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To Lorn, the only platinum-tier editor I have.


Welcome, Reader.

Right now, you’re reading the second book in the Elder Empire series.

But it’s not the only second book.

Of Darkness and Dawn was written in parallel to Of Dawn and Darkness, which takes place at the same time from a different perspective.

If you’ve read Of Shadow and Sea, then I’m sure you already know how these books work. In case you don’t, I’d advise you to back up and read the first story in this series.

And now that you have…

Welcome back to the Elder Empire.


CHAPTER ONE



present day

Alagaeus, Regent of the East, hadn't sat and received petitioners in almost five hundred years. He was rather looking forward to it.

The castle around him was hardly appropriate to his grandeur, mere blocks of stone raised from the quarries of Erin. Erin was what they called this tiny continent, which had once been the border of Tharlos and Othaghor, the site of constant war between life and chaos. There were worlds of unimaginable wonders beneath their feet, palaces built from the bones of giants and crystals that outshone the moon, but they had tried to give him a home of matchsticks. Nothing lasting was ever made of wood.

So he had raised the earth, crafting a castle to his own specifications. It would require another few decades of sculptors and artisans to make it worth inhabiting, but at least it wasn't shameful. Their wooden mansion had crumbled away before it, as the ground quaked and stones rose from the depths.

He sat in a throne of polished granite, with marble beneath his feet and a staff of gold in his hand, awaiting the arrival of a supplicant pleading his mercy. For the first time in the two years since he'd been roused from his deep slumber, he felt something approaching contentment.

“Let the peasant approach,” he called, and two of his servants bowed to acknowledge his order. Alagaeus couldn't help but admire the way his voice echoed in this chamber. No one in the current age could match his knowledge of architecture, it seemed.

They didn't use the word “peasant” in the Empire anymore, but there was nothing more fitting to describe this woman. She looked to be in her second decade, but life had aged her prematurely, etching early lines on her skin and fraying her hair. She wore what might as well have been a brown sack, wringing a tired kerchief in her hands.

She would look up at him and see the exact opposite of herself, the grand sun to her worthless dirt. He wore layered robes heavy with silver and precious gems, the window over his throne tilted so that sunlight always highlighted his magnificence. His skin was dark, like that of the Emperor, displaying his proud Heartlander heritage, and his eyes—he was sure—held all the wisdom of a thousand years. He had only experienced about a hundred of those years firsthand, but surely his decades warring with the Elders counted as centuries. His golden staff, its head twining around an emerald the size of his fist, contained enough power to level cities. Indeed, it was the Intent in this Awakened artifact that had raised the castle around him.

The crystallized heart of an ancient Kameira was held in this staff, crystallized by his own Intent and a secret process of alchemy. He was one of the first Soulbound in the world, and certainly the strongest.

Thoughts of Estyr Six and the Emperor flitted through his mind, but he pushed them aside. The Emperor had let himself be murdered at last, and Estyr had always lacked the will to truly rule. She would eventually allow time to bring her low, while he never intended to age another day. Surely, by any objective measure, he was the most powerful among them.

And now this peasant woman, this simple mother, knelt in the presence of a deity made flesh. A Soulbound whose powers shook the very earth. So what if he wasn't...quite as tall as average, particularly in this age? On his throne, he towered above any man.

She saw his majesty; he could see the respect in her trembling limbs. It inclined him to be gracious.

He nodded to her as she bowed. “Woman, speak your request before me, and I shall see it weighed with due gravity.”

She looked anywhere but at his eyes, which was as it should be, but her hands continued working on that kerchief. The fabric was as old and ragged as any dishcloth, and he shuddered to imagine that she might use something so filthy to cover her hair.

“Lord Regent,” she began, just as he instructed all his petitioners, “I don't...well, it's the soldiers. They've been a little restless and all, this past while, and...I mean, things are getting real bad.”

“I abolished the army,” he said, confused. There was no need of an Imperial army under his Regency, at least not in his quadrant. There could be no Aurelian Empire without an Emperor, so it was pure foolishness to keep a standing Aurelian army. He and his privately trained Readers and Soulbound would be enough force to combat any assault.

“That's the thing, Lord Regent. They don't have anything to keep them busy, so they're making trouble for honest folk. They took my son to join them, though he didn't want to, they took all the food in my house, and they took every coin I had. I tried to go to the Guilds, but they sent me to you.”

The Guilds. The ten pillars of the Empire! They were gas in the wind compared to the Guilds of yesteryear. The ancient Blackwatch would have never allowed such a disgraceful eruption in Elder activity such as followed the Emperor's death; they would have captured any Elders, killed the Elder-touched, and burned whole villages to the ground until the threat was contained. The Luminian Order had begun preaching peace, they who had once led humanity to war, and the Magisters! They were the worst of all. Rather than plumbing the depths of Reading and the infinite power of human Intent, they spent their time trying to dredge up artifacts of a past they knew nothing about.

The Guilds were useless. Of course they would be no help. It infuriated him that anyone would think otherwise.

“I should think they would send you to me! As surely as summer turns to winter, so the weak will defer to the strong. The meanest men and women know nothing of the burden shouldered by the great on their behalf, and still they beg for more!”

Thoughts of the Guilds always angered him. How had the Emperor allowed them such authority? He could have steered the Empire himself! Whoever heard of a ship with ten captains? Everyone in the modern world was complicit in madness, steering the planet toward sheer destruction!

Alagaeus calmed himself only when he realized the floor was shaking. His Vessel took his anger, magnifying it from the pathetic spark of mortal irritation into the wrath of the earth. The entire castle, and possibly the whole town, trembled with his rage.

He settled down, somewhat satisfied by the stark terror on the simple woman's face. She recognized true power when she saw it. The thought did much to quiet his just passions.

“The fury of a king is more frightening than a sea in storm,” he intoned, over the sound of grinding stone. “You would do well to remember that.”

She tried to disguise her shaking as a bow, and he sent out a rush of Intent through his staff.

The castle stopped instantly, the air inflating with silence.

“Continue your plea,” he ordered.

“Well, sir, they're...what I mean to say is, they're gathering today, sir. I think they've gathered enough men, and they intend to stage a demonstration against you and yours. I thought that maybe, since they're starting something so big, you might take the side of those of us caught in the middle. Please. Sir Regent.”

“Insurrection?” he mused aloud.

After a moment, his amusement escaped in a cackle. “Destiny has never before been so kind as to deliver exactly what I desire. Stay still, woman, and see how a true Emperor quiets rebellion.”

Alagaeus hopped down from the throne, staff tapping on the floor as he marched over to the blank wall behind him.

I need a window, he thought, and that was all his power needed to flow out from him in a focused wave. His Intent rushed through his staff, pushing out of the Kameira heart at the end, his Soulbound Vessel seizing the earth of the wall.

Half a second after he glanced at the wall, a massive square chunk of stone slid out. The ten-ton block skidded out with a deafening sound of grinding rock, crashing to the square below like thunder. Dust billowed, and a few people screamed, but that was all beyond him.

His senses had already moved on.

Other Readers focused on fine details, on the history of individual objects, but he had always found such petty concerns beneath him. He watched the bigger picture, the currents weaving throughout the ocean of Intent. The Emperor was always so proud of his ability to see into a man's heart, well, Alagaeus could Read the intentions of entire cities. Working broadly, on the scale of whole armies and vast mountains, no one in all of history could match Alagaeus.

Hunger, grief, frustration, short tempers: the bakery has collapsed in the eastern edge of town, a simple issue of poor maintenance from short-sighted owners. That quarter is experiencing a shortage, and all are irritated as a result. A delivery of food there will cement their loyalty to him, etching his name in their hearts.

Elsewhere, the unseasonable cold takes its toll. A handful of homeless die every night, leaving stains of their desperate intent lingering on the fabric of his city. He spares no thought for them; they cannot help him, and they do not merit his attention. In the western quarter, sullen anger mixes with fear.

There. He knows those feelings, roiling together like a stirred cauldron. This is the tide that brought the Elders low, lifting man to his rightful place on the throne of the world. Rebellion.

He focuses on the western edge, narrowing his sight from the whole tapestry to a single thread.

A group of men meet, discussing anger and desperation. They plot against their ruler for some imagined slight, a futile ploy from futile men. A lack of purpose is the fuel in this fire, and if Alagaeus were so inclined, he could crush their nascent rebellion by hiring them into his personal guard. But he has no need of a guard, and he must send a message.

These men are hoarding weapons, their Intent flowing into the tools in little eddies of violence and reluctance. “Just in case,” they tell themselves.”

Those weapons would never be used. Alagaeus swore such to himself, and smiled. This humble petitioner had told him the truth, and as such, she had earned herself a reward.

In truth, it was a reward for him too.

He reversed his staff in both hands, tapping the crystallized emerald heart against the floor of the castle. The Kameira's natural control over stone joined with his Intent, guided by his will, rippling out over the city. Power washed over the central streets, leaving a few Readers confused, but affecting no one. The hungry in the eastern quarters noticed nothing, unharmed.

Just before the wave of Intent hit the ex-soldiers massing at the western edge of town, he gestured at the peasant woman to come forward. “Attend and watch,” he said. “This is the help I send those loyal to me.”

She stepped forward, still shivering, not daring to stand side-by-side with him. That was as it should be. His vision was too broad to Read her Intent clearly, but her feelings merged with the rest of the castle's, and he caught broad notes of fear and intimidation. Everything in its place.

When the ripple of Intent hit the western edge of town, the earth exploded.

Beneath the feet of men who had plotted to rebel against him, paving-stones launched themselves upwards with the force of cannons. The insurrectionists were torn to bloody rags, their weapons falling discarded on the street. Earth swallowed some, belching up dust and smoke as it split apart. Flying rocks decimated others, tearing through their bodies like cannonballs. Still others died as plates of rock flipped up from under the soil, landing to crush whole groups.

It occurred to him that she may have said something about her son being forced to join these soldiers, and that she would probably have wanted some guarantee of the boy's safety. Well, there was no pulling the arrow back to the bow. Besides, a brutal lesson was often the best kind: through her entire life, she would never forget to respect him.

Still, he should make some comment to let her know that he had done this with intentional disregard to her son's life. Mortals made mistakes, but immortal cruelty was measured and precise.

Something pricked his neck, like a stinging insect, and he raised a hand to swat it away...only to realize, with a flare of irritation, that his hand wouldn't obey his command. For a brief moment, it seemed absurd: the earth could erupt beneath his enemies a mile away, but his own hand staged a coup?

Then came a second sting on the other side of his neck, and a length of impossibly cold pain in his back.

The woman's face leaned over his shoulder, as though she were peering past him to get a better look. “You won't destroy the Empire,” she whispered in his ear. “We will stand united. Without you.”

He struggled to muster his Intent, to crush her with a block of stone, but his thoughts were growing sleepier. He threw another pulse of will at his Vessel, but the Soulbound link between them was too tight. The crystallized emerald heart pulsed one last, slow message to him. It didn't come in so many words, but the general impression was clear.

As the earth rests, so do we.

The light faded from his eyes, but he couldn't escape his confusion. How dare she kill him without giving him any answers! Who was she? A Consultant? No, the Am'haranai were allies; they stood with the Regents for independence. They would never have sent an agent to do this, though their assassins had been legendary even when he was a child.

Who, then? Who had the ability to slay Alagaeus, the shaper of deserts and builder of cities? He who had laid the bedrock of the Empire and buried the Great Elders? He was meant to die under the claws of Kthanikahr or the blades of legendary assassins, not stabbed in the back by a simple peasant.

Not alone, in a castle he had built with his will.

Not like this.
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Estyr Six was born Estyr Fourteen.

In her homeland, almost two thousand years ago, the grip of the Elders was weak. They lived in tribes high in the Dylian mountain range, hunting droves of Kameira for their powers in order to survive the harsh weather. Back then, they had a saying: “On the peaks, the Elders bow to the blizzards.”

Every year, when the passes thawed, the tribes would go to war with one another. They were more like festivals compared to the Elder War, but they had seemed serious enough at the time. Few people outright died, but many were shamed or exiled, some mutilated or injured beyond repair. The families fought for rank, and the highest-ranking families earned the right to live lower down the mountains. The storms were weaker, the food more plentiful, but the enemies closer. The strongest deserved to live at the base, because they had to stay strong enough to repel outsiders.

When she was a girl, Estyr's family was Fourteenth, which meant that they struggled in the high passes. Anything more than thin soup was a treat, and they knew that every winter meant a brother or sister lost to the cold.

Eventually, she had decided to do something about it. If strength could move her family down the mountain, she only had to get stronger.

That spring, she entered the high passes alone. She fashioned a spear herself, with a head of bone. And unaided, she slew a Cloudseeker Hydra: the Kameira who flew above the clouds, who summoned blizzards, who could overturn mountain peaks with the force of its Intent.

The body alone would have sold for a fortune; enough to keep her family safe for many winters to come. But she didn't come home. She cut off the head of the Hydra and carried it with her, strapped to her back.

Until she found a second Cloudseeker Hydra.

This one was bigger, and legend said it had wiped out the entire Fifteen family only a season past. She rigged traps, prepared her bait, and soon she had two rotting heads on her back.

When she earned her third, she made her way back to the family.

By the time she managed to bond the skulls as her Soulbound Vessels, earning the power of the Hydras as her own, the Elder War had broken out in earnest. The man they called the Liberator had started a war against Nakothi, and all the Great Elders were stirred up. Some moved against others, some began a campaign of eradication against the humans, and still others took actions that made no rational sense at all.

Estyr hadn't cared. Instead, she defeated the eight families that showed up for the spring wars.

All at once.

Thus, in one leap, did Estyr Fourteen become Estyr Six. Even when the ambassadors of Kelarac came to her passes and the worms of Kthanikahr passed beneath her feet, she still ignored all news of the war. Her family was warm, and safe, and they had access to more food than she had ever imagined. Better yet, they wrapped her in praise as their protector. Their savior. Their hero.

That autumn, before the heavy snows fell, she traveled to seek out the other families and demonstrate her strength. By the time the next of the springtime wars began, she intended to be Estyr One.

It was Kthanikahr, the Worm Lord, who descended upon the Dylian Mountains. Before she could begin to grasp reality, before she understood her enemy, all her people were dead. She would be Estyr Six forever.

She had battled the Great Elder himself on the slopes of the mountain where she'd been born. There were no mountains there anymore.

Today, people called it the Dylian Basin.

Until her death, she would protect it as its Regent. This time, no one and nothing would take away the people under her watch. Not a Great Elder itself, and not...whatever this was.

She rubbed the head of grain between her fingers. She was no farmer, but she was fairly sure wheat was supposed to be rich and golden. Not slimy, discolored, and stinking like a thousand burning corpses. She looked up and scanned fields that should have been amber for harvest, but were instead purple and crumbling.

“We thought it might have been Elders, my lady,” the farmer said, resting a pitchfork against his shoulder. The locals had been very concerned about what to call her; apparently “Estyr” wasn't good enough. They had settled on “my lady,” though she couldn't have possibly cared any less.

“Maybe...” she said, still rolling the rotted wheat in between thumb and forefinger. This wouldn't be a standard move for any of the Great Elders, unless Othaghor or Ach'magut had decided to pull some subtle trick that was beyond her. Or if Tharlos had gained a particularly mild sense of humor.

Still, there were a million kinds of Elder out there without enough power to be called Great. Maybe one of them blighted grain.

But she doubted this was their work. “This feels like alchemy to me. Bring a sample of the soil and a box of the wheat to the nearest Kanatalia chapter house. If they can't find anything, I'll take another look. If it is an Elderspawn at work, it's a weird one.”

He chuckled, but there was little humor in it. “Whatever it is, it’s going to keep meals from our tables this winter.”

Two hundred years ago, the last time Estyr woke, she'd been appalled to find everyone stiff and formal. There were intricate manners for glancing across a room, it seemed, and she was worried that the whole Empire would be filled with walking copies of Loreli. The founder of the Luminian Order could get away with being stiff as a spear all the time, but it made everyone else come across like a living statue.

But she loved the current age. All the ordinary people were so earthy and straightforward, down to every word they spoke. It was as though the Emperor had taken steps to ensure that the next time Estyr woke, she would be more at home.

Knowing him, he might have done just that.

The thought sent a pang of sadness and regret flitting through her chest...and it woke the notice of her Vessels.

Around her head, three lizard skulls about the size of an alligator's floated in an eternal orbit. Now they were dried, bleached with time, but once they had each graced the neck of a Cloudseeker Hydra.

“Do not mourn him!” they shouted. “Become him! Rule, as he should have! Rule as only you can rule! You deserve to be Estyr One—Estyr, the One Above All!”

They weren't exactly words, but so specific as to be close enough. They filled her with ambition, with a regal sense of self, with the desire to fly above the world and see it all trampled beneath her. The arrogance of the Cloudseeker Hydras, combined with her own immature Intent as she defeated them and brandished their skulls as trophies.

They were her own pride, writ large. And they were her power.

But they did not own her.

She grinned, focusing on her fondness for the modern people rather than her Vessels' disdain. Estyr clapped the man on the shoulder, a gesture that would have had Loreli protesting its impropriety and Alagaeus furious at the casual contact. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of it. Nobody goes hungry.”

He looked dazed, as though she'd struck him with a club. “But...the blight...”

Estyr motioned, sending a flood of her Intent out and seizing the entire crop in an invisible hand. She scooped up the soil and wheat alike, gouging a crater out of the field. The ball of dirt hovered in the air, big enough to bury a big chunk of the houses behind her, and she piled it to the side. “Now it won't spread. Take a sample to Kanatalia, get it checked out, and I'll re-plant your crop myself. If you lose a single stalk, your family's eating at my table this winter.”

Judging from the flow of his Intent, the man was struggling to decide whether to be horrified at her treatment of his crops, awed at her power, or moved by her generosity. Tears appeared in his eyes, and he started stammering, but she laughed and walked on. She didn't need to hear thanks, or blame, or compliments, or complaints.

She could Read exactly how he felt. More importantly, she knew his family would be fine. That was enough.

Estyr lifted herself into the air, her long black coat flapping behind her, Hydra skulls spinning in a macabre halo over her head. She rarely thought about their power merging with her Intent anymore, she just used them. It took even less thought than using her hands.

Only when they blazed with ambition did she have to put them down. It was always a struggle, but the habit was most important; each time she told them no, she strengthened her barrier against them.

Long ago, there had once been a debate about whether Soulbound really fought against the desires of their Vessels or if the Vessels merely reflected hidden pieces of the Soulbound's personality. Estyr suspected that, like many debates, the truth remained hidden in the middle. If the power of her Soulbound Vessels came both from her invested Intent and the abilities of the original Kameira, then it made sense that the Vessels would take on aspects of both. The Hydras were arrogant, but she had been arrogant to challenge them.

Now, she fought daily to suppress that arrogance, but she didn't resent the fight. If that was the only price of her power, she'd gladly pay it.

So long as it helped her build something that would last.

A column of smoke rose from the north end of the town, rising black against the white of the distant peaks. She flew toward it with a thought, and soon she saw flames beneath her.

The Hydras crowed at the sight, delighting in the destruction. It raised memories of Nakothi's death and the devastation that had swallowed an entire continent.

Strangely, Estyr felt a bit nostalgic for those times herself. It was rare that she got to lose herself in a contest.

But she commanded her power, her Vessels didn't get a say. Someone down there was in trouble. That took precedence over everything else.

She alighted in the crowd standing around the burning building, skulls spinning around her head. “What's the situation?”

“Everyone's out,” a woman said, shading her eyes to stare into the flames. “That was Yolvic's house, poor man. We've got it so it won't spread, and he's on a trip abroad, praise be to the Emperor.”

The Emperor had nothing to do with it, Estyr thought, but another wave of mild grief came with the thought. She'd spent her share of years furious at the Emperor, but she'd still assumed he would last forever. It had never occurred to her that she might wake up one day and he wouldn't be the one pulling her out of the coffin, telling her exactly what had changed and what crisis she needed to solve.

Together, they'd built the world. Now he was gone, and she didn't know what to do with it.

“I think I can get the fire out a little sooner,” Estyr said. “Might be something in there Yolvic wants to keep. You're sure everyone's out?”

She turned to a commotion in the crowd to her left, alerted more by the flow of Intent than by the sound. A group of men were alarmed, trying to restrain a young man with nothing but pure, focused determination in his soul. He was focused on something to the exclusion of all other thought.

“My baby!” he shouted. “My baby's in there!”

He broke loose, struggling free with brute force, and darted into the building. She thought about snatching him up, but hesitated. If his child was really inside, she didn't have any right to stop him.

Alagaeus would have said that her power gave her the right, and her Vessels would agree, which was why she tried to do the opposite. People deserved to make their own choices, even when those choices were idiotic.

Not necessarily suicidal, though. It wasn't as though the entire building was completely ablaze; the fire seemed confined to the second story, licking through a few windows. Unless the man threw himself into the flames, he would be in more danger from the smoke, but she could always pull his unconscious body free. More pressing was this baby. If there was a child in the house, that needed to be her top priority.

She stepped closer, sending her senses into the home.

The chair is crafted with comfort in mind, as a gift to the woman he loves. The crib has been polished to a gleam in expectation of children, then neglected for years in a haze of sadness. The fireplace is made out of red stones, which he fishes up from the river and considers lucky. They will protect his house from disease, from Elders, from vague threats that live firmly in the future. The weathervane is crooked, but it was forged by his father's hand, and it predicts the wind more accurately than anyone else's.

No child.

Infants were too young to have developed proper Intent, so she might have trouble picking up on the presence of a very young child, but nothing else in the house gave her the impression that there had been a baby living there for decades, if ever.

Maybe he's a visitor. Maybe he's a fugitive hiding in the attic, I don't know. There could be a hundred explanations. A strong part of her urged to rush to the man's aid; after all, there was a child in danger.

What had started the fire?

With a bubble of force around her to ward away the smoke, Estyr Six walked inside.

She heard the crack of a gun, then something impacted her bubble hard enough to send her spinning to one side. Her Intent vanished, forcibly dispersed with a pain like someone had torn her brain in half. She staggered against the wall, bracing herself against a support beam.

It was the man who had screamed in the crowd, standing aside, holding a smoking gun. He tossed it to the side, his Intent still radiating absolute focus.

An invested gun. How did he manage that? Invested bullets were notoriously unreliable, jamming or altering the mechanics of the gun nine times out of ten, and firearms were too complex to be reliably invested, much less Awakened. Any Intent tended to sink into one part or another, and the machine ended up turning against itself.

But he had fired a bullet that had ripped through her Intent. It had to be Awakened, at the very least. Perhaps he was the world's first Soulbound with a pistol as a Vessel, or maybe there was some strange alchemy in the bullets.

Either way, she was so dizzy that she couldn't seem to focus her power.

He raised a second pistol, finger tightening on the trigger.

The skulls roared, and Estyr found herself involuntarily sucked into a Reader's trance. The air is sharper than a knife, the wind cold enough to freeze blood, and everywhere the world is white. She pushes herself through the snow to a blue-scaled corpse the size of a bear. Its wings flop limply against the packed ice, its eyelids flutter, and around it the snow turns red.

She sees the next part as it actually happened, from both her own perspective and from the Hydra's. Estyr stands over the bleeding Kameira, blonde hair blowing in the wind, clutching a jagged stone knife. “Grant me your power,” she whispers, and her Intent flows into the corpse. She cuts, the Hydra's neck flares with a line of pain, and her own pride merges with that of the dying creature.

The ball of lead froze in midair.

The would-be assassin's hand flicked to his belt where he kept a pair of knives, but she wrapped him in an invisible grip. Around her, the smoke fled.

“You missed your chance,” she whispered, but he heard her. At her words, his Intent sickened with pure fear.

She blasted him out the side wall along with half the house.

If she hadn't surrounded him with a bubble of force, he would have been reduced to paste. Instead, he tumbled over the ground as she drifted after him. Behind her, the house collapsed and the crowd scattered.

“Are you a Soulbound?” she asked, releasing her grip on him. He vomited on the grass at his feet, staggering in circles, struggling even to find the weapon on his belt. “No…no Soulbound. Maybe a Great Elder in human form? No?”

He flipped a tiny knife at her, which she didn't bother to deflect. It slapped into her black coat and flopped to the ground. Throwing knives were terrible weapons.

“You're not even a Reader, are you? Then what makes you think you had a chance at my life?”

Her Vessels screamed in rage, filling her veins with pure fury, so she kept her voice as calm as she could. She couldn’t give them an inch, or they would consume her.

“You won't...destroy the Empire...” he panted. “We stand...united!”

“Ah. You're one of those Imperialists I've heard so much about.” Half the Guilds seemed to want her to stand against any possibility of another Emperor, and the other half wanted her to wear the crown herself.

In her mind, it was very simple: the Emperor was dead. There would never be a second.

It was time for humanity to grow up.

“You and I are about to have a long talk,” she said.

Her Vessels howled agreement, and for once, she didn't silence them.

“I won't betray—” he began, but she'd heard it before. With a flick of her thoughts, she wrung his left leg like a towel. It crunched and snapped, and he howled in pain.

“Okay, it doesn't have to be a long talk. You only have so many limbs.” It would have been just as easy for her to pull his leg out of the socket, but she didn't want him bleeding out.

He clutched his wrist and smiled. “You can’t rule the world alone.”

His Intent went wild, and his body shook. She raised him in the air, splaying his body like a corpse on display in an alchemy workshop.

There, on his left wrist: a needle embedded in the vein. Poison.

“Alone,” she repeated aloud, considering. Either there would soon be attempts against the lives of the other three Regents, or he wanted her to think there would be. She would need to make sure.

