specific with Sando.

The beggar winced. “Ruthless and foul. Who had the power to do such a thing?”

“She was called Morgassa,” Cole said.

Sando’s eyes widened. “You faced Morgassa? And lived?”

“You believe me?” Cole asked.

“I can plainly see that you believe it,” Sando said. “I suppose you could be insane or deluded. I had an aunt who held long conversations with her flowers.”

“I helped defeat Morgassa,” Cole said. “She damaged my shaping power.”

“To have challenged Morgassa and lived, you must know the Pemberton girls,” Sando said with awe. “You are helping them, I take it?”

“Trying,” Cole said.

“I have discovered a young celebrity,” Sando said. “You must have some connection to Honor. You’re aware that she came here not long ago?”

Cole decided he might as well come clean. “I’m looking for Destiny and Honor.”

“Honor is kept, not found,” Sando said with a sly grin. “And need we search for destiny? It tends to find us whether we like it or not.”

“I’m talking about the princesses,” Cole clarified patiently.

“You want to help the Pemberton girls?” Sando asked.

“Yeah,” Cole said.

“How did you become involved?”

“Long story.”

“You were not born in the Outskirts,” Sando said. “You came from Outside.”

“You can tell?”

“Experience.”

“I hope to get home someday.”

Sando hooted with laughter. “No small tasks for you, young sir.”

Cole felt his cheeks warm up. “It won’t be easy.”

Sando pointed at him. “That puts it mildly. You interest me. You are no ordinary boy. Tell me your name.”

“Cole.”

“You must sleep lightly these days,” Sando said. “A knife under your pillow, and a rope by the window. I discern that Stafford Pemberton is not your friend. Nor is Owandell or Nazeem. Who do you serve?”

“The princesses,” Cole said. “I got involved with them directly.”

“I see now why you desire knowledge of Nazeem,” Sando said. “A shadowy subject. His precise origin remains unknown. We’re aware that in mortality he was a shaper of extraordinary power. From his place of confinement in the Fallen Temple, he has reached out to humans and taught them shapecraft and has recruited many echoes as well. For an imprisoned being, he wields considerable influence in the echolands and across the five kingdoms. Like you, he intently wishes to find Destiny Pemberton, and her sister Honor as well. He is also searching for a young man who fits your description. Are you aware?”

Cole’s mouth was dry. “Yeah,” he managed, sick dread coiling in his gut.

Sando held up a hand. “Do not be alarmed, giver of silver. I trade in information but am happy to guard your secret. Others may not extend the same courtesy. You cannot hide for long. Not in Necronum, where so many echoes prowl. They will notice your deformed shaping power.”

“How can I avoid Nazeem?” Cole asked.

“The real question is how to avoid the mortals and echoes who serve him,” Sando said. “Nazeem is trapped in the Fallen Temple. You are beyond his physical reach.”

“Unless he gets free,” Cole said. “Can he come back from the echolands?”

Sando’s eyes flashed with interest. “How? It would defy nature. But Nazeem seems convinced he has found a way, and so do his followers. Who am I to name anything impossible? The whispers suggest he expects freedom in the near future. But what does that mean to a being who has been imprisoned for so long? Is the near future later this century? Or next week?”

“From what I heard, it sounded closer to next week,” Cole said.

“This could be,” Sando said. “I know little more about Nazeem. I suspect you have more intimate knowledge of him than I do.”

“Is the Fallen Temple far from here?” Cole asked.

“Very far,” Sando said. “If you desire a long and prosperous life, may I suggest you keep it that way? In fact, you might consider departing Necronum. I understand Zeropolis has many conveniences.”

Cole shook his head. “I can’t. There are things I have to do here.”

Sando considered him intently. “What information do you most desire?”

“You can probably guess,” Cole said. “Do you know where I can find the princesses? Destiny or Honor?”

“Of course this would be your priority,” Sando said, rubbing his hands. “I cannot tell you the present location of either sister. But I do know a place where Destiny has been. You could acquire her trail there. There would be risk involved.”

“Everything is a risk these days,” Cole said. “Lots of people are after me. The sooner I find the princesses, the less time they’ll have to catch me.”

Squinting intently, Sando lowered his voice to a whisper. “This is one of my most guarded nuggets of information. I survive by trading knowledge. Would you grant me a favor in exchange for the knowledge you seek?”

Cole fell silent. Hunter had warned him to be very careful bargaining with echoes and to make no binding oaths. What might Sando want? Had everything until now been a setup?

Sando smiled, wrinkles gathering at the corners of his mouth and eyes. “Do not fear a trade! I have not yet spoken my terms. They are very lenient.”

“What’s the deal?” Cole asked warily.

“I could not keep your silver,” Sando said. “Instead, favor me with a different offering. Maintain the silver ringer in your custody, on my behalf, until you give it to the person I designate. While you retain the ringer, I will serve you as best I can from the echolands.”

“How will I know who gets the ringer?” Cole asked.

“I’ll bind the ringer to both of us,” Sando said. “That way, while you retain the ringer, I’ll be able to reach your mind.”

“I was warned to avoid binding oaths,” Cole said uneasily.

Sando waved his hands. “I don’t mean a binding oath. Avoiding those is a good policy. Under a bound oath, you would owe me a particular service, with a punishment attached should you fail. This is not my proposal. Not all bindings involve punishments. Some can simply help echoes and mortals find and trust one another. I would bind the ringer to us so I can help you avoid losing it by accident, and so I can tell you who I want to have it.”

“Isn’t that a lot of trouble just to give somebody a ringer?” Cole asked.

“Donating the ringer will bring me joy,” Sando said. “But my motives go beyond generosity. Echoes spend our existence resisting the call of the Other.”

“The other what?”

“Just the Other, young sir. The unnamed realms beyond the echolands. They summon us. At first the invitation is easy to resist. But the pull increases over time. I have withstood the call for many long decades. Interaction with the material world helps us resist. Some echoes collaborate with mortals to resolve matters of personal concern. For others, it is a question of survival. In short, having a ringer to give in Necronum will help keep my echo alive.”

That seemed like a fair reason to Cole, but he had just met Sando and didn’t want to be reckless. “How do I know you’re not tricking me?”

“Young sir, what have I to gain from deceit?” Sando asked with a chiding smile. “The binding depends on the quality of my information. If my tip fails to lead you to Destiny’s trail, the binding will unravel, as if it never happened. I’m trading a platinum for a copper. Your task is easy, but this knowledge will be most difficult to uncover elsewhere.”

“What if you lead Nazeem’s people to me?” Cole said.

“As a token of good faith, and to give you maximum assurance of my worthy intentions, I will pledge to serve you and only you until I instruct you to deliver the ringer.”

“You can’t break that pledge?”

“Absolutely not,” Sando said. “I’ll bind it. But in return you will need to keep our arrangement secret.”

“Wait a minute,” Cole said. “That seems weird. I want to check with my friends before I make any deals.”

Sando shook his head. “This bargain is not with a group. That gets hazy. This offer is for you and only you, good now or never. The secrecy protects me. Some unscrupulous death weavers use their power to bind and command echoes. You are no death weaver. If you can’t talk about me to anyone, no death weavers will interfere with our bargain. Just like you, I deserve to protect myself.”

“Will you give me a minute to think?”

“Be my guest, young sir. No need to rush.”

Cole folded his arms. Mira and his friends had come here to find information that might lead them to Destiny, and this was a chance to get it. What if one of the others had already learned what Sando would tell him? Or worse, what if somebody else already had a better lead?

Then again, what if the others had learned nothing? Delivering a ringer didn’t sound too bad, especially since Sando pledged to serve only him until it happened. The echo seemed knowledgeable and friendly. Who knew when his help might come in handy?

Hunter had warned not to make binding oaths and to be careful about striking bargains. This wasn’t a binding oath, and the bargain seemed innocent. Even if one of the others discovered a better lead, Sando’s requirement was simple, and the echo could prove useful in other ways.

“All right,” Cole said. “How do we make it official?”