Again, her Vessels howled at her. Do not tolerate this disrespect! Hunt down those who sent him, his friends, his family. Show them that you alone rule!

And again, she forced them back. She’d slept for a dozen centuries, but she’d lived almost three. Decades of experience kept her will clad in iron, but she knew she could never slip even once. It was the knife’s edge on which she balanced her entire life.

As she flew away, she spared one last thought for the man's corpse.

She threw it so far, so fast, that it burned to scraps before it landed.


CHAPTER TWO



present day

Under guard, the prisoners walked to their execution.

Twelve men in the red suits of an Imperial prison, chained together at the ankle, shuffled side-by-side down the worn forest path. The ground around them rose until they walked through a narrow stone hallway open to the sky, trees looming over the ledges far above them.

Some of the men snarled or lunged at each other in displays of intimidation. They jockeyed for position even here, walking to their deaths. Even so, not one of them attacked their captors.

The guards wore black.

There were only four guards for thrice their number of prisoners: two in front, two in back. They wore tight uniforms of pure black and shrouds of black cloth over the mouth and nose. One pair had no obvious weapons, though they were surely armed. The other two each carried a pair of ancient, bronze-bladed daggers.

Only a precious few in all the Empire would have recognized Gardeners on sight. Nonetheless, the prisoners took care not to offer even the appearance of a threat.

Someone had taught them a lesson.

The thin fissure emerged into a canyon that looked like an overgrown quarry. From above, the area was a depressed rectangle, like one square of a checkered game board that had been pushed down.

The “quarry” was filled with a dense jungle—leafy trees, thick ferns, and twisting vines. The prisoners would not be escaping past the natural stone walls that towered above them, so long as no one had managed to smuggle in a full set of invested climbing equipment. But they didn't have to escape; they could stay lost in the foliage for weeks. One opening loomed behind them—the narrow path through which they'd entered—but none of them would try it. That would only mean a faster execution.

When they reached the edge of the trees, the guards in black halted their prisoners. In short order, the men in red were unchained, rubbing chafed ankles and stretching long-unused muscles.

One of the black-clad men opened up a long, locked chest that sat next to him on the ground. He reached inside, emerging with a long-barreled musket.

Which he promptly loaded and handed to the first prisoner in line.

Shera lowered the spyglass to glare at Kerian. “It looks like you gave them guns.”

The High Councilor brushed a few of her dangling braids back behind her ear. “Distances can play tricks on your eyes.”

Shera looked through the glass again. “No, I'm sure they have guns.”

A former Gardener herself, Kerian had years of experience in assassination. Now she served the Consultant's Guild as one of its three leaders, which in any other case would be reason enough not to trust her. But Kerian had helped Shera enough through the years. She was a proven ally.

Which made this all the more confusing, as it seemed like she was setting Shera up to die.

Kerian was a dark-skinned Heartlander woman in her forties, her hair tied in a hundred braids. She leaned on a sturdy cane, which was a new addition to her ensemble. Someone had kicked in her knee only a few days ago, and the alchemists weren't sure it would ever heal correctly.

If Shera could have avoided crippling the woman, she would have, but the thought didn't ease her wounded conscience. She had killed people—killed Consultants, even—and felt less responsible.

“They need to be a threat to your well-being,” Kerian said, “or this would hardly constitute a test.”

“Give them cavalry sabers. Or a pistol or two, if you're feeling cranky. Don't give them muskets.”

“The Council determined that this would be the greatest measure of your newfound abilities.”

The High Councilor raised a hand and touched the white scar that ran down from her hairline to her chin. A nervous tic. Something had distracted her.

“Who gave them the impression that I would be able to defeat twelve men armed with guns, Kerian?”

To stare at Kerian any more closely, Shera would have had to raise the spyglass.

Kerian's expression showed nothing, but her response was a heartbeat off. “You have my complete confidence as well.”

Shera sunk to a crouch, resting her head on her knees. At the moment, there was no mission urgent enough to require her. She could be back in the Capital doing paperwork. Or better yet, sleeping.

But a voice in her mind wasn't quite so relaxed.

“Prey?” It asked, hopeful. Through closed eyes, she felt sixteen lives down in the valley. They were faint enough that she could almost pretend she'd imagined them. All of them were physically strong and healthy, like knots of pure satisfaction in her mind. It was as though she had lived in the desert for weeks, and she could smell water just over the next hill...

But it was the guards that interested that voice the most. They were the healthiest, the strongest, the best trained. One of them shone brighter than the others, and she took that to mean he had some talent for Reading.

“Ours,” her knife whispered, and some part of Shera agreed. Two of the Consultants down there were Gardeners from a different generation than Shera, assassins she'd never met. They might be better fighters than she was.

But she had an Awakened blade. Surely that would give her an advantage. She could sink Syphren's edge into the Reader's chest, turn his own power against him, steal the excess energy for herself.

This is the kind of thing they don't tell you about becoming a Soulbound. The stories all mentioned the incredible powers that came along with bonding an object as a Soulbound Vessel: the impossible feats that you were able to perform afterwards, the supernatural abilities. Shera had met Soulbound that could summon fire, strengthen their bodies, leap fifty feet in the air, bring inanimate objects to life, and probably a dozen other gifts that were too subtle to detect.

None of them had ever seen fit to mention that having a Vessel was like having another voice in your head, constantly complaining.

Shera rested her hand on the blade's hilt, willing it to be quiet. Just because she wasn't a Reader didn't mean she couldn't use her Intent. She just couldn't sense it when she did.

Blindly, she urged Syphren to silence.

Its voice subsided to discontent mutters, but the presence of her Vessel lingered in the corners of her mind. She was still conscious of the sixteen men and women down below. To some degree, she knew she'd feel better, stronger, if she sunk her blade into them. She tried to ignore the thought, but it wouldn't leave.

Kerian's voice distracted her. “Gardener Shera, these twelve men have been sentenced to die by the Imperial Courts. Their crimes are varied and sundry, all deserving of death, and it is the will of the Council that you carry out this sentence. Do you understand the responsibility that has been laid upon you?”

She sounded like she was quoting something, and she likely was. Kerian preferred to follow standard Guild procedure where she could, which was why she'd made it to the head of the Gardeners and to the top of the Council of Architects.

“Is there a time limit?” Shera asked, rising to her feet and stretching. Beneath her, in the valley, the last of the prisoners was running into the trees. The four Consultant guards had retreated back to the canyon entrance, blocking it off. And conveniently putting themselves out of the line of fire, should any of the prisoners suffer from sudden dreams of freedom.

“Six o'clock,” Kerian said. “After which, if the prisoners are still alive, you will be shipped back to the Capital by Waverider. If you complete your task to our satisfaction, we will instead find an assignment for you by morning.”

As usual, Kerian was two steps ahead. If Shera didn't have a deadline, she would have set up a hammock in the jungle and taken a nap. And the punishment was just severe enough to make her want to avoid it, but not so harsh that she'd ignore the consequences in protest.

Kerian tapped her cane against the ground. “I need your answer for the record, Gardener.”

Oh, right, she'd never answered the question. Without permission, Shera reached into the leather satchel that sat next to Kerian’s feet. She rummaged around for a moment and pulled out a stopwatch.

The clock's face confirmed her suspicions. “Four-thirty? It'll take me half an hour to get down there.”

“Right on schedule,” Kerian said easily. “I'd like your response now.”

Shera had no desire to go through with this “execution,” which was nothing more than an excuse to test her Soulbound powers. But when you cut the matter to the bone, she was still a Consultant.

As Kerian herself had once taught her: “Consultants follow orders. From the Architects, from the clients, from the Emperor…above all else, we follow orders.”

“Yes, Councilor,” she said, turning to the goat path that would eventually take her to the jungle below.

The sixteen lives burned in her mind, like beating hearts she could just hear.

As she grew closer, they grew louder.
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The man beneath her was a Vandenyan, almost seven feet tall, with caramel skin and a missing ear. He placed his musket against the trunk of a tree, taking a swig from a broad leaf. A certain species of plant had been placed in this valley for exactly that purpose: to catch rain so that thirsty survivors would be lured to specific locations for a drink. The Greenwardens called them “jungle teacups.”

Syphren hummed happily.

I want that one, it said, like a child selecting a piece of candy.

As she understood it, Syphren's “voice” didn't actually come from outside. The knife had its own powers and level of consciousness, but it was using her own thoughts to communicate with her, her own urges. She heard a voice only because that was how her mind chose to interpret its desires.

Which made it all the more disturbing.

Shera dropped from the branch, hanging by her arms behind the convict. He tilted his head back, swallowing the cupful of water.

When she landed, he fumbled for the musket.

Too late. Casually, she plunged Syphren into the man's back.

The day grew brighter as her senses sharpened with the energy she’d drawn from the man’s life. The colors of flowers became more vivid, the smell of water in the leaves filled her nose, and a flock of birds chirped a beautiful symphony somewhere in the distance. Even the feel of meat parting before her blade felt utterly, viscerally satisfying.

Green light played around the blade, drifting up in a wisp of luminescent smoke. It evaporated before it reached her.

The enhanced sensations faded quickly, and Syphren didn't even sigh in satisfaction before urging her on to hunt the next prisoner.

Hurry. More.

For most of the next hour, Shera kept her blade fed. Some hid themselves in the treetops, or burrowed into the undergrowth, but none got a shot off. And each time she killed, she felt a little stronger.

When she'd used the Vessel for the first time, on a group of Elderspawn, their deaths had produced floating green lights bigger than her fist. Some of them were the size of her head and bright enough to light the room. The rush of life had charged her whole body, and when she'd stabbed the Handmaiden of Nakothi, the ensuing surge of power rendered her unconscious.

In comparison, these men were nothing. Mere snacks beside a full meal.

Murder had never concerned Shera—killing a man was no different than killing an animal, and often easier—but these thoughts made her uneasy. Taking a life with Syphren felt more like cannibalism than execution, and looking forward to it...

Those were the thoughts she imagined an Elder might have.

She drew her second shear, comparing the two. Upon induction into the Consultants, each Gardener was given a pair of “shears”: ancient bronze daggers that had been wielded by generations of assassins since before the founding of the Aurelian Empire. Over the years, they'd stored up so much Intent that they made the actual act of murder almost too easy. They would tear through hidden armor as easily as thin cloth, pierce bone, and deliver wounds that were almost guaranteed to be fatal.

And the blade in her right hand was everything a Gardener's shear was supposed to be: wide-bladed, bronze, battered, each nick and scar telling the story of a life taken.

In her left hand, she held Syphren.

This shear had taken the life of the Emperor, stabbed the Dead Mother's heart, and drawn gallons of blood. Then, finally, it had been Awakened, all of its stored Intent focused into a transformation.

It was longer and slightly thinner than its counterpart, with jagged contours to its cutting edge. Its surface was smoother, showing none of the dings and scratches it had earned when it was merely bronze. But those were incidental details, nothing more than decoration. Something more fundamental had changed in the weapon itself.

Now, it looked like a window into the underworld.

Instead of bronze, it seemed to be made of some sort of dark glass. Tiny hands pressed the surface from the other side, and where the palms met glass, they glowed bright green. Dozens of hands vied for position like a rioting mob, pushing each other aside for a chance to push against the window.

As a result, the shear's light shifted. It danced like the light cast from a sickly green flame.

Shera hefted both blades once more, as though considering them, before hurling the bronze knife into the underbrush.

Shears weren't weighted or balanced for throwing. Gardeners had another tool for that: the spades, small triangles of steel that they carried in pouches. She could have drawn a spade, but she hadn't wanted to alert her target.

The shear tumbled through the air, smacking into a bush. She caught a glimpse of black cloth.

“I wonder if there's someone there,” Shera said loudly.

I taste him, Syphren hissed.

A Consultant stepped out from behind the bush, palms up to show that he wasn't carrying his weapon. Two hilts poked out from the back of his belt, showing that he carried shears of his own.

A Gardener.

“I was at fault, Gardener Shera,” he said. “The High Councilor asked me to observe you, but I lack the skill.”

He didn't even complain that she had thrown her shear at him. It wasn't a throwing weapon, but the knife was still heavily invested; a single awkward tumble could have slit his throat. But instead of protesting, as Shera might have, he bent and picked up her weapon, holding it out to her hilt-first.

With a few specific exceptions, Shera had never gotten along with Consultants particularly well. The Guild tended to produce interchangeable parts, each a precise copy of the others. Shepherds, Masons, Miners, and even many Architects followed orders exactly to the letter, spoke only when spoken to, and never voiced an opinion until a contract required it. They were like spades: sharp, disposable, and minted a dozen at a time.

She had never thought of Gardeners that way, but she only interacted with four other Guild assassins. Meia and Lucan were members of her own team, and had been intentionally spared most of the Consultants' standard training per the Emperor's command. Kerian and Ayana, the two older Gardeners, were simply exceptional. They had been trained the same way as all others of their order, but stood out for one reason or another.

There was no reason for it, she supposed, but she had expected all the Gardeners to fall along similar lines.

“You’re observing me. You can’t help?”

“I’ve been ordered not to directly assist you, even if you were to coerce me.”

“Answer a question for me, then. How much longer do I have?”

“Thirteen minutes,” the stranger said.

Shera didn’t comment, only headed after the last remaining life she sensed through Syphren’s power. Even the knife didn’t seem interested anymore. It whispered to itself as though distracted, murmuring words she couldn’t catch.

The remaining prisoner had his musket raised and his back to a tree. He shouted, “I know you’re there! Just leave me alone, you hear? Leave⁠—”

Shera threw a spade at a trunk to his left. When it hit, the prisoner panicked. He spun toward the sound and jerked the trigger. An explosion echoed through the forest, gunsmoke clouded his face, and he staggered back.

Though the prisoners did have guns, at least they’d only been given one shot. Shera jogged up to him, ducked his wild swing of the musket, and drove Syphren into his shoulder.

As expected, the man sagged after only a few seconds, and the world around her brightened. Phantom wisps of green rose around the blade, and her Vessel let out a satisfied sigh.

The experiment confirmed something she’d only suspected: she didn’t have to stab a man in the vitals to kill him. She only had to hold the knife inside long enough. A casual cut wouldn’t do it, but as long as she could drive her weapon into an arm or a leg, she could kill them.

From here on, her missions would be over much faster.

“That’s everyone,” she called. “Tell Kerian I’m going to sleep.”

She began to walk off, but the Gardener materialized in front of her. He shot a brief, apologetic bow.

“I’m sorry, Gardener Shera, but you do have another target remaining.”

Her Soulbound powers were new and strange to her, and she didn’t like the way they made her feel. But she had already learned to trust them. If she sensed no one else in the jungle besides the two of them, then there was no one there.

“Check again,” Shera said, brushing past him. Syphren went back into his sheath, where he kept mumbling. She found herself wondering if anyone would miss this unnamed Gardener, imagining how his vitality would strengthen her body. He was so much stronger than the prisoners, after all…

He cleared his throat and followed her, keeping pace through the underbrush. “I don’t mean to contradict you, but there were twelve prisoners, and we’ve recovered eleven bodies.”

As a matter of habit, Shera typically kept an accurate count of her targets during missions. He was right; of the twelve original prisoners, she’d killed eleven.

“Maybe one of them killed the other. You’d better find his body before it gets dark.”

Instead of arguing, as she’d half-expected, the Gardener bowed and vanished.

Boring.

Consultants may have been the most effective and reliable of all the Guilds, but there was no reason efficiency had to be so boring. Meia and Lucan were just as effective, and at least they were interesting.

At the thought of Lucan, Shera’s mind turned toward him. She could go see him, now that her test was over. He wouldn’t like what she’d done here today, but he’d be happy to see her, and full of questions about her power. He’d be worried about her injuries, healed as they were in only a few days. Worried for her, as no one else ever had been.

It would be simple to reach through the bars, slip a paralytic needle into his wrist, and drain his life away. He was a Reader, and therefore much more powerful than the prisoners she’d just killed. Maybe she could steal his life with only the brush of her hand. It worked on Elderspawn, so it should be possible…

Shera stopped in her tracks. Syphren wasn’t whispering, but his thoughts had slipped into her own. His dreams were bleeding into her mind, so she couldn’t tell the difference between them anymore.

She gripped his hilt because he didn’t have a windpipe to crush.
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Jorin Maze-walker, Regent of the South, chewed on a long-stemmed pipe as he wrestled with a jar of wailing souls.

It was a painted clay jar that looked like it had survived for five thousand years, and Jorin was currently struggling to shove its lid in place. Bright purple smoke resisted, boiling up from within the jar with a chorus of shrieks and screams. Gaseous faces within the smoke shouted at him, spectral hands pushing the lid against him.

He clenched his jaw around the pipe, settled the jar in his lap, and shoved with both hands. “I planted this box of wollycobbles…almost a thousand years ago…just to sneak a peek at the wild card. Who knew it would be such a…pack of boiled bees!”

Shera stared at him. She’d only known the Regent a few days, since he’d arrived on the Gray Island, and in that short time she was lucky if she understood one in three of his words. Apparently people from the dawn of the Empire spoke like madmen.

Jorin finally got the lid pressed down, cutting the wails short. He tucked the bundle under his chin to free up one hand, which finally found a roll of cloth. With swift, awkward movements, he wrapped the jar in strip after strip, keeping the lid closed.

When he was finished, he heaved a sigh and pushed himself off the ground and into a nearby chair. The entire chamber was packed with dusty furniture, splintered crates, burlap sacks, primitive quicklamps, and buckets of what Shera could only describe as junk. The floor was so cluttered that she barely had room to walk, and the whole of the room looked like the attic of an Aurelian drug-smuggler.

As a distinguished guest, Jorin was naturally entitled to the finest accommodations of the Consultant’s Guild chapter house on the western side of the island. But upon being shown to his rooms, he had immediately left, weaving his way through the tunnels of the island until he unearthed these ancient chambers. The Miners had no record of this place ever existing, and as far as Shera knew, no Consultant had disturbed this room in the hundreds of years since Jorin last woke.

Naturally, the man who built the foundations of the Gray Island would know its secrets. It was a humbling reminder of the depth of his knowledge compared to their own.

Jorin settled into the chair, adjusting his black-tinted glasses. “Shera, welcome back to my humble coffin. Has Syphren been rattling your eaves?”

“Try again,” she said.

His head jerked back as though she’d struck him in the chin. “Do houses no longer have eaves, or stormwinds to rattle them? My oath to eternity, you all sound like Estyr Six. So literal, so straightforward. In the interest of conformity, I too will endeavor to speak like a cart with no wheels, but you should know that I resent the indignity.”

He extended a hand, gesturing impatiently, and Shera handed over Syphren.

More than a legendary founder of the Empire, Jorin Curse-breaker looked like a shady peddler you might find down one of the Capital’s many alleys. His clothes were ragged and worn, covered with pockets and chains that sagged under the weight of a thousand knickknacks. At his side hung a bundle of glass lenses that jangled like a ring of keys, and a shrunken head grinned out from his belt buckle. He wore black-tinted spectacles, which he called “shadeglasses,” even in the dim light of this subterranean room. And, of course, he spoke like a shredded dictionary.

When the green hilt touched Jorin's palm, greed coiled around Shera's heart. She clutched her right-hand shear, leaning forward.

The Regent's power glowed in her mind brighter than a bonfire. Syphren babbled, straining to draw the life from Jorin like a starving man reaching for a crust of bread. The prisoners had been nothing; a burst of life and energy, and then silence. But if she could draw his blood, the rush would be like nothing she'd ever felt. Here was a man who stood toe-to-toe with the Emperor, and Shera found herself thinking of him like a feast. He was off his guard, the two of them were down here alone. She could move before he even noticed and drink deep of his sweet power.

With one hand, Jorin wrapped his bandages around Syphren. The other, he casually rested on another cloth-wrapped bundle. This one was about four feet long, sitting on a crate.

“Strike your sails and weigh anchor, girl,” he said, glancing at her behind his black glasses. His smile was more amused than anything. “I have a difficult time restraining people without melting them to black goo.”

Shera jerked back, sheathing her shear. She had been staring straight at the Regent of the South, blade in hand, leaning toward him as though she meant to lunge. Of course he'd noticed. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find drool on her lips.

Heat rose in her cheeks, and she deliberately took a seat on a nearby pile of wagon wheels, placing her palms on her knees. “Sorry. I don't normally plot murders right in front of my targets.”

He chuckled and took his hand away from his sword, causing her fingers to twitch. If he was unarmed, then maybe...

She shook the thought away, ashamed. Nothing had ever threatened her self-control more than Syphren, and if it jeopardized her judgment during an assignment, there was every chance she wouldn't survive.

“Comparing my time to yours is comparing heaven and earth,” he said. After a look at her face, he grimaced. “They're very different. But at least one thing is constant. New Soulbound are as choppy as...excuse me. They're unstable. Very unstable. Over time, you'll become used to the passenger in your head, but for now we can make do.”

Jorin's hands moved as he spoke, wrapping the blade in layer after layer of cloth. With each rotation, the burden on Shera's mind eased, a tide of foreign emotions receding. A cloud lifted from her thoughts, leaving them her own.

When he finished and handed her the weapon, she took a deep breath. “I don't want to kill you anymore. That's a step forward.”

“A Consultant is always gracious, particularly to our clients and our guests.” One of Ayana's lessons that had never quite sunk in. But Jorin deserved courtesy, so Shera pictured what Meia would do in her situation.

She gave him a seated bow. “Thank you for your valuable time, Regent. It is...most appreciated.” Meia would surely have said something more polite, but Shera couldn't bring it to mind right now.

He pointed to the knife. “You're twisting my leg? This is the most interesting thing I've done since I came out of the box. They have me playing like a thunderhead to intimidate rebels. Politics, I tell you. Give me cursed daggers and unstable Soulbound from dawn to doomsday, but keep your politics.”

“Pulling my leg,” Shera said. He gave her a blank look. “You either pull my leg or twist my arm, you don't twist my leg.”

“And why not? A leg can be twisted as easily as an arm. Give me your leg, and I'll show you.”

He actually beckoned for her to hand him her leg, which made her wonder if he was serious. She kept her feet on the ground.

“If you still want to learn how to talk, I’ll help you. If you don’t, don’t say I didn’t hold up my end of the deal.” That was one of the conditions he placed on his help: that she occupy him by teaching him the speech of the era. The bargain was already unequal—his time was priceless, and he was here to allay boredom and explore the island as much as to help her—but Kerian had instructed Shera to treat this like an assignment for a top-level client. So she would.

Jorin snatched his pipe from his mouth and shook it at her before patting his jacket down, looking for matches. “In a way, it's a marvel that the language has stayed as steady as it has. A hundred and forty years asleep this time, and I wake up to find everyone speaking like a flock of Estyrs. I suppose the Emperor can keep vocabulary standardized, but still, you'd expect some where did I put those fire-sticks?”

He tore through his pockets, dumping out scraps of paper and a pile of dried leaves.

“Matches,” Shera said, and he nodded to her.

“Best invention of your time, I daresay,” he said, still rummaging through his coat. “Firearms are nice and all, but we had cannons and rudimentary muskets last time. My oath to eternity, I'm a little disappointed in your progress. I had a bet with Loreli that you would be launching alchemical rounds by now, but still just lead. And you could forge a sword in the time it takes to reload. Disappointing.”

The Regent sighed and gave up, looking to the ladder leading aboveground. “I had a couple of Consultants following me around, catering to my every need. Itched like a nettle in the britches, so I ducked them. Wish I had them around now, so I wouldn’t have to do my own shopping. But there’s no use in wishes, so let’s go rustle up some matches.”

Having a conversation with Jorin Maze-walker was a bit like talking with the Emperor. Your ears got more of a workout than your tongue.

Shera preceded him up the ladder without thinking about it. You always entered and exited a room before your client, even in safe territory. Good practice.

The shroud of twilight hung over the Gray Island, but it was far brighter than usual for this time of night. She could even see a handful of stars and hear the distant ocean.

Usually, the Island was wrapped in the embrace of a blue-gray wall of fog—the supernatural Bastion's Veil. It concealed them in a layer of mystery and protected them from the gazes of Elders. But in the battle against Nakothi's Handmaiden, Kerian had collapsed the Veil to sweep an army of Elderspawn from their shores.

Only a few wisps of gray hung in the air, barely visible. Bastion's Veil would recover eventually, but for now the Consultant headquarters stood exposed.

Shera preferred it this way. She'd never realized how oppressive the permanent cloud was until it vanished. Also, she had never fully understood the point of concealment; they were on a Guild-owned island at the edge of the Aion Sea, surrounded by water. There couldn't be too many observers. Besides, everything on the island was disguised.

The lack of gray around the Gray Island wasn't the only new feature of the landscape, to her eyes. This time, even with Syphren sealed, she could distantly feel the presence of Consultants crawling all over the terrain. Most of them were beneath her or gathered around the chapter house on the western end of the island, but some were closer. One was only fifty yards away, sitting in the underbrush nearby.

Shera glanced in that direction but saw nothing. It wasn't likely a threat, and at the very least, an attacker wouldn't have line of sight from that position. She signaled Jorin to come up.

He hadn't waited for her signal, which didn't surprise her, and was already halfway up the ladder. His cloth-wrapped sword had been strapped to his back, his unlit pipe clenched in his teeth once again.

The Regent reached the top, brushing dust from his coat. “Which way to the nearest alchemist?” he asked, when a crack of thunder interrupted him.

Only when he staggered back did Shera realize what the sound meant.

A gunshot. Her client had been shot.


CHAPTER THREE



To prevent the rise of the Elders, no sacrifice is too great.

–The Emperor

ten years ago

What Shera lacked in quality of sleep, she made up for in quantity. She slept often, but lightly: a remnant of Maxwell’s ambushes combined with years of Gardener training. Sometimes she would wake in a panic, facing the gleam of a knife…only to realize that the light was really a slice of moonlight drifting through the window.

Tonight, she didn’t wake until her captors drew the bag tight around her head.

Shera reacted before she was fully conscious, tucking her chin to her chest to stop the lip of the bag from catching her throat. Blindly, she reached under her pillow for the sheathed knife she always kept hidden. She found only cool sheets.

Fear splashed her in the face like a bucket of ice water, and she flailed around, reaching for the peg on the wall where she hung her shears. Her knuckles cracked against wood, sending pain flashing up to her wrist.

That was the last chance she had. Rough hands grabbed her arms and forced them behind her back, ignoring her struggles. They tied her wrists together with cord, only a little thicker than garrote wire.

She gulped in air through her mouth, eyes widening to try and catch the slightest glimpse of light. The bag was flawless. Nothing but absolute darkness surrounded her as she was marched out of her own room and down the hall, feet slapping on the floorboards.

An unfamiliar sensation seized her, like a noose tightening around her neck: panic. Her breathing quickened, and she jerked against her kidnappers with a desperate lack of control.

Shera could have fought them. She could even kill them. But not if she couldn’t see. Not if she was helpless, with no weapons, and no idea what was going on. She was going to die confused and blind, with no chance to ask questions or defend herself.

Worse than the looming specter of death was the fear. She hadn’t been so scared facing down the hordes of Nakothi’s living corpses, nor even fighting the Emperor himself in the heart of the dead island. In those cases, she’d faced the threat with a knife in her hand. She’d had options.

Here, all her options had been taken away.

The men grabbed her by the shoulders and lifted her as they reached the outer doors. Warm, wet air surrounded her, heavy with the smell of the sea. They had carried her out of her quarters on the Gray Island, and no one had woken up. No one was coming to help her.

They put her back down outside, and she stumbled as her feet hit rough stone. There was a steep flight of stairs outside the Gardeners’ quarters, which wound down the Gray Island’s hills until it eventually met the docks. Was that where they were taking her? Would her body end up in the ocean, food for the uncountable monsters in the Aion Sea?

The choking darkness of the mask brought back a memory of last night, still fresh in her mind.

Black water, all around her. A cloud of bubbles rushing into her face. Which direction was up? She couldn’t tell. The cold bit into her skin, but there were worse threats here than freezing.

Pale hands reached out of the darkness, a cluster of them with impossibly long arms, reaching up to grab her and pull her down. The hands rushed at her like ghosts in the night, opening and closing in hungry anticipation. Fingers brushed her ankle.

Shera could almost see them coming at her from the depths of her mask, but she didn’t scream. In her entire life, she had never screamed in fear. She froze instead.

The men carrying her stumbled a little as they carried her down the stairs. They caught their balance, but one of them grunted.

The point of a knife pressed into her back. She wasn’t wearing the blacks of a Gardener, but a lavender nightgown Kerian had provided. It offered no protection against the knife.

And as the weapon pushed into her flesh below the ribs, prodding her to move forward, almost forceful enough to draw blood, Shera relaxed.

There was something simple about a knife at her back that boiled her situation down to its bare essentials. Here was something she understood: two enemies, at least one armed, representing a clear and present threat. Her arms were bound, she was unarmed and unarmored, and the two men could have any number of accomplices. She didn’t hear any other footsteps, but it was always possible that these hypothetical enemies could move without leaving any sound.

Reality reasserted itself. It wasn’t a nightmare scenario; it was only a gang of grown men who had kidnapped her from her bed. Nothing to worry about.

It was kill or be killed, as the knifepoint reminded her. She was in her natural element.

Her mind filled with frost. Her fear froze, growing gradually colder until it finally blew apart like snow in the wind, and all she felt was cold.

Finally.

Shera matched her captors step for step as they moved down the stairs. The Gardeners’ quarters were sparsely populated these days, as there were only a few Gardeners in the entire Guild, so it wasn’t unreasonable to think they could have entered unnoticed. But they had come straight into her room without waking her and carried her out immediately, which meant they knew the building’s layout. Their footsteps were quieter than hers, their hands were gloved, and they hadn’t said a word since grabbing her. She couldn’t even hear them breathe.

Consultants, then. Probably Shepherds. Possibly fellow Gardeners, though she couldn’t imagine Kerian—the head of the Gardeners—authorizing something like this. If Kerian wanted Shera, she would have asked directly.

Besides, a Gardener would have slit her throat and been done with her.

That left Shepherds. They would be trained in observation and reconnaissance, not combat. They still had the advantage, but it wasn’t like she was being carried away by the Imperial Guard. She still had a chance.

And she doubted they had orders to kill her, but there was one easy way to find out.

When her captor nudged her with the knife to prod her forward, she fell back.

The blade cut straight through her nightgown, slicing a thin line from her spine outward. The Shepherd jerked the weapon back before it could cut too deep, seizing her shoulder to steady her.

Shera didn’t make a sound, ignoring the pain. As she’d expected, her attackers had been ordered to take her somewhere, not to kill her.

Which meant she still had options. For one, Shepherds typically wore very thin shoes.

While the man behind her was still unsteady, having drawn his weapon back and planted himself to stop Shera from falling, she raised her knee up.

From that position, she drove her heel down on his instep.

She heard something crack, and he grunted in his attempt to muffle a scream. Her heel felt bruised, but she was confident that she’d hurt him worse.

Now his partner would be worried Shera would use this opportunity to run. He would step forward and seize her by both shoulders, trying to grab her and use his body weight to keep her in place.

Blindly, she stepped to the left instead, feeling the wet grass beneath her bare feet. He would have to follow her, putting him on a predictable path.

She dropped low and spun into a kick, aiming to hit his ankles as he stepped from the stairs to the grass. The side of her foot hit the ragged edge of a rock, gouging her flesh. It was a flesh wound. It would bleed.

They’ll be able to track my footsteps now, she thought. The wound itself didn’t concern her.

A gloved hand grabbed between her wrists, taking a fistful of the cords binding her hands to her back. With one hand, he lifted her almost entirely off the ground.

This pain she couldn’t ignore. Her arms were levered up behind her, her wrists twisting, elbows screaming, shoulders burning red-hot. Both arms felt like they were being stretched on a rack, each muscle drawn out for maximum agony. Her ribs drew tight, and she felt as though she couldn’t get a full breath.

She was stunned for a moment as he dragged her forward, still silent. Her mouth gaped open, straining to fill her lungs.

But his motion had knocked her head forward. Shaking the bag loose.

She snapped her head back and forth, grabbing a mouthful of cloth. It tasted like dry leaves and ink, so it must have been freshly dyed, and probably newly woven. They had created this hood specifically for her, for tonight. Why? New bonds were standard procedure when capturing a Reader, because they had very little Intent to manipulate. But anyone who knew her well enough to take her from her bed on the Gray Island would know she was no Reader.

Maybe it was a coincidence, or maybe they were being overly cautious. Either way, one fact remained: she needed the hood off.

She shook her head like a dog with a rat, loosening the hood’s grip. She felt her hair fall free, as the cloth bag slid up over her skull. If she could pull it a little more, it would be past the crown of her head, and then it would fall away if she only let go.

The Shepherd didn’t give her a chance. Without releasing his grip on her arms, he reached up and tugged the hood back down. The fabric pulled against her teeth, sliding out of her mouth, and the darkness settled around her face once again.

She jerked her head back, trying to hit his arm, but she caught nothing. It had been a desperate move anyway.

Crunching grass, shallow breaths, and muffled grunts meant the second Shepherd—the one with the injured foot—was limping his way toward them.

“Listen,” that Shepherd said, from her right. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

The man holding her from behind hissed to quiet his partner, but it didn’t work.

“You’re not in any danger. Yala sent us.”

Shera nodded as best she could. Her shoulders burned, and her wrists were starting to go numb. If the Shepherd didn’t let up on the pressure, her arms would soon be useless.

As she had hoped, the man holding her sighed and released her, though he still held her by one arm.

“Take the hood off,” Shera said.

There was a moment of silence while he presumably shook his head. “We have orders.”

Shera considered that. She still had a chance to get away, at least for long enough to undo her hands. From there, she could run away or kill them both, as necessary. But it was perhaps a forty or fifty percent chance, and they weren’t an immediate threat. They could still mean to kill her whenever they got to where they were going, but she couldn’t think of a reason why that might be the case.

So she quietly walked with them for the next twenty minutes, playing along. She counted three times when the sound of the wind moved over leaves nearby, and she could have walked into the woods and vanished. Twice they passed close enough to Bastion’s Veil that she could have escaped into the wall of mist, and once she heard someone walking in the distance. Not necessarily an ally, but if she had screamed for help, she would have made her captors’ job harder.

All of which meant they weren’t going to serious lengths to keep her. If they wanted to kidnap her and escape, they could have sedated her and carried her off the island. They actually trusted her to cooperate.

She felt herself relax, the ice thawing away. Either they really were on her side, or they were so incompetent that she could escape whenever she wanted.

After ten more minutes of hiking, they descended a short staircase. Muffled grunts indicated that one of the men was opening a heavy door, and only a few seconds later, the three passed through it. They stepped into a cool chamber that smelled of fresh water, even through the hood. The room was filled with soft trickling, as of a nearby creek, and the distant scrape of stone.

She didn’t think she’d ever been here before, but that wasn’t unusual for the Gray Island. She often thought she could explore the island and its endless catacombs for the rest of her life.

When the cloth was pulled from her head, Shera didn’t have to blink to adjust her eyes. There were no quicklamps, only a pair of rough torches on sconces in the far wall.

In the middle of the room floated a square island of stone tiles. This island was surrounded by a shallow river, which flowed sluggishly against the walls. The water had to enter and exit somewhere, but Shera couldn’t see any openings in the stone. The surface of the river looked black in the reflected firelight.

Movement above her caught her eye, and she looked up. A stone arm rotated slowly in the ceiling, like the hand of an ancient clock. Its slow orbit mirrored the flow of the water below. It looked like it should cause a grinding noise that would deafen any other sound, but it was surprisingly quiet. It left only a distant rasp as it passed.

Shera and her two captors stood on a bridge leading straight to Yala, who stood in the center of that artificial island. Her yellow-and-gray hair was tied up into a bun, and she looked as though she’d survived years of sandstorms and harsh winds: her skin was weathered beyond her years, her eyes drawn into a squint that might possibly have been a glare.

She was flanked by four Architects, dressed in the expensive blacks of their order. Two men, two women. One of the women wore a black dress and a painted wooden mask, with an old rag clutched tight in her left hand. The other woman wore a black-and-white top with a long black skirt, a pair of eyeglasses, and two heavy metal gauntlets that looked like they’d come from a Luminian knight. The men wore black suits in subtly different styles, one carrying what looked like a toolbox, the other a ball of yarn.

Readers. They had to be.

The Council of Architects was the ruling order of the Consultants, and they were a more diverse group than any of the others on the Gray Island. While the Shepherds were all dedicated to scouting and observation, the Masons specialized in undercover infiltration, and the Gardeners…removed weeds…the Architects were comprised of those with talents too valuable to waste outside the Gray Island. Readers, alchemists, strategists, and administrators all found their way to the Council.

Yala said something quiet, and the Readers dispersed to the four corners of the room, sloshing through water without a care. They placed their hands against the wall.

The Shepherds with Shera seemed to take that as an order for them, as well. They backed up, leaving Shera on the bridge, and walked out of the room. The heavy door slammed shut.

She stood there, hands still bound behind her back, facing Yala, the High Councilor.

Yala raised her eyebrows. “Do you need me to release you?”

Shera’s fingers found the loop of the knot in between her arms. She’d been picking at it since about five seconds after they tied it. Without a word, she pulled the last thread.

The cord fell off, and Shera moved her hands in front of her, rubbing her wrists. Her skin was still sore from where the bonds had cut into her, and her fingers ached from plucking at the knot for so long.

“Good,” Yala said. “Now. The Emperor wants you to kill him, does he?”

The Reader with the gauntlets jerked her head to one side, as though she wanted to spin around, but she kept her palms pressed against the wall.

Shera’s sense of danger ratcheted up. The Emperor had been very specific about what he’d do to her if he found her breaking confidence, and he was capable of Reading the Intent in even the flimsiest object. She’d have to burn this nightgown after the conversation. And…would he be able to Read this moment in her bones? Intent wasn’t supposed to linger in a living body, but who knew what rules the Emperor could break.

“What are you talking about?” Shera asked, loudly and clearly. “I would never break the Emperor’s confidence.”

“Skip that part. Why do you think we went to such lengths to have you taken to this room?” Yala raised her eyes, and Shera’s followed. The arm of stone spun in long, grinding rotations overhead. “This room is a device designed by the Emperor himself. It disperses Intent, driving it to the edges of the room, where the flowing water carries it away.”

One of the male Readers coughed without looking away from the outer wall. “That’s not entirely⁠—”

“I don’t care. I also brought a team of my Readers along to scrub us clean. Even the Emperor won’t hear anything we say tonight, unless you tell him.” Her tone said she knew Shera couldn’t possibly be that stupid. She was right.

“Then yes,” Shera said. “He wants us to kill him. Did Kerian tell you?”

No point in staying quiet when they obviously knew already.

“We’ve known about the Heart of Nakothi for years,” Yala said, tapping two fingers against her collarbone. “If the Consultants don’t know something, it’s not worth knowing.” She only ever sounded proud when she was talking about the Guild.

“It’s only a precaution, in case the Dead Mother takes over. We’re his…contingency plan.”

“We’re convinced that he will need you. Therefore, on behalf of the Council, I would like you to comply with the Emperor’s order immediately.”

That was not at all how Shera had pictured this going.

“I thought you would try to talk me out of it. Coming from you, I wouldn’t be surprised if you had me killed.”

She wasn’t particularly disturbed by the idea. If Yala had her killed, she would die, simple as that. The thought of being hooded and trapped, blindfolded and helpless, was ten times more disquieting.

Yala looked from one Reader to another, as if reassuring herself they were still working. “We don’t want to stop you. On the contrary, you have presented us with the opportunity we’ve been seeking for decades. Without the Emperor, our Guild will no longer be bound by the restrictions of law. We will flourish.”

Shera had never tried to imagine the world without the Emperor. She had certainly never pictured the Guild without him. The Consultants were known across the globe as the Empire’s most dedicated servants. No one could bribe, trick, or threaten them into betraying their absolute loyalty to the Emperor. It was the way of the universe: humans bled, Elders plotted, and Consultants served the Empire.

But now, she had to admit, Yala’s motivations made sense.

With the Emperor dead, the Empire would devolve into petty infighting. Especially if he died before the twenty years he had predicted; he might not have time to designate an heir. Every Guild Head and rich businessman would be clamoring for enough support to launch a campaign for the empty throne.

And every one of them would outbid each other to hire the Consultants.

“You can wait, though. What does it matter to you if the Emperor dies tomorrow or in ten years?”

The High Councilor didn’t hesitate. “We expect that it will take you another year or two. We’re not demanding unnecessary haste, so long as you eliminate him before he’s ready. This is the crucial point.”

There must be a reason. Shera didn’t know what Yala thought the Emperor would do if he had time to prepare, but there had to be something. Otherwise, it wouldn’t matter if she waited—the Emperor had made it clear that his centuries-long life was about to come to an end, one way or another. There would be a specific threat, or Yala would have responded differently.

Shera didn’t mind. She didn’t need all the answers before she complied with an assignment, but Lucan wouldn’t be happy. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t Lucan and Meia here too?”

Yala looked at her as though she’d failed some simple test. “My daughter would give up this conversation if the Emperor merely glanced in her direction. And you can imagine Lucan’s reaction. The boy never does what he’s told without a thousand questions. As for you…how do you feel, at the thought of driving your dagger into the Emperor’s heart?”

Shera pictured driving one of her ancient bronze shears down through three layers of the Emperor’s clothes and into his flesh. He convulsed, looking into her eyes, uncomprehending. Blood spurted out of him, soaking his robes, slower and slower every second.

“Nothing in particular,” Shera said.


CHAPTER FOUR



Of the Emperor’s three surviving companions, Jorin is arguably the most interesting. The accomplishments of Estyr Six have busied the pens of poets and historians for generations, while Jorin’s are largely overlooked. Why?

This man, who is called Curse-breaker and Maze-walker, has done more to unravel the ancient secrets of the Great Elders than any other human being. He has explored the possibilities of Intent deeper than anyone save the Emperor himself, and it was he who created the classification system for curses and malicious Intent still in effect today.

Simply put, we owe the current quality of our lives to Jorin before anyone else. Without his influence on the Emperor and the Empire, we might still be crouched in caves, burying our crude tools every night for fear of what our Intent might birth.

–to Walk the Maze, one of the first biographies of Jorin Curse-breaker.

present day

Jorin Curse-breaker may not have much experience with modern firearms, but he had obviously taken wounds before. The bullet tore through him and he fell heavily onto his back, shoving himself backwards with his feet until he had a thick bush between him and his shooter.

It was the person she’d sensed earlier, hiding among the trees. So much for not having a clear line of sight.

“Get back,” Jorin said, panting heavily. A sheen of sweat already covered his forehead. “If I open my blade, it will dust anyone in fifty paces.”

Rather than responding, Shera put a hand to Syphren. She sensed something nearby, closer than the shooter, as though a river of heat ran through the ground and ended in a well under the bush. The Soulbinding process had changed her, given her connections and abilities she didn’t fully understand, but she still wasn’t a Reader. She couldn’t pick up visions from stored Intent.

She could, however, recognize a trap.

Whatever the trickle of power was, it had been placed here for a reason. And this was the first place the target would take shelter upon realizing he was under fire. Therefore, a trap.

Before the words were fully out of Jorin’s mouth, Shera had grabbed him by the collar with both hands and hauled him out from behind the bush.

Seconds later, the bush and a chunk of the island blasted into the air on a tide of bright blue flame. Alchemical munitions.

The force slammed into Shera's back, sending her tumbling into the treeline. She lost her grip on Jorin as she rolled. The twilight spun around her, and she ended up crashing ribs-first into the base of a tree. Air rushed out of her lungs, and she forgot the cuts and bruises all over her body in her desperation to breathe.

It was a good thing, because Syphren's bindings had come undone in the chaos. Rather than pursuing the attacker, it was focused entirely on Jorin's weakness. The Regent lay behind her, groaning on the forest floor. Though she couldn't see him, her mind seized on his presence like the jaws of a trap closing around his leg.

He's down. Hurt. Weak. He couldn't resist. His power would heal us, restore us, strengthen us...

Shera finally heaved a breath, ignoring Syphren. She took a moment to quiet herself, to focus as she always did before combat. The longing died away—not gone, but quiet. Beyond her.

Her thoughts grew cold.

In an instant, she recognized her mistake.

There will be a third attack.

Only Consultants lived on the Gray Island, so she had no choice but to assume the attacker was one of her Guild. With that in mind, standard procedure said to prepare three plans: an initial approach, a backup plan, and emergency measures. In most missions, the emergency plan focused on preserving the Consultant's survival, but the higher-level assignments prioritized the success of the mission. In such a case, the third plan would be a suicidal attack.

It was the way Meia or Lucan would approach the situation, and Ayana had tried to hammer the same instincts into Shera. It hadn’t fully taken hold, as she happened to pride herself on her improvisational skills.

Now, for instance, advanced planning wouldn't have helped her. Who would have predicted the assassination of a Regent under Consultant protection? Only quick reactions would help Jorin survive the next few seconds.

After that, he could take care of himself.

The presence of the would-be assassin was rapidly moving closer, flitting from cover to cover. The attacker must be a Shepherd, trained in concealment; Shera's eyes and ears caught nothing. If not for the power of her Vessel, she would never have known his position.

But she was a Soulbound now, and that came with certain advantages.

She limped into the woods, forcing down the aches in her muscles to creep silently after the enemy. She placed each foot slowly and carefully, so it was almost a full minute before she spotted a silhouette readying a pistol and leaning out of cover for a shot.

Devour him, Syphren whispered.

Shera left her shear where it was, pulling a poisoned needle from the pouch on her belt. They were non-lethal, alchemically prepared needles tipped with a paralytic, and they would keep him alive to be questioned.

The attacker was a man about Shera's age, and he seemed to sense her. As she took the last step to him, he spun around, pistol leading.

Effortlessly, she caught his arm and sunk the needle into his neck.

He struggled for a moment, pistol cracking as his hand shuddered. Shera's ears were still ringing from the explosion earlier, but the gun firing next to her face felt like a dagger in her ear. She flinched away from the sound and may have lost her grip if the needle hadn't already taken effect.

Jorin limped over, clutching his sword in both hands. His black glasses were missing, revealing unnaturally pale eyes. He squinted in the twilight as though the light pained him, holding up a hand between him and Shera.

His bullet wound actually glowed a soft pink, filtering through his clothes like he had stuffed a lit quicklamp in his coat.

Wounded. A surge of Syphren's hunger rose in her, but she could resist once again. There was work to be done.

“So this is our little jackknife,” Jorin said. He didn't seem too alarmed, for a man who had just survived an assassination attempt. She supposed it wasn't his first time. “Is he one of yours, Shera?”

The man was indeed wearing black, but not the standard-issue blacks of the Gardeners and Shepherds. His pants, belt, boots, shirt, and jacket looked like he had stolen them from shops in the Capital, and there was no shroud over the lower half of his face.

“If he was one of mine,” Shera said, “he would have succeeded.”

Whatever he was, he obviously didn't have the Guild behind him. Even if this attack came from some discontent segment of the Architect's Council, they would know better than to send one man to kill a Regent, no matter how prepared. And they certainly wouldn't have done it while the target was with Shera.

The assassin choked and struggled in Shera's grip, clearly fighting the paralyzing alchemy. He spat, as though trying to push a word out against the fallen leaves that stuck to his lips, and Shera rolled him aside to help him speak.

His eyes met hers. He wasn't capable of much expression in his condition, but his eyes twitched a little wider.

He choked out one word: “Shera?”

She stared at him a moment longer before the final piece clicked into position.

She knew him.
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Shera never enjoyed her visits to the Council chambers. She only stopped by when the High Councilors wanted to brief her personally on a mission, and assignments like that tended to require entirely too much work. This last one, for example, had ended with her knifing a colossal Elder and then losing consciousness.

To be called in for a second such meeting only a few weeks later boded nothing good. At least there was a reason for it this time: the entire Council of Architects was in session.

As were most rooms in the Gray Island, the Council chamber was underground, its floor polished smoother than a dance floor, its walls a series of shadowed alcoves. The ceiling was a rough collection of rocks and loose soil, with pale tree roots dangling down like the grasping tentacles of a thousand subterranean Elders. Tiny quicklamps dangled from the tips of the roots, their steady light ranging from pure white to yellow to deep orange. In total, the glow resembled the hue of a campfire, and went a long way toward keeping the inhabitants of the chamber in shadow.

And this time, there were inhabitants. Unlike the other orders of Am'haranai, the Architects largely stayed on the island. Therefore, there were over a hundred of them here, each in a shadowed alcove cut into the wall. Even on Shera's induction into the Gardeners, she hadn't seen this room so heavily occupied. Every nook seemed to be inhabited by a shifting shadow, all whispering to one another, until the chamber sounded as though it played host to ten dozen chatting ghosts.

Only three Architects remained visible: the High Councilors. They stood around a table that seemed made of chalk, a white column that ended at waist height.

Kerian, formerly head of the Gardeners, tilted her chin back to address the room. Even before she began to speak, the whispers cut off.

“Earlier this evening, a high-priority client under our protection was assaulted. Unsurprisingly, the attempt on his life was thwarted and the assailant captured, though the client remains in the care of our medical alchemists.”

A man spoke up from his alcove. “Was no one protecting him?”

His voice issued from the darkness, and it was difficult to pinpoint which of the shadows had spoken. In theory, this was the purpose of the room's construction. Each of the Architects could speak their opinion honestly, protected by anonymity.

In practice, it was easy to tell who spoke just by listening. She knew exactly who it was. Or she would, if she'd spent enough time around the Architects to learn any of their names. She recognized his voice, at least.

“The client in question was indeed escorted by one of our number,” Kerian said. “She is with us now, to help illuminate a matter I will come to presently. If you will please allow me to continue.”

“She's still alive? A Consultant should give her life to protect the client!”

Kerian smiled slightly, which meant her patience was at its end. That was a very particular smile that meant she was imagining knifing someone.

“You may take that up with her yourself, if you feel so strongly,” Kerian said, waving to Shera. “May I present Shera of the Gardeners.”

Shera stood up from the empty alcove in which she'd rested, walking over to the center of the room. She looked roughly in the direction of the complaining man's nook and rested her hand on Syphren's hilt.

He cleared his throat and one of the shadows shifted nervously. Shera fixed on that one, and the man’s voice grew higher. “No, that's...ah, please continue, High Councilor.”

“Thank you.”

Kerian continued without offering Shera a chair. None of the High Councilors sat, which she supposed meant she was supposed to stand as well. But that alcove had been surprisingly comfortable. Maybe no one would notice if she headed back over there...

“We have the assassin in custody now, where he will be questioned shortly. But what we've found already is disturbing enough. He has never been admitted into the Guild, but he shows signs of Consultant training.”

The whispers grew once again.

“Moreover, Gardener Shera provided some insight into his identity. Thanks to her information, we were able to identify him as one Jeralt Herris, son of a banker and a musician in the Capital. He no longer answers to that name, however. He answers only to Benji.”

Whispers shrank and died.