“Very good, young sir,” Sando said, his head bobbing. “We will make quite a team—I’m sure of it. You still have the ringer you tried to give me?”

Cole hadn’t returned it to his pocket yet. He held it up.

“Set it down and tell me that it belongs to me,” Sando said.

Cole placed the small silver hoop on the dirt in front of Sando. “This ringer is now yours.”

Leaning forward, the beggar waved his hands over the silver ringer, fingers fluttering. “If you take up the ringer again, Cole, you will hold it on my behalf. You will keep the ringer until I designate a recipient. In return, I will tell you about a place Destiny Pemberton visited where you can pick up her trail, though doing so is your task, not mine. You will keep our arrangement secret, including my identity, and I pledge to serve you and only you until I ask you to deliver the ringer. While the ringer is in your possession, it will be bound to you, and to me, so as not to go missing before the conclusion of our arrangement.”

Sando stopped speaking but kept stirring the air with his hands.

“What now?” Cole asked.

“If you agree to these terms, pick up the ringer,” Sando said.

“What if we don’t find Destiny’s trail?” Cole asked.

“Then you owe me nothing for flawed information. The binding will not hold.”

“What if I mess up?” Cole asked. “What happens if I tell about you?”

“If I hold up my end, you won’t be able to dispose of the ringer until I say so, and you won’t be able to tell anyone about me.”

Cole hesitated. “That sounds like I’ll be bound. Are you sure this isn’t a bound oath?”

“A bound oath would have a punishment for breaking your word,” Sando said. “This binding will simply hold you to what you promised if I keep up my end. And it holds me to what I promised if you keep up yours.”

“Sounds like it will control me.”

“Control you?” Sando cried with a laugh. “You will have to keep the ringer, and you won’t be able to tell my secret. Otherwise, you will be in full control of yourself. If you don’t mean to keep the agreement, you shouldn’t make it. I intend to fulfill my part and hold you to your promise.”

“I don’t know,” Cole said, wondering how the deal could backfire.

“This is simple,” Sando said calmly. “If I ask too much, walk away. You are under no obligation. I see this as a generous offer. I require a minor favor in exchange for very valuable information. If you see it otherwise, good day to you, young sir. May you travel prosperous roads.”

“Can’t you just tell me?” Cole begged.

“It was my pleasure to provide free information about Nazeem,” Sando said. “We could discuss other matters. But I cannot tell you about Destiny for free. I can’t divulge such precious knowledge without some form of recompense. Binding myself to the material world is how I survive.”

Cole waited.

Sando placed his hands on his knees, as if to rise.

Cole picked up the silver ringer.
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KNOWLEDGE

A faint tremor rippled through Cole. Not a physical vibration—more a disturbance of his emotions, intangible but unmistakable. The sensation briefly allowed him to feel his shaping power.

“Good choice, young sir,” Sando approved, rocking happily. “Destiny Pemberton visited the Cave of Memory not many months ago.”

“Is that nearby?” Cole asked.

“Three days by horse or coach,” Sando said. “You seem unfazed. I expected more excitement. How much do you know about the Cave of Memory?”

“Nothing,” Cole said.

Sando grinned, gums gleaming wetly. “Certain places in Necronum are woven differently from others. No echoes can enter the Cave of Memory. The interior has no parallel in the echolands. After entering, any mortal who departs the cave leaves behind a lasting impression that functions like a dead echo.”

“An echo forms?” Cole asked.

“Not a true echo,” Sando said. “An echo only forms once for each person. No second chances. It happens upon death, or earlier if a death weaver crosses to our side and becomes a bright echo. Such echoes remain bright for as long as they can return to their physical bodies. The constructs inside the Cave of Memory are not true echoes. Most call them imprints. They have no physical substance. But they retain the form and memories of whoever they represent.”

Cole had gotten used to encountering the impossible in the Outskirts, but this was still hard to process. “Are you saying I can talk to Destiny’s memories?”

“In essence, yes,” Sando said. “The imprint you meet will look like Destiny and will have the same memories and personality Destiny had when she exited the cave. But the imprint cannot learn or change.”

“She’ll be like a figment,” Cole said. “A semblance made of illusion.”