“Alone, his new name means nothing. That it sounds like a traditional Consultant name could be nothing more than a coincidence. But Shera has information that leads us to suspect something more. Shera.”

Kerian nodded to her, so she took the cue.

“Until I was ten years old, I was held by a revolutionary named Rudeus Maxwell,” Shera said. “In the news-sheets, he was called the Gladstone Kidnapper. This would be about fifteen years ago. Maxwell kidnapped children from a local park and trained them into killers. Benji was one of them.”

It should be 'trained us' into killers, she supposed, but she never credited Maxwell with that. He had taught her some useful tricks, but it was the Gardeners who had made her into a killer.

Kerian took over again. “Maxwell's plan was ended when the parents of the missing children hired us. I led the mission myself, where we recovered most of the survivors. As a direct result of our actions that day, Maxwell himself was killed.”

All true, technically.

“The children were then returned to their parents, or—in cases where living family could not be found—were given over to the Luminian Order as orphans. When Shera revealed Benji's identity to us, we checked the Miners' records for all forty-eight individuals in question.”

At this point, Kerian revealed and unfolded a yellowed piece of paper. “Of the twenty-nine children in the care of their parents, five have been confirmed with their families in the past year. Two are dead, both under quite ordinary conditions. Three reside in various Imperial Prisons. Six have successfully started families of their own. The remaining thirteen are missing.”

Shera wondered if they counted her among the rescued children, or if she was officially one of those considered missing.

“Of the nineteen we remanded to the Luminians, we cannot account for a single one.”

One of the Architects voiced a protest. “The Pilgrims would never lose a bunch of children. They should have been safer with the Order than with their own families.”

For the first time, High Councilor Yala spoke up. “They were. Until the Emperor's death.”

Shera rarely lost herself to guilt—she rarely felt guilty for anything at all. If she did something, she had a reason, and she couldn’t change the past with regret. But this time, her collar felt like it had tightened around her neck, and her shroud of black cloth smothered her nose and mouth.

Until the Emperor’s death.

It was her fault.

Yala's pale hair was equal parts blonde and gray, and had been tied back for the meeting. She wore a small smile on her weathered face. Shera was shocked she had been quiet so long. Normally, Yala would never have allowed Kerian to control the proceedings.

As for Tyril, the third and final High Councilor, Shera suspected he was asleep on his feet.

Yala folded her hands in front of her and addressed the room. “Ultimately, the fault lies with whomever or whatever killed the Emperor.”

Officially, the Emperor had given his life to protect the world from an unprecedented Elder assault. Unofficially, Yala knew exactly who had driven a knife into his heart. Though she didn't take her eyes away from the shadow-shrouded Architects, she was talking to Shera alone.

“But that does not excuse the Luminian Order from responsibility. If the enemy is raising a gang of children into a lesser copy of the Gardeners, then the problem falls to the Luminians to solve.”

One of the Architects spoke. “The Luminians are allied to us. If war should break out between the Guilds, we need to retain their support.”

Several voices echoed their agreement.

Yala raised a hand for calm. “There is no need for the current conflict between Guilds to escalate into a war. If matters continue as they are, the Empire will fall apart with no assistance from us. The Imperialist Guilds have selected a replacement for the Emperor, and I assure you, he is entirely unsuited to long-term rule.”

Shera remembered four silver coins laid out on a table in front of her. The Magisters, the Imperial Guard, the Blackwatch, and the Navigators. They wanted to raise another Emperor, and so they were enemies.

But when had they selected another surrogate Emperor? Surely Naberius Clayborn hadn't survived the battle on the Gray Island. Had he?

Kerian took over the conversation, so smoothly that Shera knew she and Yala had rehearsed this. “The Luminians are surrounded by hostile forces on the mainland, and as their allies, it falls upon us to support them. But they also remain responsible for the creation of a band of assassins in the hands of the Imperialists. The High Council is unanimous in proposing that we send a team to the Luminian Order, to assist and guide them in uprooting these assassins.”

So subtly Shera almost didn't catch it, Yala elbowed Tyril in the ribs. He snorted awake. “Unanimous!” he shouted immediately. Yala nodded along.

Seconds later, Tyril was quietly snoring again.

Shera had never admired anyone so much.

“A proposal of this magnitude would require acting against the Imperialist Guilds directly,” Kerian went on. “Therefore, the operation would have to be meticulously thorough, and should be carried out with absolute secrecy to avoid risking open war. We hereby ask the Architects at large to vote. Should a team of Gardeners go to aid the Luminian Order, yay or nay?”

A team of Gardeners. Yala was looking straight at her, lips once again in a tight line, and Shera got the feeling she knew which team the High Council planned to send.

The Architects began voicing their agreement, but Shera walked out before the votes were counted.

She already knew how it would turn out.
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Lucan had once been held underground, in the network of tunnels that laced the foundation of the Gray Island. In the Elder attack, the tunnels collapsed, and he had been moved outside.

The door of his cell was set in the base of a cliff, and he looked out on the world through a face-sized hole set with iron bars. He liked the view, and the fresh air, but it had rained the day before yesterday. Raindrops blew inside, almost ruining one of the pages of his journal. At least the light was better out here. With Bastion's Veil gone, though temporarily, the sunlight let him read without wasting quicklamp fuel or straining his eyes.

Today he wasn’t reading, though. He was Reading.

The collection of sharp rocks and broken seashells is more than just a pile of junk. He has saved them desperately, carrying them from the wreckage of his previous cell, hoarding them as they blow in on the wind. Now he practices with them every day as the guard changes, and every night when they think him asleep. He considers them his secret weapons, and so they have become more than what they once were. After months of being thrown by a Gardener, they are stronger, sharper, deadlier. They're practically spades.

He threw one of the seashells, embedding it into the soft wood of the door, hardly making a sound, and he pulled it free. At last, it was ready.

He tucked the shells and splintered rocks into a bag he'd made from torn corners of his bedsheets, then tied the whole onto his belt. He might not have time to find his real weapons, but at least he'd have something.

The quicklamp is a courtesy provided to the higher-level criminals, and as the most dangerous item allowed into Lucan's cell, it is closely inspected. The glass housing of the lantern itself is examined for cracks, the fluid measured to ensure the prisoner can't build up a stockpile of flammable alchemy, and the housing checked for weakness. They can't have a criminal tearing a quicklamp out of the wall and using it as a weapon.

It passes inspection because it is meant to. Its housing will weaken only to Lucan's hand, tearing as soon as he pulls on it. To anyone else, it is solid iron.

Lucan was least certain of the investment in the quicklamp. He'd only been in this cell for a matter of days, after all, so he hadn't been left with much time to work his Intent. And all the time he'd put into his previous lamp was wasted when that cell collapsed.

Only today was he confident that the quicklamp would really come free when he grabbed it, which meant that he was ready to escape.

He'd resisted the idea for years out of his attachment to the Consultant's Guild. If he gave into Shera's temptation and left his imprisonment, he'd be declaring himself an enemy of the entire Guild. Besides, he'd always harbored a dream of steering the Consultants from within. He couldn't do that if he abandoned them. He'd only kept a collection of invested items in the unlikely event that he ever changed his mind, and needed to leave quickly.

All that changed when the Handmaiden attacked.

Lucan had returned obediently to his cell afterward, thus cementing his reputation as a model, cooperative prisoner. His guards had relaxed noticeably; he'd only had one inspection of his belongings in the past week, and it was quick and cursory. A glance around, and the Architect had left satisfied.

But discontent gnawed at him every day since the battle with the Elderspawn. Shera had become a Soulbound that day, thanks to him. A Great Elder had moved openly for the first time in five years, and the Heart of Nakothi had vanished. The Empire was on the verge of crumbling, and he was one of the few people with the power to help guide the future. How could he help from inside a cell? It was becoming clear that he couldn't.

Now, all he needed was Shera.

A commotion just outside caught his ear, and he hurriedly secured the bag of seashell “spades” on his belt, moving to the door.

“Not you,” his guard groaned. “Please come back later, I'm begging you.”

“Here for lunch, Hansin!” Shera said cheerfully.

“I'm not supposed to let you by anymore, Shera. Yala's orders.”

Lucan peered out the bars and saw the exact scene he'd expected: Shera holding a wooden bowl, a fake smile on her face as she faced down the guard. Hansin was a Mason who had spent years working as a real guard, so he wore an armored uniform and carried a sword on one hip and a pistol on the other.

Even his back looked tense as he faced down Shera, for which Lucan didn't blame him. Shera had once drugged the man for refusing her a visit.

When Shera didn't say anything, Hansin spoke again. “My shift is over in an hour. Come back and take it up with my replacement.”

She frowned, puzzled. “But I want to see him now.”

The guard rubbed his forehead. “Do you know what kind of position you're putting me in? If Yala finds out I've let you through again, she'll think I'm doing it on purpose. She already made it clear that she nghuuuuhhh....”

The last word came out as a fading grunt as Hansin collapsed, an alchemical needle in his neck.

Shera walked over to Lucan's door without looking back. “Yala will know he didn't let me through willingly.”

Lucan gazed at the guard's unconscious body a little regretfully. Hansin wasn't an unkind guard, he just had the misfortune to be assigned lunchtime duty. Shera preferred not to eat lunch alone. “You didn't have to do that. We're not in a tunnel anymore, it's not like he can actually stop you.”

Shera shrugged. “He might have objected when you opened the door.”

She rapped her knuckles on the wooden door.

Lucan glanced behind him, at the quicklamp still secure on the wall. He wasn't quite mentally prepared, but the timing wouldn't get any better. His invested items were ready, he was going to open the door for Shera anyway, and the guard was already unconscious...

Holding up a hand to signal Shera to wait, Lucan gathered everything else he thought he would need. Mostly, that meant the other few scraps he'd managed to invest over the past few days: a sheet that could be rolled into a climbing-rope, a long splinter of varnished wood to serve as a dagger, a paper packet of blinding sand. All of it went into his pillowcase, followed by his journal, his pen, and as much blank paper as he could carry.

When he was finally prepared, he placed his ungloved hand on the door.

This wall is carved out by Jorin Maze-walker himself using acids and alchemical explosives, then filled with the Intent to contain dangerous forces. The door is installed later, much later, and the carpenter who built it is worried that he'll be executed for working too slowly. The door is fitted against the stone, and the jailer hopes that the future prisoners will rot in here...

As the Reading flowed through his mind, as much intuition as vision, Lucan kept careful stock of the Intent. The door was meant to be built quickly, to stay flush with the stone, and to complement the Intent of the surrounding cell. The original jailer invested the door to keep one specific prisoner out of his sight, and since then, the cell had barely been used. Only a few prisoners had invested it, mostly leaning on it and longing for freedom.

Lucan seized that Intent, pouring in his own power and focus, using it to convince the door that it should be open.

What better way to keep me out of sight than to open and let me go? I will leave and the cell will be empty. Nothing to see, nothing to upset the jailer. That should satisfy the prisoners' desire for freedom, Lucan's own intention to see Shera, and even the cell's mission to contain dangerous forces. If the cell was empty, there was nothing to contain. Its purpose was fulfilled.

The reasoning was a stretch, and probably not enough to Awaken the door, but fortunately active Reading was only somewhat related to Awakening. Instead of using the Intent stored in an object to transform and empower it, Lucan only wanted the physical change.

And all the simplest physical changes involved destruction.

The door shredded itself to splinters, its Intent attacking its physical form. One second the wood stood solid, the next it was a pile of sawdust. Three short bars and a lock clinked down to the ground.

“I've got a present for you, Shera. We're getting out of here.”

He broke into a jog, unwilling to linger around the scene of an incapacitated guard and a destroyed cell door, his eyes fixed on the treeline. Hansin would take an hour or so to wake and another hour to complete his report, by which time Lucan and Shera could have snared a couple of Waveriders. He’d almost reached the trees before he realized Shera wasn't following him.

Far from looking pleased, as he expected, she stood with her mouth slightly open, eyes flicking over his face as though searching for an explanation. “Can we...talk first?” she asked.

He gestured behind him. “I just destroyed the door, so I’d rather we talked second.”

Shera dropped her covered bowl, grabbing Hansin under the armpits and dragging him across the sawdust threshold and into Lucan's cell. The guard stirred and moaned as she pulled him backwards, his eyelids half-fluttering.

Lucan walked back to the doorway, heart still hammering in the thrill of escape. If Shera wanted to talk, it should be important, but she was standing in his open cell. He had always said how easy it would be to escape, but there was a difference between walking out the door with no one around and fighting through the entire Guild.

Well, the High Council couldn't afford to kill either of them yet, and they hadn't seriously injured any Guild members. They could still talk their way out of this.

But he wasn't sure why they couldn't leave.

“Did you change your mind? Now?” He couldn't believe it. Every time she came to see him, she mentioned escape. It was practically all she talked about.

Shera rested her hand on the grip of her right-hand shear. She gripped her left hand in a fist rather than resting it on Syphren, which caught his eye. The knife's influence on her might be growing, even through its newly refreshed wrappings.

“I have orders from the High Council,” she said, looking into his eyes with pleading. Pleading. It was a strange expression on her. “One of the Regents has been killed, and Jorin would have been too.”

“Which Regent?” Lucan asked automatically. If it was Alagaeus, the Izyrians could revolt. If it was Loreli, that could actually work in the Consultants' favor. With no Regent in the Heartlands, the Capital would soon be an island in a sea of anarchy. Difficult for the Imperialists to reestablish Imperial rule in the midst of chaos. If it was Estyr Six...

No, of course it wasn't Estyr. If the legends were true, as they likely were, she should be harder to kill than the Emperor himself.

“Alagaeus. But that doesn't matter.”

Lucan begged to differ, but instead of asking the questions that burned inside him, he stayed silent. Shera was obviously working up to something.

“I captured Jorin's attacker. I knew him. He—we—trained under Maxwell.”

Now the situation spun out to form an entirely different landscape, unfolding like a map. New questions replaced the old, new connections were born, and he itched to fill a journal page with information about Maxwell. Any answers Shera could give him would help him put the picture together.

But this wasn’t the time, and he focused on the moment at hand. “What about the others?”

“Gone. The Luminians lost them...” she hesitated, then added, “on the night the Emperor died.”

Lucan walked over to his cot in a haze, almost tripping on Hansin's unconscious body, and sat heavily on the bed. His mind spun, but one thing rose to the front of his chaotic thoughts. “So now you can't leave.”

Shera stepped past Hansin's legs to sit on the cot, leaning her shoulder against Lucan's. “I'm supposed to lead the team heading for the Luminian Order. I can't let someone else do it. I...feel responsible for this, if that makes any sense.”

“Of course it does,” Lucan said. Whatever else Shera lacked, she'd always had her own peculiar sense of responsibility. And while she would avoid a job at the slightest excuse, she never left one half-done.

Something in her told him there was more, something in her body language or the subtle Intent that radiated from her like a fog of nascent emotion.

“How does that make you feel?” he asked, a little hesitant. That normally wasn't a question a Reader of his skill needed to ask. If their subject felt anything strongly enough to affect their Intent, he could pick up on it instantly, especially this close. Shera had always been difficult to Read.

“Guilty,” she said, surprising him further. Not only had she actually answered him, rather than using a joke to dodge, but the answer itself was a shock. He'd once asked her if she felt guilty for pushing a woman out a window, and she hadn't remembered doing it. He would have been less surprised to hear that she could breathe underwater.

“I feel responsible for the others,” she went on. “I left them and I never thought to check up. Maybe if I had, I could have helped them. Taken them with me. Or I could have killed them before they grew too dangerous.”

Privately, Lucan was glad that she had never checked on Maxwell's other victims.

“I had to kill the Emperor. I don’t regret it, but now I feel guilty for it anyway.” She turned to him, looking lost. “What's wrong with me?”

When he looked into her eyes, his chest hurt so bad that he had to turn his face away. He put an arm around her shoulders instead, squeezing her close. “Nothing's wrong with you.” If he believed it, did it count as a lie? “Most people would feel that way. That's called a conscience, and it's very normal. I'm a little relieved you have one.”

“If I'd known, I would have had it removed years ago.”

She finally leaned her head against his chest, and he sat like that for a while, his thoughts whirling. He allowed himself to forget about the shattered door and unconscious guard, though it was a headache waiting to happen.

A few half-trained killers had managed to assassinate Regent Alagaeus? He couldn’t believe it. They shouldn’t have the skill, and they certainly shouldn’t have the resources.

Shera spoke without lifting her head. “I can't believe you're finally willing to get out of here.”

“I knew you'd wear me down eventually.” He didn’t feel like telling her that she had convinced him, in a way.

On top of the other reasons—the fate of the Empire and Shera’s newfound importance—her physical condition worried him. The burst of energy she'd absorbed from the Elders had rendered her unconscious, but it had also rejuvenated her body in record time. After less than a week of rest, she didn’t show so much as a hitch in her step. She was back in prime health.

Which troubled him more than anything else. If Syphren's powers healed her, that meant they were affecting her physically. Who knew what other changes the blade was making?

And there was the matter of her not touching it. Even now, she was holding her arm up against her chest so it didn't brush against the shear's hilt. What was it doing to her mind?

Those questions had added up to one inescapable conclusion in Lucan's mind: she needed a Reader to help her through this time. She needed him. A Soulbound's first few months were critical, especially when the Vessel harnessed Elder power. That usually meant permanent insanity or death.

He had to help her, and he couldn't do it from in here. That was the biggest force urging him to leave.

So of course she was determined to stay.

“You could come with me,” Shera suggested, leaning back to look at him.

“On an official Consultant mission?” The High Council would only have to tell the Luminians about an escaped prisoner, and he would have knights dog-piling on him in seconds. He might be able to knock down a building, given enough time, but there was only so much he could do against sheer force of arms.

“Then get out of here now. I'll go on the mission, and say I had nothing to do with your escape.”

“You think they'd believe that?” Yala would sooner accept that the Emperor had risen from the grave and was asking for a cup of tea.

Shera stared at him, and suddenly she looked a bit more like her normal dead-eyed self. “Why should I care what they believe?”

That was true. She was a Soulbound now; the Guild couldn't afford to lose her. If his memory served, they only had three combat-capable Soulbound in the Guild, and two of them were on semi-permanent assignment. The High Council would consider her worth more than the rest of the Gardeners combined.

She would have to stay, at least through this mission. If he wanted to help her, it would be best if he stayed here.

He just wished he’d known that before he destroyed the door.

He squeezed her shoulder again and released her, dragging Hansin back outside. “Do what you have to,” he said. “I'm with you.”

“You're staying here?”

He shoved Hansin outside. “It's the easiest way to stick together. What's going to be harder is finding a way to rebuild this door.”

She glanced around and moved up on her tiptoes to give him a quick kiss. “I believe in you.”

Lucan frowned down at the pile of sawdust. “I'm not sure you should. This is even harder than it looks.”
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An hour later, Hansin awoke with a splitting headache. He groaned as he pushed against the wall, lurching to his feet. He checked his armor—all in place—and his sword. Still there. His wallet was in his pocket, his knives still tucked into his boots.

Not a robbery, then. But in the Emperor's name, he still couldn't remember what had happened to him.

The thought and the surroundings triggered a memory: the door dissolving, Shera's hand flicking up to his neck, a sharp pain. They had dragged him...

The prisoner had escaped!

He spun around, hand flying to his sword, only to see the door standing strong and whole, flush with the stone around it. With the air of a man in a dream, he reached out and jiggled the lock.

Solid. No one had tampered with it.

The door looked a little odd, now that he noticed. He leaned closer, squinting. The pattern of the wood seemed…wrong. The grain of the boards flowed sideways instead of up and down, even in little swirls or aborted half-shapes. Some of the spots were in the wrong places, too, as though someone had taken a fake door and painted it to look like a wooden one. Badly.

He rapped on the door. It still sounded like solid wood. And before a few days ago, he’d been guarding a different cell. This door was new to him; he might not have remembered it correctly.

But his neck hurt. He glanced through the bars, and Lucan looked up. The Heartlander man seemed healthy and lively enough, and he even adopted an expression of concern when he saw his guard.

“You're awake! I'm sorry about earlier. Shera assures me that she will be gentler next time.”

Next time. If Shera wasn't a Gardener, and if she didn't scare him senseless, he'd take steps to see that there was no next time. Whether that meant going to the Council or bringing some friends along, he wasn't someone to take a beating lying down.

But she was a Gardener, and she did terrify him, so he only hoped she'd take it easy on him.

Hansin grunted his agreement, rubbed at his stinging neck, and returned to his post.

Even if it cost half his pay, he had to get off lunch duty.


CHAPTER FIVE



nine years ago

“Get up!” the Emperor barked. “And for the love of the light, coordinate.”

Shera pushed her shaking hands against the cool tiles of the tower. Wind whipped through the columns around her; they were a hundred feet off the ground, on the edge of the Imperial Palace, in a broad courtyard with no walls. One move too far, and even the Emperor couldn’t save them.

“No one says ‘for the love of the light’ anymore, sir,” Jarelys Teach said. The Head of the Imperial Guard, in her distinct red-and-black armor, leaned against a column to watch. Her hair was cut close to her scalp, and her blue eyes broke from the fight every few seconds to scan the perimeter for threats. Even though they were high above the Capital with only one staircase for access, she watched the empty spaces between columns as if she expected an assassin to fly in.

“Ah, I see. What do they say now?” the Emperor asked.

“Among my soldiers, ‘light and life’ is fairly common.”

“A classic.”

“I thought you’d like that. Sometimes they liked to swear by one Elder’s name or another, typically Kelarac or Nakothi.”

The Emperor walked over to Lucan, who lay limp on the ground. He nudged the boy with the toe of his shoe. “I prefer ‘light and life,’ thank you.”

“Of course.”

Shera managed to pull her shears back up from where they’d fallen after the Emperor had kicked her over. She was still trying to get a full breath when she stood, holding a bronze blade in each hand. She panted, mouth wide. Strands of her black hair were falling into her eyes, but she couldn’t spare the attention to brush them aside.

Lucan lay nearby, one of his blades still sheathed. A wool mask was half-pulled over his head, where the impact to his chin had torn it away. Shera wasn’t sure what the mask was invested to do, but she understood it had something to do with hostile Intent. It hadn’t stopped a punch to the face, she knew that. Sand poured from one of his pouches, and a spindle of wire had come unspooled. Tools of his Reading, useless before the Emperor.

Meia twitched as though she were having a fit, clutching at her head with fingers that periodically sprouted claws, then withdrew them. Her blonde hair was matted with blood, and her hunched shoulders writhed under her blacks like a dozen rats wrestling on her skin. Her legs kicked out spasmodically in random directions, and from her mouth issued a series of clicks and grunts that sounded more animal than human.

So, of the three of them, it looked like Shera was in the best shape. No matter that she could still only take half a breath and her exhausted eyes saw the towers shivering like a freezing man.

She turned to face the Emperor, shears ready.

He stood unarmed and unconcerned, hands clasped in front of him. His skin was darker than Lucan’s, his face absolutely hairless. He wore enough fabric to clothe three lesser men, intricate layers of pristine cloth in shades of green and blue, the colors of the Aion Sea. A silver chain hung down from his neck, vanishing into the folds of his clothes.

His dark eyes were empty as he looked Shera up and down. He didn’t move.

Yala wants me to catch him off guard? The thought was wry, but Shera pushed it down before he picked up on it with the unparalleled power of his Intent.

“Shera,” the Emperor said.

Shera drew herself up straight, suddenly afraid he’d already seen into her mind. “Yes?”

Before she realized it, the Emperor had thrown himself toward her, a blur of blue and green. She jabbed her blade forward, but his hand slammed into her wrist, knocking it aside. As she brought the second shear up, he got a hand around her throat.

She froze.

He looked down into her eyes, face absolutely calm. “You should do better than that. If I lose myself to Nakothi—when I do, I should say—you must anticipate me. Deceive me. Outmaneuver me.”

Shera dropped down to sit, leaning her back against one of the pillars.

“This is a bold new strategy,” the Emperor said.

“I can’t beat you alone. If I really had to kill you, I'd run and wait for a better time.”

The Emperor dropped his hands to his sides, and his sleeves whipped like flags in the wind. “To withdraw during battle sets a dangerous precedent. There are some fights from which you cannot retreat.”

Meia hauled herself up with her hand on a nearby pillar. She tried to speak, but it came out as more of a snarl.

Shera pointed to her. “If we keep this up, someone's going to get hurt. And it won't be you.”

The Emperor looked through Meia, scowling. He had grown less and less patient in recent months, though by his own calculations, he should still have twenty years left before he was taken by insanity. Maybe twenty years felt like tomorrow compared to almost two millennia.

Meia arched her back and bent her knees, coiling herself like a spring. But she didn't leap at the Emperor.

Instead, roaring, she launched at Shera. Both of her hands were tipped in claws, and she covered the distance with blinding speed.

Shera stepped aside from the first rush, driving two needles into the side of Meia's neck. The alchemical poison on a needle was typically enough to subdue a grown man, so two would be a lethal dose. Usually. But Shera knew from experience that Meia's modifications made her frustrating to poison.

Meia's limbs twisted like a heat-warped corpse. She lurched in Shera's direction, but Shera had already walked away.

A second later, Meia hit the floor.

“See?” Shera said. “Hurt.”

The Emperor waved a hand in her direction. “Understood. Take an hour to pull your teammates together, then meet me back here. We have no more time.”

Obediently, Shera returned to her seat against the pillar. Her eyelids drifted closed. Maybe she could work in a quick nap.

She heard the Emperor address General Teach. “Open the door. I'll see them now.”

As one would expect, there were many demands on the Emperor's time. Whenever he spent an afternoon with Shera and her team, he was ignoring dozens of petitioners convinced that only the Emperor could solve their problems. Some of them really were urgent. He let Imperial citizens die while he trained them.