“Similar,” Sando said. “Finding Destiny’s imprint could be a challenge. The cave is not small. Many imprints have accumulated over the years. All who enter pay the same price.”

“I’ll leave behind an imprint,” Cole realized.

Sando tapped his temple and pointed at Cole. “At minimum, proof you were there. At worst, your imprint could impart secrets to others.”

“If I wouldn’t tell a secret, would my imprint?” Cole asked.

“Depends,” Sando said. “Can you be tricked?”

“I guess.”

“If so, your imprint could be fooled as well. An imprint is intangible, so it can’t be tortured or threatened. But your imprint also can’t learn new concepts. Its only tools would be everything you knew and believed when you left the cave. The imprint can’t alter an opinion, develop a skill, or entertain a fresh thought. There is no inspiration for imprints. No new memories. Their nature tends to cause exploitable weaknesses.”

“Makes me wonder how much I trust myself,” Cole said.

“A sensible concern, young sir,” Sando said. “But if you truly wish to find Destiny, the cave will offer you a chance.”

“I could probably learn a lot about what led to her current problems,” Cole said. “You told me that dead echoes can go crazy over time. Does the same happen to imprints?”

“I understand that it can,” Sando said. “The reaction would partly depend on the person imprinted. The imprint would have no physical needs or appetites, but it will be no happier to remain trapped inside the Cave of Memory than you would be. If such a fate would drive you mad, your imprint will have the same response.”

“The imprint would have no hope of escape,” Cole said. He tried to picture how it would feel to be stuck forever in some cave. “Does the imprint suffer?”

Sando gave a light chuckle. “An imprint might seem to suffer. It could act distressed. But the imprint has no life. No will. It only imitates something that was alive. It’s a replica. The imprint can convey information. It can mimic emotion. But its feelings are no more real than those of a puppet or a footprint.”

“Is the Cave of Memory hard to find?” Cole asked.

“The location is no great secret,” Sando said. “Many could direct you. The closest village to the cave is called Rincomere.”

“Well, thanks,” Cole said.

“This is not good-bye, young sir,” Sando said. “Our partnership is just beginning. Save your farewells for after you deliver the ringer. A final matter. You are traveling alone?”

“No,” Cole admitted.

“How will you explain your new knowledge to your friends?”

“That’s right. I agreed not to tell them about you. They’ll want to know my source.”

“Try not to lie,” Sando advised. “Falsehoods have a way of unraveling, especially in Necronum. Do your companions know about your damaged power?”

“Yeah.”

“Report that you met an old semblance who recognized your mangled power and took pity on you. This is all true. You had desperate need for rare knowledge in my possession. I could have required an exhausting quest. I could have demanded vast treasures. Instead, I made a generous bargain. And if they ask my name?”

“Pretend I don’t know?” Cole tried.

“That would be a lie,” Sando chided. “Try something like, ‘Good question. I should have found out.’ ”

“I should have and I did,” Cole said.

“Imply the lie,” Sando said. “Don’t state it outright.”

“You’re good at this.”

“I lived a long mortal life, and many years as an echo besides,” Sando said. “I’ve had ample time to practice.”

“Cole?” a voice called.

Cole put a finger to his lips so he could listen. It sounded like Joe. He seemed to be a fair distance away.

“Cole! Cole? Come to the shrine. Cole?”

“Your friends are searching for you,” Sando said. “Go to them.”

On impulse, Cole attempted to drop the silver ringer. He swung his hand forward, but his fingers refused to let go. He tried once more with no success.

“Did you think I was bluffing?” Sando asked.

“I just wanted to see what it felt like,” Cole said, pocketing the ringer and then flexing his fingers. They moved fine when he wasn’t trying to drop it. “Thanks for the info.”

Sando folded his hands on his lap, closed his eyes, and smiled. “We will meet again, giver of silver. May each step bring you closer to prosperity.” The old beggar faded and disappeared.

“Cole?” Joe called again, nearer this time.

Cole stood up and peered over the bushes. Joe was coming back toward the shrine along a trail. “I’m coming,” Cole answered, dodging around vegetation.

As Cole reached the path, a short woman in a silk robe marched up to him. “Leaving the footpaths is prohibited throughout the garden,” she scolded.

Cole considered a joke about going to the bathroom but reconsidered given her stern expression. “An echo led me,” he explained. “I’m sorry.”

“Any respectable echo knows to stay on the paths,” she complained.

“It’s my first time here,” Cole apologized.

“And your last if you don’t watch yourself,” she said.

“Is there a problem?” Joe asked, approaching. He was tall and well-dressed, with a stubbly beard. Cole could imagine Joe back home in California, playing with his band. Joe flashed his most disarming smile.

“He’s with you?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” Joe said. “Thanks for finding him. I’d lost sight of him.”

“Don’t give me the lovable-scoundrel routine,” the woman said. “It carries no weight at the Seven-Cornered Shrine. Is he Cole?”

“That’s right,” Joe confirmed.

She squared up to face him, hands on her hips. “Please don’t raise your voice in the gardens. You were crying out like you would for a dog lost in the wilderness! Have you no sense of decorum? This is a place of tranquility. Be responsible! The boy wandered off the path.”

“My apologies,” Joe said, placing a hand on his chest. “Won’t happen again.”

“It won’t for sure if I ban you,” she said. “Watch yourselves. You’ve been warned. You’re on your way out I hope?”

“You guessed it,” Joe said. “Good day.”

He laid a hand on Cole’s shoulder and guided him along the path toward the shrine.

“Where are the others?” Cole murmured as they entered the ornate building.

“Out in front,” Joe said. “Sally got a disturbing tip, so we all cleared out. You were the last.”

“Did she get any leads on her sisters?”

“Wait until we have more privacy,” Joe said.

A large coach awaited them in front of the shrine. Joe guided Cole to the horse-drawn vehicle, and they both climbed inside the compartment. Cole joined Hunter and Dalton on a cushioned bench facing Mira, Jace, and Joe. Jace drew the curtains closed as the coach started rolling.

“Where were you?” Mira asked Cole. “We looked all over.”

“He was right by the shrine,” Joe said. “He’d gone off the path into the bushes.”

“I needed a restroom too,” Dalton said.

“No,” Cole said. “I was with an echo.”

“How much did you spill?” Jace asked, an edge to his voice.

“I told who I was looking for,” Cole said. “I didn’t say anything about you guys.”

“We can speak freely,” Hunter said. “I’m blocking the area inside the coach from echoes.”

“Sally learned some scary stuff,” Dalton explained to Cole.

“I met a woman from my childhood,” Mira said. “Zelna Laperne. She was a maid who spent time with me at the castle. She’s been an echo for decades now.”

“Did she have any leads on your sisters?” Cole asked, unsure what exactly he hoped to hear. Part of him wanted the info he got from Sando to save the day.

“Zelna could only confirm that Nazeem is looking for them,” Mira said. “It sounds like he’s hunting you too, Cole.”

“He didn’t seem happy the last time we met,” Cole said.

“Zelna warned me that the shrine is swarming with his agents,” Mira said. “Nazeem’s influence in the echolands has grown really strong almost overnight. Nobody had heard his name until recently. When Zelna recognized me, she made contact to caution me to stay away from shrines. They’re being heavily watched. I thought we should regroup before asking more questions.”

“I helped Mira round up the others,” Joe said. “We told everyone to abort. Nobody gained any vital knowledge about Honor or Destiny, but I don’t think we gave ourselves away, either.”

“Hard to be sure,” Hunter said. “If a friend recognized Mira, an enemy could have as well. Dalton told us that he and Cole brought up the princesses with Yeardly. Any time we tell an echo who we’re looking for, we run the risk of getting discovered by Nazeem.”

“What were you doing off in the bushes with an echo, Cole?” Jace asked. “How much did you spill?”

“It was an old echo,” Cole said. “He was friendly and guessed a lot about me. He could see the damage to my shaping power.”

“If he could see your power, he might have targeted you,” Hunter said. “Nazeem knows about your damaged power.”