Which showed how important Shera's mission was, in his eyes.

Teach opened the door and called down the stairs. There came a rushed acknowledgement from the Imperial Guard stationed at the base, and the sound of feet on the steps.

Two minutes later, a messenger came through the door again, breathless.

“Grayweather?” the Emperor asked. Armor rattled as Jarelys Teach moved toward the door.

Shera opened her eyes a crack. She knew danger when she heard it.

Grayweather turned out to be a woman old enough to be Shera's mother, with long brown hair tied back, and a sword at her hip. Most notably, she was dressed in the long black coat of the Blackwatch, a silver badge on her chest displaying her Guild's Crest.

Shera didn't know much about the Blackwatch. She'd grown up thinking of them as monsters leashed to the Empire, little better than an Elder cult themselves. They captured and studied Elders, which was almost like saying they summoned and dissected ghosts. Everyone knew Elders used to be real, but many people considered them extinct. Only the superstitious believed Elders had any effect on day-to-day life.

Of course, Shera now knew better. As a child, she had been somewhat afraid of the Elders—enemies who couldn't be fought or understood. Now, having worked with the Emperor for years and fought the Children of Nakothi face-to-face, her fear had changed. Her ominous dread had transformed into respect for a collection of dangerous enemies.

And if the Blackwatch were contacting the Emperor directly, it could mean nothing but Elders. Shera reached over to Lucan, shaking him.

“You were to remain in supervised custody,” the Emperor said softly. Teach stood at his side, hands free. Shera knew she could reach her sword in a split second.

The Grayweather woman dropped to one knee. “How could I be under closer scrutiny than yours?”

Shera would have laughed, but she didn’t think the Emperor would react well.

He didn’t respond to Grayweather, so the Watchman hurriedly continued. “I've been working as the Guild Head's personal attendant. Bliss wanted me to deliver you an urgent message, but I was turned away by your guards.”

“They have done their jobs well,” the Emperor said, and Teach grunted. “What is your message?”

“We've lost contact with the city of Silverreach,” Grayweather said. “It's⁠—”

She didn't get any farther. Teach pushed past her, tearing the door open and bellowing for her Imperial Guard. The Emperor turned his back on the Watchman, walking over to the edge of the tower. The wind tore at the folds of his clothes like the hands of a thousand demanding children.

General Teach turned to him as the Imperial Guard shouted to one another several stories below. “Can you deal with it from here?”

He shook his head, expression dark. “Not anymore. I’ll have to go in person.”

She grimaced but accepted that, thundering down the stairs in her armor. The Emperor looked over his shoulder and spoke to Shera. “Meet me at the harbor. Pack for a fight.”

Shera glanced from Lucan to Meia. “Should I wait for them?”

“Have them carried, if you must.” He looked from her to Grayweather, who bore the stunned expression of a woman facing the utterly unexpected. “Tell Bliss I will handle this personally.”

Then he stepped over the side of the tower and vanished.

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness,” Grayweather said, her tone one of absolute confusion.

Shera looked at Grayweather. “What’s in Silverreach?”

Grayweather tucked her hands inside her coat pockets, still staring at the spot where the Emperor had vanished. “Officially? Nothing.”

“Officially, I don’t exist. And I’m definitely not guarding the Emperor on his way to deal with…nothing.”

“Point taken.” Grayweather thought for a moment, gathering herself to answer. “Silverreach was built over an ancient library. The same library where, according to our records, the Emperor once sealed the Great Elder Ach’magut.”

Shera reached back into her memory, trying to recall what she’d heard about Ach’magut, the Overseer. “Does he have something to do with spiders?”

“His spawn are called Inquisitors. They have many eyes and many arms, and they crawl all over the world to seek and gather knowledge for their master.” She hesitated. “But yes, they look like spiders.”

Spiders. Something else her blades could hardly touch. Why was the Emperor even taking her along?

She realized the answer an instant after she asked the question. He wanted his pet assassins along because there was a chance he might lose himself to the Heart of Nakothi. The knowledge did nothing more to improve her confidence.

But there was no point in delaying further, so she gestured to her semi-conscious teammates. “You take one, I'll take the other?”

Grayweather cocked her head, looking at the Gardeners, and then she slapped Meia firmly in the face. “Sounds like too much trouble. They can walk.”

Shera approved.


CHAPTER SIX



“I’m sorry, Guild Head, there’s nothing more I can do for your grandson.”

“Is everything still there, inside? Is it still him, or is he…one of them?”

“Rest assured, sir, what you’re seeing is only a veil of shadow. His mouth, his eyes, his brain, they all still exist. It’s simply that they’re not here.”

“Where are they, then?”

“If you love your grandson, Guild Head, please don’t ask him that question.”

–Mekendi Maxeus of the Magisters, speaking to Jameson Allbright of the Luminian Order

present day

The triplets sat facing the wall and whispering, and Darius Allbright couldn't figure out why.

The three girls were perhaps eight years old, though Darius was no judge of children. They wore their brown hair in long braids, with the simple cotton nightgowns of the poor. Well, not “poor” exactly—Darius himself had grown up in a tenement much worse than this one. Not poor, but just humble enough that the mother couldn’t afford a Reader to catch this months ago. Which is precisely when it should have been dealt with.

At this point, the girls sat motionless and stared at the wall, whispering in sync with one another. When they blinked, their eyelids fluttered in time, and a quick check confirmed that even their hearts beat together.

Something had bound these girls into one, and he was afraid to open his Reader's senses to find out what. If he Read them carelessly, there would soon be a fourth figure staring and whispering, and Darius doubted he would look good in a nightgown.

“You have lovely children,” he said to the girls' mother, flashing her a useless smile. He sometimes forgot that no one could see his expression. “How old are they?”

The mother stood over her children in the suit of a newly minted businesswoman—no doubt she was one of the clerks at the nearby bank. Her hair and clothes were pristine, but her eyelids sagged with the weight of a dozen sleepless nights, and she wrung her hands as though she meant to twist them off.

“Ikandi is nine, Aeliana is seven, and Mirian is six.” She chewed on her lower lip. “Do you think their age has something to do with…this?”

Darius paced around the girls, bending at the waist to get another look at one of their faces. “Age is no defense against the darkness, ma’am, and it actually may help us. Sometimes the mind of a child is flexible enough to bounce back from such an attack. But first, let’s back up a step or two. They're not triplets?”

The mother didn't move her gaze from the children. “A week ago, you wouldn't have had to ask.”

He pinched one girl's cheek, then another’s. Sure enough, one was loose, the other tight. One girl had gained weight, the other had lost it. The third girl had a tiny scar on the back of her neck that the others didn't.

“Huh.” He could have made up something comforting to sound like he knew what was going on, but he preferred the honest approach. If he had no idea what was happening, he was satisfied saying so.

Though his ignorance wouldn't settle the mother. Some among the Order would suggest that, in this case, deceit was a mercy. By pretending to understand the situation, he would be helping her to relax.

But he didn't believe in deceit, by and large. Deception, illusion, and seduction were the ways of the Elders.

“Well. Do you have any ideas?” he asked.

She glanced up at him and then quickly away, unable to stare too long into his face. That was why he wore the hood. “I...I'm no Reader. I don't know anything about Kameira or, or...the other side.”

He supposed she meant Elders. It seemed like there was a new euphemism for the creatures in every town and hamlet of the Empire. Then again, the word “Elder” itself was almost a euphemism, wasn't it? Far easier and faster to say than “Evil, unknowable horror.”

“Have they found anything lately? A lucky stone, maybe? An old book? A mirror you bought at an estate sale?” In his experience, Elder-related artifacts tended to look exactly as menacing as they were: the lucky stone would be shaped like a skull, the book would be bound in human skin, the mirror would have a black frame and would whisper threats throughout the night. But that was only for Elder artifacts. Heavily invested items could cause just as much harm, and they could look like anything.

The mother had a few ideas, which he duly investigated and then cleared with a touch. No harm there, then. As for the wall into which they stared, there was nothing particularly interesting about it. At least not to him.

He knelt alongside the sisters and stared with them, looking deep into the water-warped wall. It looked almost like it had been built out of driftwood, gray and slightly twisted. They probably had to deal with drafts in the winter. Maybe something had soaked in from outside?

The girls had arranged themselves in a semicircle, not staring quite into the corner, but close to it. The east wall, he noted. Was there something significant about that? Kthanikahr's hordes were said to prefer slithering in from the east. Urg'naut's prison was to the east of here...but far, far to the east. Not likely to have any influence from across the Aion Sea.

“Do you have to feed them?” he asked. He'd checked their eyes, their teeth, and their skin, and none of them seemed malnourished. They seemed to be in the bloom of perfect health.

“I tried, at first,” she said, her face twisting as though the words were overwhelming her from the inside out. “They wouldn't take it. I still give them some water when I can, but they mostly just...spit it out...”

She dissolved into tears, and Darius’ heart lurched in sympathy. He'd never had children himself, but seeing little girls in this state should lead anyone to tears. He might even lose his own composure later, depending on how this turned out. For now, he had a job to do.

Darius glanced at the other walls to compare, and it was like the light of the sun suddenly shone into the dark corners of his brain. He glanced from one window to the other, on the opposite wall. Windows on the north and south walls. None on the west or east.

In his mind, he traced a line from the north window, then the south. Unless he missed his guess, this corner would remain shaded from dawn to dusk.

They were staring into a shadow.

Before he could stop himself, he raised a hand to his face. Or rather, where his face used to be. Now there was only darkness. The hunger of Urg’naut was endless and insatiable.

With a ring that filled the room, Darius drew his sword. It seemed to catch light from nowhere, gleaming like silver in the candlelight.

“What...what are you doing?” the mother asked, her voice shaky.

“No need to worry, this is perfectly routine.” With the flat of his blade, he slapped one girl on the cheek. Not too hard, just enough to evoke a response.

The mother shrieked and took a step forward, but controlled herself before grabbing his arm. Maybe she'd decided to trust him, or maybe she'd just realized that it wouldn't be the best idea to jostle the man holding a sword to her daughter's face.

He watched for a second, but none of the girls stirred. They kept staring and whispering.

“That didn't work,” Darius noted. He found that stating the obvious helped him think; nothing bothered him more than silence. Because it was never truly silence, when your head was wrapped in the void, and he didn’t like to think about the sounds that slithered in from the Elders’ realm.

He frowned at the corner for a moment, then stepped out, reaching over the girls and driving his sword down into the floorboards. The Creeping Shadow was hungry, and his hatred of life could not be extinguished…but in the end, he still did his work in the absence of light.

Darius’ mind sank down into the metal of the blade.

The smith of the Luminian Order was trained as a blacksmith by Kanatalia, the Alchemist's Guild. At every stage of the forging of this blade, he adds another vial of a solution that he has brewed himself, but that he doesn't understand. He's worried that his superiors will find out that he's unskilled, that he's practically a fraud, and he silently begs each formula to work. When the steel starts to glow with a subtle light even after it cools, he tries to force his Intent inside, to trap the spark of light.

The prisoner has been kept from execution for years, but he's beginning to consider begging for it. They keep him in the dark all the time, well fed and watered but starved for light. Only now, once a year, do they release him. He stumbles from his cave and into the dawn, clutching a bar of steel that he finds sitting on the grass. He will be allowed sunlight for exactly as long as he can hold on to that metal. As soon as he lets go, or when night falls, he will be returned to his cell.

“Let me keep the sunlight,” the prisoner begs. “Just a little while longer. Keep the darkness from me.”

In Darius Allbright's hands, the invested blade flared like a star. The corner of the household saw sunlight for the first time since the home's construction, and the girls reacted instantly. They hissed back, crawling away from the light on their hands and heels, scrambling away from the blinding luminescence.

Light scalded his face as though he’d leaned entirely too close to a bonfire, but he accepted the pain. It was better than the endless cold.

“I think that'll do it,” Darius said, the gleam in his sword fading. One of the girls lunged for him, tears at the corners of her eyes, shouting abuse.

He caught her with one hand at the shoulder, holding her at arm's length. “In the name of the Emperor and the Unknown God, I see you, slave of Urg'naut. By the light of the sun, I urge you to be gone.” Up to this point, it was just the incantation that every Pilgrim recited when they suspected they were dealing with a spawn of the Creeping Shadow. But Darius never liked relying on recitation alone.

He flicked the girl's forehead with a single finger, sending his Intent into her body.

For an instant, he glimpsed the vision she and her sisters had shared: a black, endless void so vast that could swallow all of humanity. But it was not empty. He could sense, could feel, could practically taste the unnamable entities that swam in that darkness, only an inch from touching his skin. They hungered.

His Reading was brief, his Intent firm. The vision broke like glass, shattered by resolve and reality. Now he would only see that void when he closed his eyes. As always.

“Shoo,” he said. The girl's shadow rippled like a disturbed pond, and she suddenly blinked her eyes open. At the sight of him, she began to cry.

He released her as her mother scooped her up, then checked the other girls. They were shaky, dazed, and haunted, and they would likely never escape the nightmares. But they were alive.

Darius reached into his pocket, pulling out a pen that looked more like a long, black insect's claw. With his teeth, he rolled up the sleeve of his left arm.

And he added three tallies in black ink. Three lives saved that would have otherwise been lost. A good reminder.

The mother still had her arms full of her children, all of whom were simultaneously crying and babbling about the horrifying world they'd seen. The Guild would probably want them to stay quiet, but he left them to it, pulling his sleeve back down over the tallies. The pen was Awakened, and its ink would stay a part of his skin forever. He couldn't forget them now, even if he wanted to.

It wasn't practical, maybe—he had accidentally left an inkblot on one hand that he could never remove unless he cut his thumb off—but it was his system. It helped him remember why he had never jumped ship to a different Guild.

“Will they be okay?” the mother asked, her voice shaky.

Darius moved his palms up and down like a pair of scales. “Okay is a relative term. Unharmed, yes. But they have seen deep into the mind of an Elder, and that can leave other scars.”

Her eyes widened. “But they’ll get better, they’ll recover.”

He knelt down again, as he had before, this time to put himself on the same level as the mother and her three rambling children. They shrank away from him, he noticed, but he didn’t blame them. “If I can make it, anyone can.” He pulled back his hood, giving them a glimpse of his face.

Or rather, his lack of one. His face was hidden behind a flat plane of permanent shadow.

No one screamed, for which he was grateful. If anything, the mother actually seemed encouraged. Her expression firmed, and she nodded once.

Darius had started to walk away when the door swung open, revealing a very solemn-looking Pilgrim in white robes. He was only about thirty, though his big eyes made him look younger, and he clutched a leather-bound copy of Meditations on the Unknown God under one arm. His robes were pristine, his White Sun medallion just a little larger than good taste would suggest.

Before he could say a word, Darius pulled him out of the room. He came along without resistance, his eyes still locked on the family inside. “The girls,” the Pilgrim said. “They're...all right?”

Darius knew he'd almost asked why the girls were alive. It was good that he hadn't. Darius hadn't broken a Pilgrim's legs in a while, and he didn’t want to fall off the wagon now.

He dragged the Pilgrim behind him with one hand. “I'm pleased to say that the servant of Urg'naut has been driven off, and the shadow has lifted from this home.”

“I am most pleased as well,” the Pilgrim said, unsuccessfully trying to free his arm from Darius' grip. “But are you sure?”

Darius dragged him away from the family’s room and out of the tenement building without answering. He pulled the outer door open to reveal his cart sitting unguarded on the street. It contained Darius’ gear: his set of armor, a second sword, an emergency Beacon, a few alchemical solutions, a trio of quicklamps, and a handful of other invested odds and ends.

As well as three half-size coffins.

The Pilgrim broke his hold as soon as they hit the street. “The advance team determined they couldn’t be saved! Who knows what Elder horrors could hatch from their bodies?”

“I disagreed with the judgment of the advance team,” Darius said, gently guiding the Pilgrim around the cart. “Let’s be happy that three little girls survived their unfortunate meeting with an Elder. And might I suggest that next time you wait for me to confirm before you go in there and try to read them funeral rites.”

“We need to call in a follow-up team of qualified Guild Readers,” the Pilgrim insisted. “I myself could⁠—”

“It’s such a lovely day, isn’t it?” Darius took in a deep breath, which wasn’t as refreshing as he had imagined, Capital air being what it was. “Let’s go home, you can take the day off, and I’ll register this assignment as completed. Meanwhile, three boxes are going to float out to the Aion where they belong. Light and life, that sounds like a wonderful afternoon, doesn’t it?”

He knew exactly what the other Readers would find, should a team investigate. They would go into the tenement, confirm the influence of Urg’naut’s spawn, and they would recommend that the girls be killed. Just in case. Some of them would even argue that it was for the girls’ benefit.

The worst of it was, they might be right. Some Elder victims never recovered, or spiraled downwards until they were worse than human. But many others recovered.

If he could live with nightmare visions haunting his brain, others could too.

“That sounds nice,” said a woman’s voice. “I’d like to tag along, if you don’t mind.” Darius turned, another smile on his face that no one could see. Sometimes citizens liked to travel with Luminians, and he wouldn’t mind some company on the way back. Certainly not if it would keep his attendant Pilgrim from trying to get him to go back and murder three children.

Then he caught a glimpse of the woman.

She was dressed in black. Dark cloth covered her mouth and nose, and black hair hung down around her face like a hood. Her skin was pale, her eyes narrow, and she seemed to be chewing something behind the mask.

He catalogued her appearance at a glance, but something else drew his attention. Her belt was set with two heavy knives, both of them so dense with Intent that they almost pushed his eyes away. But one was wrapped in bandages, and she rested the palm of her hand on its hilt.

Darius almost thought he heard the three girls whispering again.

“I didn’t know the Consultants had a new Soulbound,” he said casually, inwardly measuring the distance between him and his cart. He couldn’t pull his armor on in an instant, but he might be able to put the wood between them in case she lunged at him with her Awakened dagger.

Just because the Consultants were allies didn’t mean they were harmless.

The woman swallowed whatever she’d been chewing and whistled appreciatively. “I didn’t know Luminian Readers had started carrying swords instead of books. It’s a good change.”

The need to carry a sword was never a good thing, in his opinion, but her attitude solidified something in his mind. These were the legendary Consultants, after all; if she had been hostile, he would never have seen her before she tore him apart with her Soulbound powers. Time to try the friendly approach.

“I have a book, too,” he said, extending his left hand. “Darius Allbright, Captain of the Knights of the White Sun.”

It was hard to tell underneath the veil of black cloth, but it looked like one side of her mouth quirked up. She’d noticed which hand he’d extended, then. To accept his gesture, she’d have to take her hand away from what he strongly suspected was her Vessel.

But a second later she placed her gloved hand in his and shook firmly. “Shera.”

She ended the handshake after only an instant of contact; she wasn’t comfortable without access to her weapons.

“And what brings you to the mainland, Shera?”

“I heard you misplaced some personnel about five years ago,” she said, dark eyes still locked on him, gauging his reaction. “They haven’t been very kind to the Regents recently.”

She might have been testing him for secret knowledge, preparing to attack him if he knew something he shouldn’t, so it was fortunate that he had no idea what she was talking about. “Sounds like you’re implying something, but the God only knows what it is. Pilgrim? You have any news?” He looked over at the white-robed man, who seemed to be trying to stay as far away from the confrontation as possible. The man had a name, but Darius hadn’t interacted with him enough to remember it.

“None, Knight-Adjunct.”

Shera raised her eyebrows. “Really? The Regent of the East has been assassinated. Attempts have been made on the life of at least one other.”

Darius’ stomach lurched, and the void closed around his vision. He had to grip the side of the cart to steady himself. He wasn’t yet forty, but his joints seized up, pain shooting through his spine.

—the darkness waits outside, creeping and slithering at the edge of your vision. It’s everywhere, at all times, and all men are dead, will die, are dying, must die⁠—

The Pilgrim rested a hand on his shoulder, pestering him with questions, but he waved the man away. The Consultant, he noticed, didn’t even seem concerned. She had lowered one side of her mask to pick at her teeth with a tiny triangular dagger.

“Regent Loreli met with our Guild Head today,” Darius said, his voice hoarse. The fits struck at the worst times, and usually while he was already startled. “When the Head returned, he did not inform us that anything was amiss.”

Shera glanced aside, seemingly at nothing. “The Regents are formidable, so I’d guess it’s possible Alagaeus survived. But I doubt it. Our intelligence is very reliable.”

“Oh, it’s not your information that I question.” The Consultant’s Guild would not have sent a Soulbound on a hunch. “I’ll escort you back to base, and you can help us straighten this out.”

“You suggested a relaxing afternoon,” Shera said. “It’s my strategic advice that we all get some rest.”

“I have to say I’m relieved, Shera. I’ve always heard that Consultants like to pretend they’re cold, tireless monsters.” He’d certainly never heard of one asking for a break.

She considered that for a few seconds. “I’ve never thought so. That sounds more like my partner.”

“Partner?”

Darius looked right, and the street was empty. Identical tenement faces up and down the row. To the left, it was the same story. He glanced to his right again, and a monster stood inches from his face.

He grabbed his sword and slid to the balls of his feet, ready to draw. The Pilgrim did nothing but let out a startled oath.

When his heart stopped hammering, Darius could see it was another Consultant…but he still suspected she might be some kind of Elder-spawned fiend. Her skin was corpse-pale, her hair almost the same shade, her eyes an odd pinkish color that reminded him of a rabbit. The black half-mask covering her mouth gave her the appearance of a black-shrouded ghost, and her hands…her hands were the worst of them all. From her fingers extended six-inch claws of sharp iron.

But he quickly mastered himself. A man whose face was covered in Elder darkness should not judge others on their appearance.

“I am sorry for startling you,” she said, and her voice was a grating rasp. “I am Ayana.”

Despite the voice, she sounded professional, even truly apologetic.

“Charmed,” Darius said, extending his hand out to shake. He almost thought better of it at the sight of those claws, but in the end he kept it out. “Startled and still a little skittish, to be quite honest, but charmed nonetheless.”

Ayana delicately grasped his hand in hers, encasing his wrist in a web of steel. It seemed miraculous that she managed to avoid cutting him, but that didn’t put him at ease. All it would take was a sneeze, and she could open a vein.

Mercifully, Ayana released him quickly, turning a glare on Shera. “She could have warned me. Warned us both. I’m sure I taught her better.”

Emperor’s name, she sounds like a spirit swearing vengeance. On the last word, Ayana jabbed her partner in the side with one of her finger-knives. Shera winced, rubbing at the wound.

Somehow, it made him feel better to see a pair of Consultants acting childishly. Letting their guard down. Acting like friends, like real human beings. With a looming conflict between the Guilds, he had never considered the Consultants as real allies. They would do whatever was best for them, and the others would be left to hang.

But they were here investigating the death of a Regent, it seemed. His Guild Head would be very interested in that.

“Day’s not getting longer,” he said, turning to the cart. “I know a place to hire a horse if you would like to ride in the⁠—”

The two women had vanished.


CHAPTER SEVEN



nine years ago

A crumbling, abandoned lighthouse stood on the hill overlooking the town of Silverreach. It had once supervised the sea trade for the town, but coastal ships stopped here less and less until the only visitors were carried by the Navigator's Guild. Since Navigators had no need of lights to guide them to shore, the lighthouse had been left to nature.

The Emperor and Lucan had known immediately that there was no one in or around the building, but Meia had still demanded a full check. She and Shera had moved from room to room, going through the motions of a sweep.

To no one's surprise, it was empty. Shera somewhat resented the waste of time.

They stepped outside and joined Lucan and the Emperor, who stood next to the one scraggly tree on the hill. The Imperial Guard had insisted on accompanying the Emperor off the ship, and the Emperor had insisted right back. The Guards stayed where they were.

The sun had set almost an hour ago, and the only significant lights came from the orange glow of the town below.

They were having a festival. Light, smoke, and music drifted up from the houses, and from this distance, Shera could clearly see the feasting and dancing in the streets. There was no emergency here.

She didn't mind the distraction too much. It had taken weeks to get here, and she'd gotten plenty of sleep on the ship.

“How did the Blackwatch lose contact, Highness?” Meia asked.

The Emperor said nothing. He stood with his head bowed, pressing the fingers of his right hand to his temple. His blue silks swayed in the ocean breeze.

“This doesn't look like an Elder uprising,” Shera added. She had been somewhat nervous at the idea of another full-scale fight with Elderspawn, and she couldn't hide her quiet relief.

“Lucan,” the Emperor said quietly, without looking around.

Lucan looked surprised to be singled out. “I don't know anything,” he began, but trailed off as he stared at the Emperor.

After five or six more seconds, Lucan tugged one black glove off and knelt, pressing his bare hand to the hill.

“Maybe the lines of communication were interrupted,” Meia said. “Maybe the Watchman was killed, and that's why they never heard back from him.”

Shera nodded to Lucan. “He'll have the answer in a minute. Why guess?”

Meia shot her an irritated look. “What else am I supposed to do?”

The three Gardeners had come armed for war, and while Shera was relieved they didn't have to fight one, the situation now seemed a little...anticlimactic. In addition to her two bronze shears, she had strapped another knife to each ankle—the steel blades that Shepherds carried. She had a packet of paralyzing needles on her left hip, a pouch of spades on her right, and backup spades in her pocket. She was even wearing armor, of a sort; her forearms were sheathed in matte-black metal, almost like manacles with no chain, thick enough to turn a blade. They rested underneath her sleeves, with bandages tied directly to her arms to prevent chafing.

Meia would be carrying a trio of alchemical smoke grenades and some explosive charges, as well as a few poisoned darts she'd taken to bringing along lately. Of course, her most dangerous weapons were internal. Even as she waited impatiently for Lucan to Read the hill, her eyes flashed from blue to orange, claws sprouting and retracting from her fingertips as she flexed her hand, muscles shifting and writhing in unnatural patterns beneath her skin. She'd been the one most looking forward to a real fight, and Shera couldn't blame her. Only in combat could she exercise the gifts alchemy had given her.

Lucan actually had a sword belted to his hip, which was the first time Shera had seen him with a full-sized weapon. She wondered if he could use it, but she had to admit that it made him look dangerous. His belt was covered in bags, boxes, pockets, and packages, all of them filled with small items invested in mysterious ways, but that was hardly unusual. What was new, besides the sword, was that he'd added a bandolier across his chest, and the strap was hidden beneath even more pouches.

In all, they were better equipped than a typical squad of Imperial Guards, and they weren't even sure if the enemy was going to show up.

As seconds stretched into minutes, Shera felt her initial relief melt into unease. “The deadliest enemy is unseen,” Maxwell had always said, and her Gardener training certainly underscored the point. The only thing worse than an obvious enemy was one they couldn't find.

After six minutes, Lucan finally took his hand away from the rock, sliding it back into his glove. He stood up, fiddling with one of his pouches.

“Well?” Meia asked, after ten further seconds of silence.

“The town has been...cut off,” Lucan said. His voice shook, uncertain. “It's isolated somehow. I don't understand it; the whole place feels like an island.”

“That's correct,” the Emperor said. He turned, silhouetted from behind by the light from Silverreach. “Something has walled off this location from the outside world. Any messengers who get far enough from the town are turned back or destroyed. This has been true for months, and even Watchmen could not escape the cordon, it seems.”

The three Gardeners waited for orders. Now that the Emperor understood the situation, it was his call to make.

Personally, Shera wondered if they were caught in the invisible net around Silverreach already, and if it would somehow turn them around when they tried to leave. But she didn't voice her thoughts aloud.

Then something happened that she never would have predicted: the Emperor crossed his legs and sat straight down in the dirt, chin in his hand. The Consultants glanced at each other. Lucan looked as surprised as Shera felt, and Meia's eyes were wide.

A second later, Meia dutifully sat on the ground herself.

“Did he plan for this?” the Emperor muttered. “A hundred years ago, I could have dealt with this from my throne. Now I’m forced to come in person. Is that part of his trap? How far does the boundary extend? Could he do it himself, or did he need help? Did he have help? How many? Who?”

Each of his questions sounded more agonized than the last, as though even the act of curiosity pained him. His hand, which had once cupped his chin, now grasped his own lower jaw like he meant to tear it off. His other hand gripped a fistful of grass and soil.

Shera held onto her shears like a falling man clutching a cliff’s edge.

The Emperor almost never asked questions to which he didn't already know the answer, and he absolutely never sounded this out of sorts. Not even when he was threatening to kill them, or talking about his own death. He handled the most important topics with absolute calm. And here he was, twisting and muttering like he had suddenly started to torture himself from the inside out.

Meia spoke up hesitantly. “Your Imperial Highness? Are you all right?”

“That's one of many things I don't know, Gardener,” he whispered. “If I Read the situation for myself, I’ll only get worse. But if I don’t…then I won’t know anything.”

“You're the Emperor,” Shera said. “You know everything.” She was only half joking.

“I know nothing,” he said, then he straightened his back. “But I can always find out. Answers. Yes, I need answers.”

He sounded much brighter all of a sudden, and Shera was forcibly reminded of their confrontation on Nakothi's dead island, where the Emperor had drawn his swords and fought the three Gardeners. His mood hadn't changed so drastically or so rapidly since that time.

Her grip tightened on her shears. Was this the influence of the Dead Mother? Had the time come so soon? They weren't ready. He'd slaughter them.

Unless she got in a good first hit. Which would only happen if she caught him completely off guard.

But this didn't feel like Nakothi, somehow, in a way she couldn't quite place. He wasn't ranting about death and rebirth, for one thing.

Maybe the madness took him in a different way each time. She had no way to tell.

She didn't, but someone else did.

Only a second after the Emperor finished speaking, Shera turned to look at Lucan. His eyes widened when he saw her, as he guessed her thoughts. His gaze flicked to one side as he considered, and his hands flexed like Meia's. Reading the ambient Intent, she hoped.

Five seconds later, he met her eyes and firmly shook his head.

She relaxed, letting out a breath. Even Meia rolled her shoulders to release some tension; she must have been thinking along the same lines.

Light and life, that had been close. She'd almost attacked the Emperor, which could only have ended badly.

He spoke again, without standing or turning around. “We need information, more than anything. Go down into the town, complete a thorough survey of the area, and return to me with whatever you find.”

Shera deliberately kept her mind from lingering on what she'd been planning. If he felt enough hostility in her Intent, it might set him off.

“What are we looking for?” she asked.

“Answers. Answers and questions. What else is worth seeking?”

He often did this, giving a cryptic answer before the real one. She waited for him to continue.

“Anything you can find,” he finished irritably. “Anything. I'll want a complete report on Silverreach before dawn.”

The Gardeners all acknowledged the command and left, slipping away from the hill.

“We're leaving him by himself,” Lucan noted.

“He ordered us to,” Meia responded, as though that settled the matter.

“We could go back to the ship,” he suggested. “Alert the Imperial Guard. At least if something went wrong, there would be someone to handle it.”

“You really think he's in danger?” Shera asked. As far as she'd seen, the Emperor would be safe even if a hostile army materialized on top of him.

Lucan fiddled with his belt, casting a glance over his shoulder. “I think he might be unstable,” he said at last. “His Intent seemed steady, and it didn't feel like Nakothi, but something’s obviously wrong.”

“Then we'd be putting the Guard in danger,” Shera pointed out. “He'll be fine. More importantly, does anyone remember anything about Mason work?”

“Of course I do,” Meia said, removing the veil over her mouth and adjusting her hair. Preparing to adopt a cover. “I review the Mason's guidebook three times a week.”

“I'm sure you do.”

“I still remember the basics,” Lucan said. “I was training with Zhen before you made it to the island. Before they realized I could learn to Read.”

“I guess I'm the only one,” Shera said. She hadn't ignored Zhen's brief lessons, but she'd always known she wasn't intended for the Masons. And Maxwell's idea of a disguise was anything that got you close enough to your target to stab them in the neck.

What had he said about hiding knives in a dress? There was some device to remembering where she could tuck a weapon. P.U.S.H., was it? Petticoats, Under...things? Underarms?

Kelarac take it, she thought. I'm keeping it simple.
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An hour later, the Gardeners crouched on the roof of an inn, carrying their stolen costumes. The place was crowded and noisy, packed for the local festival, and it was amazing how many patrons left their trunks standing open beneath unlocked windows. It had been the work of fifteen minutes to silently lift one article of clothing from a trunk at a time and haul it up.

Now, Lucan stood in the outfit of a young, dignified scholar from the Heartlands. His pants and coat were both gray, his shirt black, and his bowtie a muted red. He carried a writing-board and batch of papers under one arm, and his crowning acquisition was a pair of small, round spectacles that perched on his nose. He adjusted his tie using the flat of a knife as a mirror, making various expressions to see how it fit.

Meia actually blended in better than Lucan: she looked like a schoolbook picture of an Izyrian savage, complete with a sleeveless tunic of hide painted with tribal symbols. She wore a loose skirt, her hair was tied up with a short leather cord, and loops of colored cloth and metal hung from both wrists and both ankles. Her shoes were thin, which was a modern affectation. Actual pre-Imperial Izyrians would have been barefoot.

Silverreach was technically on the continent of Izyria, so there were more than a few people down below wearing similar costumes. With her blond hair, Meia would slip into the crowd like one of the natives. Better, maybe—her bracelets were actually locked into place with one another, her anklets tied tighter than they looked. Neither would rattle or jingle as she moved around.

She leaned down to adjust the strap on her ankle, where she'd openly tied a sheathed knife. That wouldn't be unusual; an ancient Izyrian would have carried a blade there, and more than one woman at this party would be bringing a weapon. In her case, it was better to show it off than hide it.

As Meia and Lucan perfected their costumes, Shera sat on the tiled roof, leaning her back against the chimney. She'd finished dressing ten minutes ago.

“Lucan, where's your disguise?” He was a real Heartlander with a real interest in his own education. If he wasn't a Consultant, he would likely have worn something like this every day. Not counting the glasses.

He tapped those glasses with one finger. “You know, the boy that owned these spectacles specialized in the study of rebellions and civil wars. Fascinating stuff. I'm learning a lot.”

She turned to Meia. “Meia, are you looking to fight in the arena after this? I'm sure our employer could get you a fight.”

Meia answered while tying another strip of cloth onto her left ankle. “The closer a disguise is to reality, the more effective. This costume was worn by another blonde girl of sixteen or seventeen, but it's common enough that she won't be able to identify it as hers, even if she gets a look close-up. It was the natural choice.”

She looked up at Shera and hesitated. “Yours is...very…no, I can't do it. It's sad, Shera. It's just sad.”

“It's quick and simple,” Lucan said. He glanced at her again before adding, “But it is a little sad.”

Shera wore brown pants, a white shirt, a gray vest, and a shapeless gray hat. Her gray socks and brown shoes fit her surprisingly well.

It wasn't a festival costume. They were the simplest, cheapest clothes she'd found lying around as Lucan and Meia were assembling their disguises. She'd actually found the vest lying at the end of an alley wrapped around a half-full bottle of cheap liquor.

She looked like the poorest, least interesting person in town.

“No one will give me a second glance,” she said defensively.

“That's certainly true,” Lucan responded, and somehow she felt as though she'd lost something.
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Silverreach celebrated the anniversary of its founding with food stalls, bonfires, and children running everywhere in colorful costumes. To Shera, it seemed like a dangerous combination. Surely it was only a matter of time before the dense crowd scattered one of the fires, which would spread to the rickety wooden stalls, and from there to the nearby buildings.

But the town hadn't burned down thus far, so she was forced to admit that it probably wouldn't happen tonight.

Besides, there was something more disturbing going on.

The town seemed to be collectively having a good time, with more smiles and laughter and songs than frowns or complaints. One Mason lesson that Shera hadn't forgotten was how to gauge the mood of a crowd; it was a skill that had helped her more than once in her work as a Gardener. As she knew the telltale signs to look for, she could tell that even the stragglers on the outlying edges of the party were mostly having a good time. They slipped off into someone else's arms, or into the embrace of a bottle. No simmering resentment, no imminent sense of rebellion. If she didn't know any better, she would say this was the happiest town in the Empire.

If it all weren't so wrong.

A fruit vendor selling roasted, sugared apples had his desserts arranged from largest to smallest in his booth, but he had stopped sales as he busily rearranged them from smallest to largest. A line of people stood outside his booth, waiting for him to finish, but none seemed impatient. They laughed and joked and sang with the others in line, not one of them complaining about the vendor's unnecessary delay. It took her three or four seconds of close observation to notice the other disturbing detail: all their feet were pointed in precisely the same direction.

Shera signaled to Meia, who was fifteen yards away in the crowd—the Gardeners rarely moved as an obvious group—and pointed at the line. Meia glanced at the fruit booth, spun around a group of townsfolk in a mock dance, and by 'coincidence' ended up passing within inches of Shera.

“Watch the birds,” she said quietly as she danced away.

It took almost another minute for Shera to note what she was talking about. A sound like a chorus of screams turned her head around, and she saw a flock of gulls. The same gulls, she was sure, that had all cried out together. As she watched them, they did it again, twenty beaks opening together and releasing the same caw. They flew in an exact grid, like soldiers in formation, and when they landed on a nearby roof, they did so at the same time.

Children pointed up at the birds, laughing, and then returned to scratching some message on the cobblestones in chalk. Shera moved a few steps out of her way to determine what they were writing.

Mathematical equations, clearly beyond anything a child should have understood. They didn't seem to make much sense, either. The answer to one equation would blend seamlessly in another child's calculation, which would pass over and through yet a third formula. The Gardeners did not emphasize mathematics as a subject, but they did insist that all of their graduates have a basic education. This looked like nonsense.

Then again, when you stepped back and looked at all the equations together, it almost seemed like they fit together. Like the team of children was working to fill in a puzzle on the streets of Silverreach...

She was still staring at the stones, trying to work out the pattern, when Lucan tugged on her elbow and guided her into the crowd. Unlike Meia, Lucan seemed to focus more on the party than on his mission. He joined in a song as he walked arm-in-arm with Shera down the street, flashing her a smile as though to invite her to join in.

Which confused her, more than anything. She was glad to see Lucan enjoying himself, but this was hardly the time for it. She casually took her arm from his and whispered a question to keep him on track. “Does anything feel strange to you?”

He threw his arm around her shoulders instead, which almost caused her to miss a step. “Lots of people having a great time!” he said loudly, and a few people cheered him for it. One man raised a drink, toasting the statement.

Lucan pointed to another nearby stall, this one selling grilled buns that seemed to be filled with meat. He walked straight up to the stall, bypassing the line, and plucked a bun off the cooling rack right in front of the vendor.

Shera's hand went to her knife out of habit, ready to defend Lucan if it came to a fight. Part of her was horrified that he would risk their assignment so carelessly, but the rest of her was already freezing, tightening. If they did have to defend themselves, she would hit the vendor from a distance, and she might be able to push through the crowd before they had a chance to react. So long as Meia got here to carry Lucan, they could be two blocks away before anyone caught on.

Then she realized what had actually happened. At the instant Lucan reached for the grill, some boxes had shifted on the table behind the vendor. He'd turned around, distracted for a split second, as Lucan snatched the food and moved back to Shera. When the vendor moved back to face the crowd, a smile on his face, the Consultant was gone.

Lucan took a bite of the bun, revealing an interior of steamed beef, and extended it to Shera.

She stared into his eyes, trying to see some hint of madness. “Did you do that?”

“Yyyyyeeesss...” he said, slowly drawing the word out as though he thought she was the crazy one.

“I mean the distraction. Did you set that up?” No matter how much time she spent around Lucan and the Emperor, she could never figure out what Readers could and couldn't do. There were rules, but the Emperor and his student seemed to ignore them all. She tended to assume that a Reader could do anything.

He frowned, confused. “What? No. I saw he was going to be distracted, so I took one.”

“But how did you see that? What tipped you off?”

Lucan actually thought about it this time, taking another bite and chewing as he considered. “I sensed it, I guess. I could feel that it was going to happen.”

She relaxed, accepting that. As long as it was part of his Reader powers, that meant nothing unusual was happening to him. To be clear, she asked him one last question. “So you Read it, then?”

He scratched at the side of his face with one gloved hand. “Well...no. Not intentionally. Sometimes I pick up on Intent anyway, and I'm sure that's what it was.”

Shera nodded and kept walking, but she didn't accept a bite of the food.

There was definitely something strange going on here, but she wasn't sure how to report it. What did you call birds that flew in formation, and strange hunches that ended up being true?

They had been walking for twelve minutes—she counted—when Shera finally stopped. Lucan walked on, reminiscing aloud about his training with the Emperor, and was five yards past her before he realized she hadn't followed him. Meia was quicker to understand, stopping as if to examine a colorful pennant hanging nearby as decoration. She walked backward to get a better vantage point, ending up back-to-back with Shera.

“Enjoying the party?” Meia asked.

“This is the exact center of town,” Shera responded.

Lucan jogged over, eyes on the crowd, suddenly more serious. “Is it?”

Shera looked around. It didn't seem much different than a dozen other places they'd passed; they stood in the center of an intersection, surrounded by houses, businesses, and temporary stalls. The crowd bustled around them uninterrupted, a stream passing by a stone.

There was nothing to tell her, but she knew that her feet were planted in the middle of the town. And the center of the mysterious barrier that isolated Silverreach, as well.

“I can't prove it,” Shera said. “But I'm sure that this spot is the center of Silverreach.”

Ten seconds passed as no one said anything. Lucan pulled out his writing-board, using the corner to point to a girl holding a small cat. “That girl's going to look down right now,” he said.

The cat made a noise, and the girl looked down to see what was wrong.

“There are twenty-four birds on that building,” Meia said. Shera glanced over her shoulder. Only six birds perched on the side facing them, but large parts of the roof were hidden from sight.

Shera nodded, relieved. At least they were all experiencing this together.

Lucan tugged off one glove as he walked over to a nearby house, running his hand along the wood. “She's right,” he reported, seconds later. “As far as I can tell, this is the center of town. And I think I can...”

It was forty seconds before anything else happened, but the other two Gardeners waited in silence. They'd seen this before.

Finally, the house shook as though struck, with a muffled thump that shook dust and splinters down from the walls. It wasn't loud enough that it disrupted the celebration, though a few townsfolk took a healthy step back from the wall, but Lucan stepped away satisfied. He turned his gaze to the roof.

All the birds that had perched there took off. Shera did her best to count them as they flew away, but she already knew how many there would be. Twenty-four.

“Amazing,” Lucan breathed. He had pulled his writing-board out and was scribbling rapidly. “Jorin once proposed a method of sharing knowledge that involved merging the Intent of two or more individuals, but that would mean that we all had exactly the same information. I couldn’t have guessed how many birds were on that roof until Meia told me. Shera?”

Shera shook her head.

“So we're not sharing the same knowledge, but it has to come from somewhere.”

“Where?” Meia asked, and Shera shivered.

Lucan jabbed the end of his pen in her direction. “Exactly.”

“We should leave,” Shera said, placing a hand on Meia's shoulder and gently guiding her away.

Meia nodded. “All right. We've finished one quarter of the city. We can each take another quarter and meet back here when we're done.”

“No,” Shera said. She wasn't usually forceful, but in this case, she suspected she saw the situation more clearly than the others. “We need to get out of here now.”

Meia looked irritated, but Lucan held up a hand to stop her before she protested. He, at least, was ready for an explanation.

“Something is putting thoughts in our heads,” Shera said. “The Watchmen are involved, meaning it's an Elder. As we stand here, an Elder is messing with his head.”

Meia's face hardened and her shoulders trembled as she visibly restrained her muscles, which had started to move on their own. Her eyes sparked orange before she stopped herself.

They would have seen it, probably faster than Shera, if they were anyone else. Meia's dedication to her orders meant that she wouldn't even consider any other course of action until she'd finished her assignment, and it wouldn't occur to Lucan that anything could hurt the Emperor. He was part of a squad intended to ultimately kill the Emperor, and Shera suspected he still didn't fully accept that. On some level, Lucan knew that they wouldn’t have to go through with it, that they were a contingency plan for some far-off possibility that would never come to pass. No one could kill the Emperor.

Shera's vision of the future ended one of two ways. Either with her shear in the Emperor's heart or with all three of the Gardeners' heads on the ground. It wasn't practical to expect anything else.

Lucan finally looked like he was taking the problem seriously, but he still protested. “He got by for centuries without us around. He can defend himself.”

Behind him, an older man in a ragged coat—worse quality than anything the people around him wore—dragged a wooden box over to a corner. He stepped onto it as though he were preparing to make a speech.

“I don't think he's going to get rolled for his wallet,” Shera said dryly. “I think he's going to be replaced from the inside out. If he thought he could solve that problem on his own, he wouldn't need us.”

The old man on the box raised his hands.

“Ladies and gentlemen of all ages, please pay me the courtesy of your attention!”

His voice was strong, and loud enough to cut through the noise of the crowd, but no one gave him the courtesy he sought. He didn't seem bothered by that, launching into his speech. “You see around you a time of celebration! Of excess! But the joys of this happy season are nothing compared to what could, what would await you if only this world were as it should be!”

His speech continued, but Meia spoke quietly, almost into Shera's ear. “All right. We've seen what we need to see. We'll tell him, and if he sends us right back down into the town, we'll blame you.”

Shera was still watching the old man standing on the box. “No, forget what I said. I think I'd like to stay here a little longer.”

Lucan covered his eyes with one hand and laughed. Meia made a sound like someone had driven a punch-dagger into her kidney.

Instead of explaining, Shera pointed at the old man. More specifically, at the medallion around his neck.

It looked like silver, but was more likely painted tin or other cheap metal. The emblem was filled with detailed decoration that she couldn't identify at a distance, but it was clearly intended to resemble an open eye.

The open eye was a symbol of significance in many Elder cults, as people used it to represent the all-seeing eyes of the Great Elders, or the vigilance one needed to watch for their return, or something similar. Then again, it had also been used to signify a thousand other things—including Readers—so under normal circumstances Shera wouldn't have given it a second glance.

But these weren't normal circumstances. Elders were involved.

So she stayed to listen to the man with the fake silver medallion.

Lucan and Meia didn't bother to acknowledge what they'd seen; they knew what the open eye meant as well as she did. They responded by taking action, each moving off in a different direction to spread themselves throughout the crowd.

The old man had continued, elaborating on his vision of a glorious future. “Instant travel! Can you imagine visiting friends in the Heartland, or family in Axciss, in hours? Not weeks! Imagine getting news from the Capital fresher than this morning's milk! Imagine a world where a man of eighty was just getting into his prime, and dying at one hundred meant you'd left this world too young!”

There was a scattering of laughter at that. Most people only stayed a few seconds and walked away, smiling and shaking their heads, but a handful stayed. He was attracting an audience, if a small one.

He didn't seem bothered by the people who left. If anything, he seemed encouraged that anyone stayed. He ramped up the energy of his delivery, pouring passion into every word. “Now, listen very carefully to what I have to say. This is no fantasy! The ability to do these things exists in our world! Readers know all about it, the Blackwatch know all about it⁠—”

At the reference to the Blackwatch, four or five people waved their hands in a circle in the air, a folk gesture warding off misfortune and evil. You tended to see that sign after the mention of a Great Elder's name, or something equally inauspicious.

There's something wrong when people think of the Blackwatch the same way they think of Nakothi.

“—but they won't tell us!” The man continued. “Living longer, moving faster, it's all a matter of learning how. And they know how we can find out, but they won't let us! Why? Because they control all the information.” He tightened his fist, raising it to show 'their' tight grip on knowledge. “The only way into the future is a free exchange of information, and that means educating the whole world.”

“They promise everything,” Maxwell had said once, regarding scam artists. “But they never deliver anything. Only the worst kinds of people say they're selling the future.”

At the corner of her eye, Shera caught Meia whispering into the ear of a young man carrying a bottle in each hand. His cheeks were red, and he looked as if it took all of his concentration to stay standing straight. He laughed a little too loudly and raised one of the bottles. “That's right! She's right. If you know all this, how come you're not...you know. A million years old, or...”

He trailed off and took a drink.

Far from looking defeated, the old man raised a finger to the sky as though he'd heard a brilliant point. “Aha! I'm glad you asked. We remember these techniques because the memories have been handed down from father to son, from mother to daughter, for generations beyond counting! But we can't build the future. We don't know how; we're ordinary men and women, just like you.”

He leaned forward, sweeping the crowd like he intended to make eye contact with everyone. “But we know who does know, and the Empire is keeping the truth to themselves. Our ancient lords, who used to rule the world, disappeared long ago. We're told they were killed.”

He laughed, shaking his head at the silliness of it.

“How? By us? By ignorant humans? Pssht. We're the only ones concerned about death! If we knew the truths of the universe, like they do, we'd be beyond death! No, they're only sleeping, and all we have to do is wake them up.

“As all men know, that which sleeps will soon wake.”

That which sleeps will soon wake.

She'd heard the words before, and seen them written in a Consultant file. The motto of a mysterious Elder cult that had survived into the modern day.

The Sleepless.
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When they reached the base of the lighthouse, Shera couldn't see the Emperor. Not that he wasn't there; she was fairly certain he was. But the crest of the hill, and specifically the spot where they'd left him, was now blocked out by a levitating patchwork of woven wood, as though some invisible giant had decided to weave a basket out of a live tree. It looked almost like the outline of a ship under construction.

The Emperor's voice came from within the floating planks, sticks, and boards as they approached. “I've never been able to make a functional flying machine,” he said. The intertwined branches slid away, leaving a window that revealed his face. “I should have done it. The theory is solid. But today...today I think I can make it work.”

Shera noted that the tree, which had once stood on the hill, was missing. At least she knew he hadn't created the wood out of thin air.

“What have you found?” The Emperor asked through his floating window.

“The Sleepless are in town, Highness,” Meia responded, bowing slightly. The Emperor had absolved them of the obligation to bow, because they couldn't do their jobs if they had to prostrate themselves on the ground every time they saw his face. Still, Meia couldn't quite bring herself to addressing the Emperor without ducking her head.

Lucan picked up the report. “Our experience suggests the presence of an Elder. Many townsfolk had unexplained knowledge, as did we.”

Branches flexed and pulled down over the Emperor's head, weaving themselves into a roof. He didn't take his eyes from Lucan. “Did you sense an Elder’s presence?”

“Not directly,” Lucan admitted.

Shera moved a step closer to the Emperor and his wooden shell. “We'll be happy to complete our report somewhere else. We should move.”

“No,” the Emperor said, running a hand along the inside of his half-built wooden ship. “We stay here until I’ve finished.”

This was it. For the first time, Shera was actually forced to work against the Emperor's command. She'd been dreading this moment for years.

Ice closed around her thoughts, and she put her hands on her hips as though exasperated. In reality, she wanted to be able to draw her knives as quickly as possible.

“Why do you keep three Gardeners with you?” Shera asked, casually moving forward. “You have to know that sometimes you need someone else to make decisions. Because sometimes, under some conditions, you can't.”

The Emperor's face was obscured for a moment behind a shifting pillar of wood, but when it re-emerged, he looked thoughtful.