“The echo didn’t come to me,” Cole said. “I went to him.”

“If he was any good, he may have positioned himself where you would see him,” Hunter said. “In an ambush, you let your prey approach. How nosy was he?”

“Medium nosy,” Cole said. “I think I got good info from him.”

“What?” Mira asked.

“Destiny went to the Cave of Memory,” Cole said, hoping the information would impress them.

“Really?” Mira asked. “How long ago?”

“A few months,” Cole said.

“He told you this freely?” Hunter asked.

“I have to do a favor for him,” Cole said.

“But no bindings,” Hunter clarified.

“Well . . . not with punishments attached,” Cole said.

“Wait,” Hunter said. “You let him do a binding? I told everybody to avoid bound oaths.”

“There was no punishment,” Cole repeated.

“I guess, strictly speaking, bound oaths have punishments,” Hunter said. “But if this echo connected the favor to a binding, that’s almost the same thing. What was the binding?”

Cole found himself unable to explain. After two failed attempts, he managed to reply, “I can’t say.”

Hunter shared a worried glance with Joe and Mira. “He won’t let you tell? That’s part of the bargain? Who was this echo? What was his name?”

Once again Cole couldn’t get the words past his lips. “I can’t say.”

“What did he look like?” Hunter asked.

After failing to give details, Cole shrugged. “I can’t.”

Looking shaken, Hunter wiped his eyes.

“Is this bad?” Jace asked.

“Maybe,” Hunter said. He studied Cole intently. “My guess is the binding seemed innocent?”

“Yes,” Cole said, relieved he could spit out that much.

“Do you see any way it could endanger us?” Hunter pressed.

“No,” Cole said, relieved again. “It was a very simple request.”

“That’s good at least,” Hunter said. “Did the binding require loyalty from the echo?”

Cole couldn’t answer. He tried to nod but failed. “I can’t say.”

“You can’t give us any details?” Hunter guessed.

“Yes,” Cole said.

“But you’re confident it can’t backfire?” Hunter asked.

“Yes,” Cole said. “It seemed like the echo did me a favor.”

“We’re so doomed,” Jace muttered.

“Maybe not,” Hunter said. “Cole isn’t stupid. Since the binding is keeping him from answering my questions, the info he got has to be solid. The binding wouldn’t hold if it was based on a lie.”

“But he could have been dealing with an agent of Nazeem,” Mira said. “We don’t know what Cole has to do. There could be a trap built into the binding.”

Hunter looked at Joe, who held up both hands defensively. “I’ve never been to Necronum. You and Mira know much more than me about this place.”

“We could have been exposed at the shrine in other ways,” Hunter said. “Mira could have been recognized. We didn’t have lots of interactions with echoes, but we already might have accidentally given the wrong hint to the wrong person. At least Cole got a lead. If we want some serious background about Destiny, we know where to go.”

“Should we split up from Cole?” Jace asked. “We know to visit the Cave of Memory. We don’t need him to get there. Maybe he can go his own way for a while until we see how the binding plays out?”

Cole noticed Dalton looking at him. If they wanted to take off and look for Jenna, this was a golden opportunity.

“Not unless he wants to leave,” Mira said firmly. “Cole has saved us more than once. If he doesn’t think he left an opening for trouble, that’s good enough for me. He may have struck a good bargain. That does happen. And even if he didn’t, we’ll figure it out together.”

“Every minute we’re in Necronum, we risk blowing our cover,” Hunter said. “The road won’t be smooth no matter what precautions we take. We should count ourselves lucky that we know where to start our search. The Cave of Memory is roughly the same direction as Destiny’s star. I think we should head that way and find a decent inn.”

“Sounds good to me,” Cole said, avoiding eye contact with Dalton.

“Nice work, Cole,” Mira said. “We didn’t expose ourselves too much at the shrine, and we still walked away with new knowledge. Without your binding, we’d know nothing.”

“I hope it doesn’t get us in trouble,” Cole said.

“So do I,” Jace said heavily. “So do I.”