If he sensed her Intent as she moved closer, he could kill her just by looking at her. She had to close off her mind. She embraced the cold until all her regrets, all her feelings—and hopefully, all her Intent—froze over.

“This is one of those times,” Shera said, staring him intently in the face, watching for the slightest sign that he was about to move. It was possible that she would die here. Even likely.

But it was her job to kill the Emperor before he became a threat, and it was the most important assignment she would ever be given. If she couldn't handle it, that would make her useless.

And useless people were cast aside. Maxwell had taught her that, and it was just as true in the Gardeners. It was a fundamental tenet of life, she'd found.

Shera would always be useful.

Here, that meant either killing the Emperor or convincing him to escape. She would give diplomacy one more try before the shears came out, since that plan had a slightly greater chance of success.

“We need you to leave,” Shera ordered. “Now.”

She’d been taught to use the subject’s name when delivering a command, but calling him “Emperor” would only remind him that he had the power. And she didn't know his real name, if he even had one. So she had to do without.

The Emperor raised his gaze, as though looking into the stars. Around him, in a deafening clatter of wood on wood, his half-constructed flying device collapsed. His layers of silk, every shade of blue, rippled like ocean waves in the night wind.

Shera moved her hands to her shears.

“Beneath this town, there is a library older than human civilization,” the Emperor began, still staring into the sky. “I am convinced that humans did not invent books, but that we took the first examples from this library and mimicked their construction. It is still a great repository of knowledge, though much of it was destroyed in that last battle between us. I always wondered how he didn't see it coming, why he didn't anticipate me and relocate. But he was always trying to learn, even at the end. And death is no great inconvenience to his kind.”

Meia and Lucan were absolutely silent, so Shera spoke up. “Ach'magut.”

He glanced at her, then looked back to the stars. “In a way, the human world is his creation more than my own. He spared my life, gave me the education I needed to advance Reading and build an empire. He's not a destroyer, he's a parasite. He leeches onto a world until he's learned everything he can, and then he moves on. But he's not above taking something apart to see how it works.”

The Emperor waved a hand over the town of Silverreach. “He won't kill everyone. He will enact his plan without consideration for casualties one way or another. Though I came myself, I can no longer protect them.” He turned his back on Silverreach and started to walk away. “I should have gotten here months ago.”

Shera looked down on the town, still warm with the light of bonfires and humming with music. She didn't dare ask a question, not when she was getting what she wanted. No one would have to die tonight.

But, as always, Lucan needed answers. “What about the town?”

The Emperor responded while walking down the hill, forcing them to catch up. “If Ach’magut is stirring, we have time. Having him free is much better than any of the other Great Elders. He'll have to be put down at some point, of course, but he won't be finished with this world for another ten thousand years. Time means nothing to him, and he likes to deconstruct every speck of data.”

“But what about the town?” Lucan insisted.

“It was a mistake to come here,” the Emperor admitted. “I do make mistakes. Just because I can’t use the Optasia, I believed I had no choice but to do battle. But I now see that I was wrong. As soon as I heard the news, I should have accepted the death of this town.”

He reached his hand up to clutch at his chest, as though he were having a heart attack, but Shera knew better.

“My time is over,” he said, and there were unshed tears in his voice. “I can no longer protect my people.”

He walked back to the ship in silence, his executioners following.


CHAPTER EIGHT



We swear to place the lives of innocents above our own, to seek the good of the Order above glory, and to bring the light where it is darkest. We will live our lives as representatives of the Unknown God.

And to the Elders, those serpents and authors of darkness, we will show neither mercy nor compassion. To the servants of the void, we bring only death.

—the oath of the Luminian Knights

present day

Hightower, the Luminian citadel, waited just outside the borders of the Capital. Shera and Ayana had to abandon their rooftops to follow Darius and his Pilgrim, for which Shera was grateful. Flitting from building to building was stealthy and mysterious, but walking was much easier.

The Consultants stole a set of clothes as they were on their way out, easy as plucking an apple from a tree, but there were a few drawbacks. Namely, lack of selection. Ayana ended up with a white dress that did nothing to hide her six-inch bladed fingernails and highlighted her ghostly complexion. She had to steal a purse in which to conceal her hands, as though she were rummaging around for something, but she would have attracted less attention in her blacks.

Shera walked along in a man's suit. She had raided a poor man's ragged wardrobe for a reason: because cheap clothes were typically looser-cut and easier to move around in. But apparently this dockworker had spent everything he owned on a respectable suit, as it was the only thing in his closet.

The suit didn't fit, and the shoes threatened to slip off with every step, so she was forced to limp down the road while squirming inside the jacket like a child at a funeral.

“I do believe we could have done better on the disguises,” Ayana said dryly, as a little girl scrambled out of their way so fast that she spilled a water bucket down the front of her dress.

“That sounds like Mason work.”

“You don’t look like a Mason, you look like a boy who doesn't know how to wear a suit.”

“Close enough,” Shera muttered, shoving her hands into the jacket pockets. “Why does anyone wear fancy clothes when they could wear something that fits?”

“Because they want to look refined.” Ayana looked like a corpse ready for burial. “And, by the way, refined individuals don't call their clothes ‘fancy.’”

They walked along, attracting far more attention than they would have in their blacks, but at least no one recognized them as Consultants. “Sometimes boldness is the best disguise,” Zhen of the Masons had once told her.

He hadn't mentioned how embarrassing it was.

“I was surprised they called you in on this,” Shera said. “I thought I was getting a team.”

“The Luminians can provide auxiliary support in place of the Shepherds. They're not so bad at that. If it comes down to gardening, you and I can hold our own.”

“That I'm not worried about.” Ayana had been Shera's instructor in the Gardeners, and Shera had no lack of confidence in her abilities. But the High Councilors had been the ones to send her on this mission, which meant that Yala was involved.

And it was difficult to imagine that Yala had intentionally done her the favor of partnering her with a friend. Were they expected to die here, or did Yala know something that Shera didn't?

“Have you offended the Council recently?” Shera asked.

Ayana glanced over at her, for a moment forgetting to conceal her hands, and a nearby woman spilled her groceries with a shriek. Ayana hurriedly stuffed her fingers back in her handbag. “Most of us are not in the habit of defying our supervisors. Did you imagine being paired with you was such a punishment?”

“If we're going to die in some ambush, then it is.” Shera didn't think it too likely that Yala had arranged a lethal surprise for them on the way, and if she had, it was probably aimed at Shera personally. The High Councilor had no grudge against Ayana.

But then again, paranoia was the best way to extend a Gardener's life.

Ayana laughed, a terrible sound like a spear scraping against gravel, and a trio of boys stopped playing and slid quietly back down the road. “If anyone is planning a betrayal, they shouldn't have involved the Luminians. They'll strike down anyone tainted by the Elders in a second, but an unstained human? We'll be better protected in Hightower than on the Island.”

Anyone tainted by the Elders.

On Shera's belt, under her jacket, Syphren seemed to stir. It wasn't whispering to her through Jorin's invested bandages, but she could still feel its presence. And she remembered its voice, so similar to the Heart of Nakothi.

If her Vessel didn't have a measure of power from an Elder or a Kameira, she wouldn't be a Soulbound. And she very much doubted her current abilities came from a Kameira.
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Only a few miles later, they came to the gates of Hightower. The headquarters of the Luminian Order was famous the world over, though most people referred to it as sort of a fortified Guild chapter house. That was how Shera had pictured it, as a child in the Capital: like a version of the Consultant chapter house, only bigger and surrounded by a wall.

The reality had more in common with a dream.

Hightower's walls were built from huge bricks of gray-white stone, looming over the surrounding trees. Shera and Ayana saw them a mile down the road, standing fifty feet in the air. Banners hung from the walls and pennants fluttered from flagpoles on the parapets: red banners sporting a white sun.

Most of the buildings stood shorter than the walls, only visible through the wide-open gates. But one structure loomed over all the rest.

It began as a cathedral, like some of the other Luminian structures she'd seen. A confectionary building of high arches, pointed peaks, and plates of stained glass shimmering in the sun. The White Sun flew on red banners all over the building, but its most arresting feature was the tower that grew like a tree from the cathedral's foundation.

Made of weathered stone, the tower hung over the citadel like a sentry, topped with a glass orb bigger than a house. Arms of bronze surrounded the glass, holding the globe in place as it shone with a bright, pure light. This blazing white lantern cast its light over all of Hightower, a second sun for the Luminian Guild.

That's the high tower, I guess. And she supposed the giant quicklamp was supposed to represent their White Sun crest as well.

It was impressive, certainly. But her attention was taken from the architecture to a scene on the road. The traffic had begun to dam up, as something blocked the people's way into the citadel. Voices were raised, and among them the Knight-Adjunct they'd met earlier. Darius Allbright.

Without a word, Shera and Ayana split up in different directions, heading for their destination separately. If one of them were caught or needed to intervene, at least they wouldn't be captured together.

After only a few seconds of walking, Shera saw the problem. It was worse than she'd imagined.

Four Imperial Guards stood in front of the gates, barring access to the Luminians.

Three of the Guards were men with exactly the same modification: one arm replaced by the green, pebbly limb of a Kameira lizard. As Shera understood it, Guards rarely stationed two people with identical enhancements together. There would be some reason for it this time, but she didn't understand the Guild well enough to speculate.

The fourth member was a blond woman that reminded Shera of Meia for one very simple reason: her eyes were orange and vertically slitted. They looked just like Meia's eyes when she lost control.

The woman was engaged in a conversation with Darius, while the men behind her addressed the crowd, pushing the bystanders back. Most seemed only too happy to leave before they were touched by a lizard's claw.

Very soon, Shera stood with the few people who had lingered to watch, with Ayana standing on her own far away. She looked...more disturbing than usual.

Ayana had strong opinions about the Imperial Guard.

“...returning home, as you can see!” Darius said cheerfully, from within his hood. “Out on a routine mission, you see, providing help to the helpless. If you would allow me to continue to my home, I'd be most grateful. I'm exhausted.”

“Our Guild maintains this road, and as such, we have to make sure that security stays tight. For your own safety.” The Guard leader picked through his cart, holding up a child-sized coffin. “The Order is involved in some grim business, it seems.”

A few members of the crowd murmured at the sight.

“Grim indeed. We had to investigate a family of Elder-touched children, and we worried that they might not survive their affliction. Fortunately, we were able to restore them to health with no complications.”

Darius spoke quickly and easily, and the sparse remaining crowd didn't seem hostile. There were certainly too many witnesses around for a real ambush, so Shera considered it likely that the Imperial Guard would ask a few more questions and let them pass.

Absently, she rested her hand on Syphren's hilt, and its consciousness burned awareness into her thoughts: They're coming back.

Sure enough, the three male Guards were regrouping around their commander, one flexing his lizard's arm as though he prepared to use it. Their red-and-black uniforms looked especially intimidating in a group.

The Pilgrim with Darius shrank back behind the cart.

“We're aware that the Luminian Order does not support the right of the Guilds to choose a new Emperor,” the Guard said, her eyes on Darius. “What about you, Knight-Adjunct? Do you support the Empire?”

Darius leaned one elbow against the cart, jostling it and startling his Pilgrim. “Surely there are more options than those two. Myself, I'm convinced that we can all still reach some kind of compromise. A few months of hostile posturing doesn't outweigh two thousand years of cooperation.”

Syphren's thoughts didn't translate well into words, but Shera got the sense of a hungry man licking his lips. The lead Imperial Guard emanated a strange energy, as did her subordinates to a lesser degree. And Darius...if her Vessel wasn't wrapped in Jorin's binding cloth, Shera wasn't sure she could hold back from knifing the Luminian in the back.

She clamped down on the feelings and focused on the conversation. The bandages weren't working, not like they should. It had only been two days since Jorin invested them, and she already felt like they needed replaced. At this rate, she had to control the impulses herself.

But part of her was convinced to take the easiest course: kill the Guards, drain them of energy, and move on.

The Guard's orange eyes flicked up to Darius' head and to the bystanders. Her gaze froze on Shera for just an instant before moving on, sparking excitement from Syphren. Hostile interest meant a possible fight.

“I'm certain we will come to an understanding,” the Guard said. “I apologize to you and your Guild for detaining you. Before you continue on your way, I was wondering if you would do us the courtesy of lowering your hood.”

Darius didn't look like a man who had been maneuvered into a corner. He still relaxed against the cart, gesturing to his own head. “That would be disturbing at best, as my face was lost. Taken in a battle against Urg'naut. It's my own scar, of sorts.”

Shera had to admire his approach. A warning would rob his appearance of its impact, and he was taking the initiative to make sure the witnesses saw it as a battle-wound earned fighting the forces of evil.

“An honest man doesn’t know how to play a crowd.” Maxwell’s words, though she wasn’t sure if they applied here.

The Guard was not deterred. She raised her voice. “Are you saying you have an Elder's face?”

“No, ma'am,” Darius replied. He lowered his hood. “I have no face at all.”

Indeed, it looked like he was telling the truth. When he pulled his cowl away, the shadow stayed in place. Where he should have eyes, nose, and a mouth was nothing more than a flat plane of darkness. It looked as though someone had cut the front quarter of his head off with an axe, revealing a layer of solid black.

Everyone reacted differently. Some screamed, a few turned away, some stared with sick fascination. For an instant, Shera lost herself in a memory of a giant Elder with everything horrible in the world on its neck. Its head almost looked blank because her mind couldn't process the sight of butchery, refuse, and disease all at once. In a way, this felt similar, because there was something inherently disturbing about there being no face where everything in her experience taught her it should be there. In a right, reasonable, logical universe, he should have a face.

She'd expected something like this under his hood, but the reality of it still hit her like a slap.

“Elderspawn! Seize him for questioning!” The Guard leader's voice shook, and her orange eyes were still wide, but her lizard-armed men stepped forward.

Darius settled his hood back over his hood. “Why in the Emperor's name would you question an Elderspawn? Only the Blackwatch care about capturing Elders, and even they aren't fools enough to ask for answers. If you really thought I was an Elder, you should be calling for knights of the Order.”

One of the men tried to grab Darius' arm, but Darius took a seemingly incidental step to one side, pulling his sword from its sheath as though he meant to demonstrate swordplay to a class of students. He tapped his blade against his own shoulder. “I see what you were trying to do, but there are enough witnesses here to swear that you started the fight. At this point, I'm defending myself.”

The orange-eyed woman deliberated, but one of her fellow Guards took the decision out of her hands. As he pushed the scattered bystanders aside to get to Darius, he made the mistake of shoving Ayana.

Ayana had inherited her long iron fingernails from Imperial Guard parents who had abandoned her to the care of the Gray Island. While she rarely spoke of it, Shera had gathered that her opinion of the Guard was not high.

As she proved when she drove her claws into the man's enhanced arm. Her left hand was only a beat behind, driving up into his chest, but somehow Darius got there in a blink, slapping claws away with the flat of his sword.

“He needs medical treatment!” Darius called. “Our Pilgrims can⁠—”

From behind, it looked as though Darius had just swung his blade at a Guard. Another advanced, clutching at Darius' face with a reptilian talon. He ducked, shoving the man back with his shoulder.

And Syphren's glee, his delight at the prospect of the fight, became too much for Shera to restrain. She snatched it from its wrappings, laughing as she advanced with her dagger raised to plunge at the Guard leader's back.

Darius shouted a warning and the woman spun around, her orange eyes locked on Shera. She grabbed Shera's wrists, and with first contact it was obvious that the Guard was stronger. She forced the Consultant's arms out and apart, raising a leg to kick Shera away.

But Syphren was whispering in her mind now, and the Guard's skin was touching hers. She inhaled with her newfound power, and tiny wisps of green light drew up out of the woman's skin and drifted over to her. She practically tingled with anticipation, yearning for the power it could give her...

A blade flashed silver in the sunlight, headed for her arms, and she jumped backwards. Syphren snarled in unsatisfied frustration, and Shera glared up at her attacker.

Darius stood over her, sword in one hand, face a black void in the center of his hood. “Please don't. This is getting very complicated.”

The Guard captain drew her own sword, shorter than the Knight-Adjunct's, driving it at his back. He stepped away without looking, leveling the point of his sword at Ayana, who was about to slash another Guard's throat.

“Stop!” he shouted, and this time his voice rang with command.

Ayana didn't stop, but she didn't kill her victim instantly either. She placed a knife-edged fingernail on either side of the man's neck. “Why?”

Shera agreed with her partner. The Guards had attacked first, and they had even set up an ambush in public. If they were that stupid, they deserved their fate.

Besides, she longed to absorb their power like a drunkard longed for the bottle. They'd given her the perfect excuse.

She wrestled Syphren down, trying to gain control of her own soul, as Darius kept talking. “We can all—” and here he looked at the Guard captain, making sure she was included— “walk away from this peacefully. No blood shed, no harm given. If we kill them here, we'd be starting a Guild war in truth.”

“Only if there are witnesses,” Ayana said, her voice barely above a whisper. Those lingering members of the crowd who had stayed close enough to hear now started to slip away.

“There will be at least one witness,” Darius said calmly. “I would be complicit, and I would immediately report myself to the Guild Head.”

Ayana scraped her nails together, and Shera knew her well enough to recognize what she was thinking. She was deciding whether she should attack anyway.

Shera wrapped the last loop of cloth around her Vessel, sighing in relief as Syphren quieted. Now she could hear her own thoughts. “I thought we were already heading into a war.” That was how the Head of the Alchemist's Guild had explained it to her, not long ago.

Darius shook his head, moving his attention between Ayana and the Imperial Guard. “They're the ones who need a war, not us. The Empire is falling apart as it is, and the Regents…the Regents are not interested in unifying. In a few years, the Empire will be gone, even if the name remains. Time is on our side. Their only hope is to provoke a conflict somewhere they can win, which I suspect is one reason they were out here today.”

He hesitated after mentioning the Regents, as though he'd just remembered what Shera said about Alagaeus' death.

The Imperial Guard captain's orange eyes narrowed, but she gestured to her men. They limped over to her, one man pulling himself off the ground. “My Guild Head will hear about this.”

Darius waved. “Good-bye, and thank you for visiting the Luminian Order! May the blessings of the Unknown God be upon you.”

Without a word, the Guard turned and left.
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The first thing Shera felt upon passing through the gates of Hightower was a sense of surpassing peace and wellness in her soul. She distrusted it immediately.

“What is this?” Ayana whispered. Her hands were concealed inside a bag once again, but she looked ready to draw.

“Ah, my apologies,” Darius said, huffing under the weight of his cart. “I forgot to warn you. Hightower was built as a sanctuary for refugees fleeing from an Elder attack. Over the years, people have come here seeking protection from all manner of threat, both real and imaginary. That sort of Intent tends to sink in, and the effect draws in still more people, who reinforce the feeling. It's a fascinating cycle.” His Pilgrim nodded along, looking around proudly.

Shera could feel her paranoia seeping away like blood from a wound. It looked like a small city inside the gates, with Pilgrims shopping at fish-carts and hawkers shouting from windowsills. But every person in sight seemed just as relaxed as she felt. A grimy little boy in a loincloth ran up to a well-dressed man, patting his belt. When the man turned around, the boy reached up and handed him a coin he'd dropped.

In a bizarre way, it was similar to the influence Syphren had over her. She clenched her jaw, firming her resolve to stand against feelings not her own. But it was much easier to resist bloodthirst than a pervasive sense of well-being. A man in a black coat walked within arm's reach of her, and she didn't even have the sense to put a hand on her dagger.

He passed by without incident, and she failed to watch him go.

“I think I'm starting to feel sick,” Ayana said. She pulled out her bladed hand, pressing her palm against her forehead, but she earned nothing more than a few idle glances.

Darius took a deep breath through his nonexistent nose. “Good to be home, isn't it?”

Shera thought of the Capital, with its incessant noise and bustle. Then the Gray Island, with its layers of mystery, danger, and secrets piled upon secrets.

“Home is the place where you're most vulnerable,” Maxwell had once taught her. On the Island, she was always aware of that.

Here, you would just...relax. It was unnatural.

As they approached the Luminian cathedral in the center of the citadel, Darius began explaining its history, but Shera was more interested in its layout. The columns that supported the entrance were carved with reliefs of famous historical heroes, including Loreli. The woman wore full armor but no helmet, braids falling behind her as she stared off at some unseen threat. She held her sword ready in both hands.

The sculptor had no doubt imagined Loreli centuries dead. Shera wondered if Regent Loreli had visited here since her awakening.

Two panes of multicolored stained glass rested to either side of the entrance, both showing the Emperor: one depicted him banishing an indistinct mass of squirming darkness meant to represent the Elders, and the other showed him handing a bright light to a kneeling man in white. The founding of the Luminian Order, she guessed.

Above the arched entrance, in another pane of stained glass, shone the symbol of their Guild: the White Sun.

Despite the atmosphere of safety and security, Shera couldn't help but be reminded of their own chapter house on the Gray Island. It was designed to put clients at ease, while the real business of the Consultants was conducted in secret beneath their feet.

Where did the Luminians do their work?

Darius left his cart by the door, stopping to stretch his sore shoulders. His Pilgrim, who had stayed with him until this point, silently scurried away. “I'll have you shown to your rooms first. We won't be able to meet with the Guild Head until he returns, and I plan on making the most of that opportunity to⁠—”

He was interrupted by the arrival of another Pilgrim, a young woman, who glanced furtively into his hood before glancing away.

Shera was relieved to see that it was, in fact, possible to feel threatened even under the Luminian aura of reassurance. Maybe she would get used to it in time. Until then, she had barely even noticed the Pilgrim's approach, nor considered the fact that the woman might be carrying weapons under her robes, or in her copy of Meditations. This was like a poison-induced hallucination. Even Syphren tossed and turned, squirming irritably. In a manner of speaking.

“Excuse my haste, Knight-Adjunct, but your grandfather wishes to see you immediately. He's in the tower.”

Darius hung his shadowed head in exhaustion. “Thank you, Pilgrim. My guests and I will be along shortly.”

The white-robed young woman bowed and scurried away.

“Grandfather?” Shera asked automatically, then nearly slapped herself. Of course. Darius Allbright, grandson of distinguished Head of the Luminian Order, Jameson Allbright. If she'd spent more time studying the file on the Luminians, she would have seen that. “Never mind. I understand.”

The thought would have brought on more irritation, but she was too busy noticing how beautiful the flower garden was beneath the stained glass, and how the cathedral’s majesty brought with it a sense of security. It was how she imagined it must feel to be a child standing in the shadow of a parent.

This place was going to drive her crazy faster than a pack of Elders.

“My grandfather and I always got on well,” Darius said, guiding them smoothly through the polished and gilded halls of the cathedral. Even as addled as she was by the peaceful atmosphere, Shera didn't miss how the white-robed Pilgrims and red-liveried servants ducked out of the Knight-Adjunct's way. Some even looked disgusted, as though they'd spit at his feet if they dared. Only the passing knights, distinguished by the weapons they wore, nodded to Darius with any degree of respect.

Interesting. Not many people trusted the man without a face, it seemed.

Darius treated it all as normal, brushing through the halls at speed. “I was being groomed for the Headship myself, in fact, before the incident with my face. Would have been the first Guild Head raised from the knights in three hundred years, but what good is a headless leader?”

He chuckled, though they didn’t join him. “That's one positive outcome, at least. I never wanted to be the Head. Too much interaction with the other Guilds, not enough real action. And thanks to my grandfather, who kept me around instead of having me executed as Elder-touched, I was able to stay in the field.”

He hesitated after that line, and Shera suspected he didn't appreciate his new assignment as much as he pretended to. He might enjoy having something to occupy his time, but there was something about his position that disturbed him. Maybe it had to do with the looks that passing Pilgrims hurled his way, or maybe it related more to those three child-sized coffins in his cart.

Finally, they reached the polished double doors that led into the base of the tower. A smaller entrance around the side was for servants, Shera was sure, along with whomever maintained the giant quicklamp at the top.

“Please allow me to start things off with my grandfather,” Darius said. “I have a few issues that we need to discuss, and we can get to our Guild business when he's in the right frame of mind.” Then he opened the doors.

Jameson Allbright, Head of the Luminian Order, was sitting cross-legged four feet off the ground.

He had pure white hair and a long beard, with white-and-red robes of such elaborate cut that Shera imagined it took a team of servants two hours to assemble them on his body. He sat cross-legged with his eyes closed, slowly rotating in place as he levitated.

“Welcome, visitors. Please excuse my appearance for another moment, as I search the city for some elusive answers.”

“No need,” Shera said immediately, before Darius could begin speaking. “We want a look at your personnel records from five years ago. Point us in that direction, and we'll be on our way.”

Darius bowed his hood, speaking through a sigh of exasperation. “Grandfather, allow me to introduce Shera and Ayana, both of the Consultant's Guild.”

Jameson opened one eye. “Oh really? I'd wondered when the Architects would come knocking at my door.” He began revolving as he sank closer and closer to the floor.

“Not Architects,” Ayana said.

Shera rested a hand on her shear to emphasize the point, though she felt more like sinking into sleep than murdering someone. Of course, that was usually the case.

Jameson winced, opening both eyes as he reached the carpet. “Ah. I see. Quite a pointed message, isn't it?”

Shera drummed fingers on the hilt of her shear. “It's not a message. We’re here to do our jobs.”

Darius' shadowed eyes moved between Shera and his grandfather. “I'm sorry, I'm not familiar with Consultant parlance.”

“It's very simple,” Shera said. “The Architects design the plans, the Masons lay the foundation, the Shepherds watch the flock, and Gardeners remove the weeds.”

Darius scratched the back of his neck with one hand. “You know, I'm still not familiar with⁠—”

His grandfather interrupted him. “They remove threats to their Guild, son. As you do for us, though I'm certain they operate on another level entirely.”