CHAPTER
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HORSES

Cole snapped awake, certain he needed to get out of bed. Sitting up, he wiped grit from the corners of his eyes. Orange moonlight filtered into the dim room through the cracks in the shutters. He could hear Dalton breathing evenly.

It looked suspiciously like the middle of the night. He heard no threatening sounds. Why exactly did he need to get out of bed? His bladder didn’t feel strained. Had he been dreaming? If so, he couldn’t recall any details.

Something felt wrong. He hadn’t awakened in a natural way. Cole remembered arriving at the large inn as the brightest stars began to appear in the sky. After a hearty meal of beef ribs, potatoes, and bread, he and Dalton had decided to share a room. Hunter had bunked with Jace. Joe and Mira each had their own rooms.

Was he being paranoid? Should he go back to sleep? The residue of his urgent feeling remained, but Cole slouched onto his pillow. He couldn’t get comfortable. He had no desire to close his eyes. An internal tug coaxed him to get up. He stretched one hand toward a far corner of the room. That somehow felt right.

Weird! Was he turning psychic or losing it?

Cole kicked back his covers and slid his legs off the edge of the thin mattress. The far corner of the room inexplicably beckoned.

He got out of bed and crossed to the corner, where he had left his clothes on a chair. Almost without thinking, he picked up his pants and started rummaging through the pockets.

A sense of relief struck as his fingers closed around a ringer. Pulling it out, he found it was silver. Had it been a mistake to leave the ringer in his pants? Did it always need to be touching him?

Cole? a familiar voice spoke in his mind. Even without physically hearing the word, Cole recognized the speaker as Sando.

“Yeah,” Cole whispered.

Thank Fortune I could reach you, Sando continued. Depart the inn immediately. You and anyone in your company. Ride north for now. Stay off the roads. Some local Enforcers have caught wind of you. They’re coming your way. Hurry!

“Thanks,” Cole said, crossing to Dalton.

My pleasure, young sir. I’ll try to reach you again. Keep our ringer in hand.

“Got it,” Cole murmured. He shook Dalton’s shoulder. “Get up! We have to scram!”

Dalton gave a soft groan. “Huh?”

“Enforcers are coming.”

That grabbed his attention. Dalton lurched from the bed, his hands breaking his fall before his feet followed.

“How much time do we have?” Cole whispered, reaching out with his mind.

“What?” Dalton asked.

“Grab your clothes,” Cole said. Clenching the ringer in his fist, Cole whispered, “Can you hear me—”

He meant to say Sando, but the word wouldn’t form on his lips. Probably because Dalton was listening. Cole sensed no reply.

“You okay?” Dalton asked.

“I’ll explain later,” Cole said. He quickly dressed. “Get Joe.” Cole dashed to Hunter’s room, then knocked softly. Though haste was needed, he didn’t want to announce their departure to the entire inn.

Hunter opened the door, squinting, hair mussed. “What’s up?” Beyond him, Jace sat up in bed, a dagger in his hand.

“I got a message from the echo,” Cole said. “Some Enforcers are coming. He told me we need to get out of here and ride north. He didn’t want us on the roads.”

Hunter scowled thoughtfully.

“Think it’s a trap?” Cole asked.

Hunter gave a quick shake of his head. “If the echo meant us harm, it would be easier to let the Enforcers take us here. There’s no point in warning us unless the help is real. We’ll have to ditch the coach and steal horses. Wake the others.”

Hunter went back into his room. Dalton was talking to Joe. Cole jogged to Mira’s room and knocked gently. After a moment he knocked again.

“Hello?” He could barely hear her from behind the door.

“It’s Cole,” he said, keeping his voice low.

The door cracked open, showing a sliver of her face, including most of one eye.

“Enforcers are coming,” Cole said. “I got a tip from the echo.”

“I’ll be right out.”

The door closed.

Feeling antsy, Cole looked up and down the hall. Dalton had entered Joe’s room. Every second seemed precarious. Would Enforcers come pounding up the stairs? If so, Cole and his friends had little to rely on. No gadgets from Zeropolis. No special weapons. Only Hunter could shape here, and he had warned there wasn’t much that death weaving could do in combat.
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