So that's what a Knight-Adjunct is. Shera didn't think she'd ever heard of the position before meeting Darius, and now she knew why.

Most Guilds had someone in charge of executions, though it varied on a case-by-case basis. In the Blackwatch, it was usually the Guild Head herself. The Consultants had the Gardeners, and the Champions had every single member of their Guild. Evidently, in the Luminian Order, the disposal orders came to the Knight-Adjunct.

The faceless executioner of a merciful clerical order. The idea appealed to Shera's sense of irony. Even the Luminians had to deal with the muck of the real world, it seemed.

Darius nodded. “I'd assumed something along those lines. It was all I could do to stop them from killing the Imperial Guards positioned outside.”

Jameson paused in the middle of pushing himself to his feet. “That sounds like something I could stand to hear a little more about.”

The Knight-Adjunct moved to his grandfather, gently helping him up. “Four Guards were stationed outside the walls to make trouble. They were stopping entrants and questioning them, looking for members of the Order. When they found me, they tried to start a fight. Our new friends here tried to end it.”

Jameson looked straight at Shera with bright, piercing eyes. “But they survived? All the Guards walked away?”

“They did,” Shera responded.

The Guild Head let out a sigh, reaching out and seizing a tight-fitting cap of red-and-white. He pulled it down over his bald spot, smoothing out the fabric to make sure it fit properly. “That's a relief. Everything we've done could have been unmade in an instant.”

Ayana was examining a map on the wall at the side of the room. It displayed the whole Aurelian continent, with the Capital an ornate star in the northeast. Other major cities were indicated in black.

And it was covered in pins of the Guild crests. Some in gold, to represent allies, and enemies in silver.

She tapped one of the pins with the knifepoint of her fingernail. “Battle map?”

“I'm afraid so,” Jameson said, moving over to the map. “What you see here mark the points of control for the various Guilds involved in our unfortunate little conflict. The Guilds have been maneuvering for control since the Emperor died, but tensions have escalated every year since then. I'm not sure how much of it you've experienced, out on the Gray Island, but next to the Capital we've been sitting in an oven.”

“Haven’t you heard? The Consultants know everything.” Shera meant to say it with a sense of irony, but Jameson winced before covering it up.

“I didn't mean to question your capabilities.”

In fact, Shera had spent most of the last two years in the Capital, but had only been aware of a large-scale conflict between the Guilds for a week now. A month, if she counted her actions against the Navigators, but she hadn't thought those were a precursor to war.

Her head was spinning, which made her eyelids grow heavy. She was sure it would all seem clearer after a nap.

Jameson waved at the map, indicating some pattern that he saw. “As you can see, the Imperialists are drawing up their forces surrounding the Capital.”

“Imperialists,” Ayana repeated. “An interesting label.”

“It's the phrase the news-sheets have for them. They have characterized us as the Independents and the enemy as the Imperialists, and I'm not sure which of us got the better deal. Anyway, the situation is much the same all around the world: they're gathering strength, trying to spread the word to the common people about the new Emperor.”

Darius interrupted to make a point, sitting on the Guild Head's desk with his legs crossed and arms folded. “It's our biggest advantage, besides the obscene wealth of the Alchemist's Guild. They need popular approval, while we don't. The world will settle into new regions on its own.”

“Precisely,” Jameson agreed, rubbing his hands together. “Please don't sit on my desk, it was built eight hundred years ago by Ulovi the Second.”

“I know,” Darius said. “He loved to sit on it.”

“If I may continue...We will win over time. Especially with the guidance of the Regents on our side. We want this state of affairs to continue for as long as possible. Which is why they have been provoking us with these stunts.”

That explains it, she thought. That’s why they’re really targeting the Regents.

It was clear why the Imperialist Guilds would want to remove their biggest opponents, but she’d wondered why they were willing to risk open war. This filled in the gap.

Assassins targeting the four Regents would do nothing but destabilize the friendly Guilds—the Independent Guilds—and force them to act. It might even goad the surviving Regents into action.

Shera almost spoke, but Ayana caught her eye and remained silent. She had come to the same conclusion, Shera was sure.

Perhaps the Luminians knew, or perhaps they weren't used to considering the ramifications of assassination. Either way, Shera wasn't about to put a new thought into their heads. Especially not before the mission was complete.

“There has been no blood drawn so far, at least none that can be proven. If we start the fight, and they can even fabricate evidence, it's to their advantage. Not only will they have popular opinion on their side, but they'll have a case to win over the two neutral Guilds.”

Darius took over again, his dark hood moving between Shera and Ayana. “The Witnesses will thoroughly investigate any such claims, and if they find we have indeed wronged the Imperialists, they will likely side against us. But we're far more worried about the Champions. Even if only a handful of Champions joins their cause, we might not be able to handle them.”

Shera prepared the best professional response she could manage. “The Consultants are a part of this conflict, and you can be assured that we will provide appropriate support at the nearest juncture.” She was actually pleased with herself; that sounded just like something Kerian would say. “But you have to understand, we are on a mission. We're investigating the assassination of one Regent and the attempted assassination of another.”

“Alagaeus was killed recently, Grandfather,” Darius said, watching the old man's face for a reaction.

Jameson rubbed a hand over his wrinkled face, looking even older in an instant. “Officially, Alagaeus is still alive and recovering. Regent Loreli has not permitted me to say anything to contradict that point, even in private. But you must understand that I have shown you these things for a reason.”

He hobbled over to his desk, reaching into a drawer and removing a single sheet of paper. He spread it on the desktop, revealing an artist's sketch of a mansion.

“When the Emperor died, we stopped receiving Imperial funds for the orphans under our care. We continued to do so, of course, but the Long Mourning took its toll on us. The increase in Elder attacks alone...anyway, I'm making excuses, and I don't mean to. When the children left, we didn't have the resources to look for them. But we didn't forget them. We tracked them down, years later, and we found out where the young men and women had found residence.”

He tapped his finger on the paper. Darius groaned.

“The home of one Mekendi Maxeus, Head of the Magister’s Guild.”


CHAPTER NINE



Yes, I know the Emperor’s name, the name he took for himself after escaping the Elders. I think I’m the only one who does. Jorin, Alagaeus, and Loreli didn’t join us until later, after he had already begun calling himself the Emperor.

No, I don’t know his birth name, and there’s a very simple reason why.

He didn’t have one.

–Estyr Six

eighteen hundred years ago

The human crawled through the tunnel, feeling his way along in the almost-perfect darkness. His hands and knees were gouged by the bones and jagged rocks blanketing the path, and he was sure he was bleeding from a hundred cuts. Nakothi’s Children could follow him no matter how far he crawled, if they had a cause to do so.

He had to make sure they never noticed him missing.

He reached out every few seconds to feel his way forward. Any of these skulls could contain a corpse-born Child, which would kill him before he had a chance to defend himself. He had a sharpened bone stuck into the back of his pants, a makeshift dagger, but that was only useful if he ran into other slaves.

His extended fingertips hit metal. A door.

The human ran both hands over it, eagerly. It gleamed faint hues of bronze or copper in the light that filtered down here, and it fit snug against the tunnel’s walls. That meant it was Elder work, not that of slaves. All quality craftsmanship came from them. And the door was only big enough for the human to crawl through, which was another clue. A man would have made the door tall enough to walk through, but this passage was meant to permit the passage of messengers. Not workers.

But why would they build a door inside a tunnel? He had never built anything significant for Nakothi, despite having lived since birth under her authority, but it made sense that there would be a door on either end. Not one in the middle.

Maybe this is the border, he reasoned. Or maybe…

Tentatively, he extended his left hand. He didn’t have to explore the wall for long before he found a second door. A few more moments of curiosity revealed a door on his right, as well.

So, not a single door halfway through a hall. A dead end, surrounded by three doors.

One of these would be designed for Nakothi to exchange ambassadors with the territory of her neighbor. That would be the tunnel he needed. The other two must lead elsewhere in Nakothi’s land. It might even loop back around to the corpse pits. Which he’d just escaped.

His breath came in quick gasps, as though the air in the tunnel had vanished. He couldn’t go back. If he had to shovel more severed limbs and offal into the pits, as he’d done almost every day for his whole life, he would eventually break. His soul would die, as had happened to so many before him. At least once a day, another worker would toss himself onto the pile of bodies, hoping to break his neck on impact. The human had grown numb to it.

That was what scared him. If he died on the inside, the Dead Mother would truly have won.

He calmed himself, shoving the terror off to the edges of his mind. There had to be something more than this. There were six other Great Elders, according to the old legends; any one of them had to be better than Nakothi. He couldn’t imagine worse.

So, firmly clutching thoughts of escape, he pressed both of his bleeding hands to the door. He felt its cool metal.

Then he felt more.

He got the fleeting impression of something alien and predatory, like the shadow of a shark passing underneath him. The Elderspawn who had created the door. The human ignored that sensation, waiting until his senses brought him something new.

An hour passed, but he didn’t remove his hands. He’d learned not to force this process, but to let the visions come as they would. More shadows passed through the door, though they were weaker impressions than the first, as though they’d only brushed against the bronze. Above all, he caught a sense of anticipation. Of hunger.

He peeled his palms away; his shallow cuts had partially dried to the metal, sticking his hands to the door.

This door led to the feeding pit, he was certain. Children of Nakothi passed this way every day, ready for a meal. He was fortunate no one had come up to him so far. If a hungry Elderspawn ran into him on the way to feed, his hand-made knife would not protect him.

The fear returned, images of the corpse pit filled his mind, and his heart stuttered in his chest. An Elder could come through the tunnel at any second, and he still had two more doors to check.

He’d have to be quick.

He pushed against the bronze to his left, mentally urging the door to yield its secrets faster.

Instantly, he felt the difference.

Nakothi’s signature was an insatiable hunger paired with the putrid stench of death; all of her Children were different shades of the same color. But he got no sense of death here. Hunger, yes. But another kind.

After a few minutes of examination, the human pinpointed the emotion: it was the feel of curiosity unsatisfied. Exactly what he felt when he thought of the world beyond Nakothi’s reach, of the burning questions haunting him. How were these doors made? What weapons did the Elders keep for themselves? Could he find them, and if so, could he use them?

He burned for answers…and so did the thing that had made this door.

That settled it for him. It wasn’t Nakothi. The Dead Mother had a touch of dreadful creativity, as she created her Children, but not a speck of curiosity. This door was built by a creature of a foreign order.

The human hauled the door open and crawled through.

Instead of a rough round tunnel scattered with rocks and bones, this tunnel was perfectly square, with polished walls and a clean floor. The ceiling was high enough that the human could stand to a crouch, walking hunched over. It was a relief to his scraped knees and bleeding forearms.

The space was lit by sticky, uneven bags fixed to the right-hand wall every so often. They looked like egg sacks, lit from within by a faint blue glow. Opposite each of these lights was a bronze panel on the opposite wall, carved with letters.

The first time he ran into one, the human ran his hand along the panel, feeling the words. They meant nothing to him; he couldn’t read. Rumor suggested the Elder language would drive him mad anyway. Or maybe he had to be mad to learn it.

He learned nothing new from the panel, and he passed all the rest without a look.

He walked until his feet screamed in pain and his back ached. Every few minutes, he’d encounter a branching tunnel, but he ignored those.

Any direction was better than backwards, so he might as well continue forward. At least this way he’d know how to return, if he found himself cornered.

He’d walked for so long that when something passed in front of a light up ahead, blacking it out for a moment, his first reaction was relief. If someone was coming from that direction, then there must be something there. He wasn’t walking for nothing. The tunnel’s end might be close.

Then the fear hit him, and he froze. The shifting, skittering movement of the shadow didn’t belong on an animal. It was an Elderspawn coming toward him. Of its own accord, his hand drifted behind him and gripped the end of his bone dagger.

Everything in his life as an Elder’s slave told him to flee. He couldn’t hope to fight. Only running and hiding could save him now. But the same fire that had driven him to run away blazed up inside him, pulling his weapon into his hand, steadying his feet.

The Elders should fear me now!

It was ridiculous, even childish thought. The Great Elders couldn’t be opposed; fighting them was like throwing stones at the wind or tackling the side of a mountain.

Ridiculous or not, he’d die trying to make it a reality. And maybe he’d get a chance to spit in Nakothi’s eye on his way into the corpse pit.

At the moment, it looked like he would be headed there sooner than he’d planned.

The 'spider' moved from the shadows into the light of the nearest glow-sac, and he finally saw it clearly. The creature looked less like anything natural, now that he got a good look. It stood as high as his waist on its ten legs, its hairy body a purple so dark that it looked black.

In place of a mouth or mandibles, it had what looked like a long tongue, which brushed the ground in front of it, but that wasn't its most distinctive feature. What stood out the most were its eyes.

The creature's head was bare and smooth; all of its eyes rested on stalks positioned on its back. One of them was multifaceted, of the type you would normally see on a fly if you looked closely, but another had the vertical slit of a reptile's. Another had a blue iris, and it swiveled to look the human in the face as the creature moved closer.

There were six eyes in total, and between them, more legs. Actually, he supposed these would be arms. Another set of ten limbs on top instead of on the bottom, triple-jointed and flexible, each tipped with a claw that spastically grasped the air. Some of the claws ran along the sides and ceiling of the corridor, as though keeping the creature balanced.

Once the human catalogued the monster's features, he tightened his grip on the bone dagger. Without his experience under Nakothi's rule, he might have called this thing nightmarish. But compared to some of the servants the Dead Mother could create, it almost looked natural.

It pulled closer to him, neither slowing nor speeding up when it spotted him. Its tongue whipped at the floor around his feet, and one of its arms quested up near his face, pincers snapping open and closed next to his ear.

With a shout, he drove the dagger down.

He hit nothing. The 'spider' scuttled to the side, shoving him aside with several of its limbs. He brushed against its body as it pushed him against the wall; its skin was cold and covered in bristles.

This was it. All his thoughts of grand rebellion, and it ended halfway down the hallway. He couldn't say he was surprised.

He tried to bring his weapon back around, but a bundle of sharp limbs pricked him in the back, pushing him forward. He landed hard on his elbows and chin, filling his vision with white pain. Everything from his teeth to his wrists shivered in agony, and it took him a long moment to gather himself.

The human slid around, still lying on the floor, only to see the spider-thing headed away, back toward Nakothi’s territory. When it moved him, it hadn’t even slowed.

After taking a few seconds to process that he was still breathing, the human moved up to a sitting position, the cool stone wall propping up his back.

He breathed deeply, his hands shaking. The Elderspawn hadn't cared about him at all. It had seen him, he was sure, by the way the stalk-eyes swiveled to follow him. But he was beneath notice. Nakothi's Children would have attacked him out of pure malice, but this thing was on a mission.

Which meant he was in the right place. A Great Elder that would spawn such a focused creature had to be better than the Dead Mother.

He walked through the hallway with new purpose, shoving the bone into his waistband. Another hour passed before the hallway began to open up, the ceiling and walls sloping away.

The passage led to another door, this one twice as tall as he was. It was carved with strange signs that could have been numbers, arranged in rows, columns, and occasionally loops. Was it a message? A warning? A puzzle? A map? No slave would know; this was meant for the eyes of their inhuman masters.

But here, in the domain of a new Great Elder, he might have the chance to find out.

He placed a hand on the door and closed his eyes.

It was easier to get a feel for this door's memory, but less useful. Knowledge and memories passed over him like clouds caught in a hurricane, leaving only brief impressions. He got the sense that he was trying to understand a mountain by looking very closely at a pebble.

Some sensations were more tangible than others. Curiosity was a recurring theme, as were alternating patterns of frustration and satisfaction. It was like the door remembered innumerable questions, a thousand times a thousand, and the ensuing search for answers.

A sympathetic yearning for knowledge burned in the human's heart. If he could find answers to even one of his questions behind this door, he could die happy.

It took him almost another hour to figure out how to open the door, which involved rotating the symbols in a particular pattern. He tried over a hundred combinations before growing frustrated and seeking the correct method in the door's past.

He felt a sense of pride when the designs finally locked into place and the door swung open, but it was nothing compared to his awe when he saw what waited within.

It was a library.

He'd heard of the concept. Some of the humans had been commanded to construct a library, a project which took them almost ten years, though Nakothi used living brains or stretches of skin to contain her records as often as books. In fact, though the human had hauled crates full of books in the past, he had never actually seen one up close.

And here was an ocean of books. More books than he had lived days in his life. The room soared to the sky, and it was filled with towers of shelves. Each shelf was packed with books of an infinite number of sizes and descriptions. High up, shadowed by distance, the human saw metal walkways crossing from one shelf to another.

Elderspawn spiders, like the one that had crossed him in the tunnel earlier, scuttled over every surface. They ran over the floor, some carrying books or tools, and they moved up and down the towers of books, opening, removing, or reorganizing them according to some system he couldn't grasp.

As a whole, the sight was beyond him. It was like this Great Elder, whoever he, she, or it was, had constructed a city just to house books. Why? The Elders had all the knowledge their slaves didn't. Was this where they kept it all?

Finally, he noticed something indistinct about the scene that had bothered him since the door opened: there were no slaves. No servants carrying supplies or messages, no one chained together in labor lines, no body parts spread out for food. Nothing. No evidence humans were here, or ever had been.

Perhaps that was why the spider had ignored him in the hallway—because it didn't know what he was.

No, that doesn't fit. He had sensed nothing more strongly than curiosity since he'd come to this new Great Elder's tunnel. If it hadn't known what he was, it would have torn him apart to examine him.

So the only explanation was that they knew all about humans, and they didn't care. To them, that was a question solved.

He stepped up to a nearby spider Elderspawn. It didn't slow down, shuffling books on the bottom shelf, but it did spin one eye to look at him.

The human waved a hand nearby. It didn't react. After a few seconds, it didn't even bother keeping the one eye on him. When it finished its task, it shuffled away.

Here, he was the next best thing to invisible.

After glancing around to make sure none of the spiders could see him, he pulled a book out of the shelf. He couldn't read it, of course, but eventually he'd be able to decode the symbols. He had the rest of his life. And maybe the memories of the book itself would help.

The room around him went silent. He hadn't realized how persistent the scuttling of the spiders' legs was until they stopped completely.

Moving slowly to avoid startling anything, the human turned his head around. Every spider was frozen in place, their eyes all swiveled to stare straight at him.

Carefully, he slid the book back.

The spiders kept staring at him.

Not invisible, he thought. Now I know.

Deep in the shadows, between the towers of books, something moved. Something mountainously broad that shook the floor as it shifted.

A Great Elder.

Bookshelves rose over the room, so high the top of each tower was hidden by distance. The human stood frozen, staring at the shadows between the shelves.

The darkness shifted and reality itself shook as the Great Elder heaved itself closer.

He could see the creature only in silhouette: a formless, shifting mass that was more of a distortion than anything he could wrap his mind around. It looked almost like one of the ten-legged spiders he'd seen before, only with far more legs. But as far as he could tell in the distance, none of those legs were the same shape. Some of them were tentacles, hundreds of paces long, that stuck onto the nearby book-towers and hauled the Elder's bulk forward. Other limbs had shapes that were harder to discern.

As it lurched forward, its presence grew stronger. The human had sensed Nakothi's existence on more than one occasion, and her proximity made his skin crawl with its twisted blend of vibrant life and rotting death. This sensation was utterly different.

It was as though he understood everything in the world, but each fact only stayed for a fraction of a thought before it left him entirely. He saw himself as a piece in a greater plan, sitting on a throne, and with only a second more consideration he could understand the steps leading to that future. Then the vision vanished, and he realized each of the bookshelves was also a load-bearing pillar. He could see how the weight was distributed, like a latticework of glowing lines scattered in each shelf. From this perspective, the library was hypnotic in its perfection, but he lost that vision as quickly as he'd lost the other.

He intuitively grasped the exact distance between him and each of the Elderspawn spiders, and from that instant calculation, he understood they were arrayed in a very specific pattern, according to a singular design. They were not individuals as he knew the concept, but expressions of a single mind.

A breath later, that idea made no sense to him, leaving only a memory he couldn't understand.

Bits of language drifted through his mind, his intentions translating themselves in words he'd never spoken. Time stretched, distorted, and spun by; time itself seemed a ridiculous concept, mortality a silly and unnecessary construction.

His confusion would have become panic if not for the pieces of absolute information that kept striking, dispersing his fears before they had a chance to form. He'd reach for his bone dagger, only to realize how stupid he'd look by drawing a weapon. Upon being faced with ultimate knowledge, why would he first react with violence? That would be denying what he sought.

Then he would shake it off and come back to himself again, moving for his weapon, and his thoughts would freeze in a splash of cold logic. An improvised weapon made of bone against a godlike Elder? He might as well not draw it. A display of hostility had a greater chance of getting him killed than actually protecting him.

The fit passed, he finally got a grip on his dagger, and he realized the Great Elder had arrived while he was distracted by his own mind. He had been swallowed up.

Or so it seemed. The Great Elder was nothing but limbs, ending at a single point he couldn't distinguish. An uncountable number of shifting digits and fleshy protrusions hung in the center of the library, hanging from tentacles and claws that grasped the nearby shelves. Stalks of flesh surrounded the human from all sides: stalk-eyes scanning his face, a sixteen-foot tongue flicking lightly over the skin of his arm, a flower-like trumpet pressing itself against his chest to hear his heartbeat.

Some of them were sensory organs he could recognize, or else intuit from the aura of knowledge that seemed to hang around this Elder like a fog. Others were more obscure. One spidery arm ended in what looked like a metal prong that hummed and vibrated as though struck. Another tendril vented a cloud of coppery-smelling gas that flowed around him like a spirit, then returned. What were they sensing? The entity's entire body seemed designed to constantly reap a harvest of information.

When the words came, they brought with them absolute comprehension of their intent, making all other speech seem slow and clunky by comparison.

A DEVIANT. INTERESTING. BIOLOGICAL DEVIATION?

Elder fingers prodded, pressed against his throat to check his pulse, stared him in the eye from an inch away. Before it occurred to the human to reply verbally, the voice continued.

NO. BIOLOGICAL UNIQUENESS NEGLIGIBLE. PSYCHOLOGICAL?

This time, the Elder waited for the human to respond.

His first impulse was to kneel. All the humans knew Elders tended to spare slaves who followed orders, and who were more helpful than troublesome. He wanted to live so badly his knees trembled, seeking the floor.

But he remained standing. He'd made a determination before leaving Nakothi's territory: he would find a way to work against the Elders, or he would die trying. This could be the beginning of either one of those fates.

“Before we begin,” he said, “what should I call you?” His voice sounded woefully inadequate next to that of the Great Elder, but it didn't quake. For that, he was proud.

PSYCHOLOGICAL ANOMALY CONFIRMED. MORE INTERESTING. One or more of its limbs let out a whistling sound, like a flute. I AM ACH'MAGUT.

That last word came loaded with more meaning than the rest of the Elder's statements combined. It wasn't just a name, but a description.

He was Ach'magut, the custodian of knowledge. The guardian of thought. He with an eternal appetite that can never be sated. He would know everything, and by knowing it, control it. By controlling it, know it. There was no such thing as destruction, only the conversion of existence from one form into another, and Ach'magut was one who craved to understand everything in all its forms.

He watched all, guided all, supervised all, discovered all. As Nakothi was the Dead Mother, he was the Overseer.

Its voice sounded masculine, so the human had started to think of it as a 'he,' but the name came with a forcible reminder that the Great Elder was neither male nor female. It reproduced in a manner the human could not even remotely comprehend. Still, the word “it” made him think of an object, and the Elder was certainly alive. In a way, it made ordinary men and women seem dull and lifeless by comparison.

For the sake of his own sanity, the human decided to continue thinking of Ach'magut as a 'he.'

“I am...” the human began to introduce himself, but he stopped when he realized he could never define himself as the Great Elder had. Other slaves had referred to him by name, of course. He'd come to realize that people could not interact with anything without naming it. Even Nakothi's Handmaidens had called him individually on a handful of occasions. But he had nothing like a standard name, because there had been no need for it.

The other workers on his shift called him “Miner,” “Ditch-digger,” or “Rock-hauler,” because those were his usual duties. The woman who had kept him safe as a child called him “Clean,” because he was always cleaner than the other children. Every person in his life had a different name for him.

But until this moment, he had never realized that he had no name for himself.

The buzzing metallic fork, the one that grew organically from one of Ach'magut's tentacles, hovered by his ear. It sounded like a nest of wasps.

NAMELESS. ALONE. DEVIANT. INTERESTING.

“...I am one who comes here looking for knowledge,” the human said.

It was a gamble. The Great Elder could pity him as a fellow knowledge-seeker or punish him as a potential competitor. Judging by what he'd felt as the Elder approached, he suspected that it would consider all possible reactions and choose one based on some alien set of criteria.

In this case, the limbs shivered like a tree in the wind. One bulb spat out a cloud of spores. Time itself stretched for a long instant, and the human could practically feel possibilities branching out from this moment as the Great Elder deliberated.

Whether to break him down into his components, press him into service, or let him do as he wished in the library.

Finally, the verdict came.

CHANGE COMES FROM DEVIATION. UNDERSTANDING COMES FROM CHANGE. DEVIANCE CANNOT BE PREDICTED.

Ach'magut delivered these lines not as an expression of his own thoughts, but almost like a riddle. He delivered them like a prophecy, as though he'd told the human everything.

“Do you want something from me? Is this a deal?”

A jet-black eye on a stalk swiveled around the human’s neck, studying him from multiple angles. I AM NOT THARLOS. WHAT I WANT IS NOT CHANGE FOR ITS OWN SAKE. I WANT THE FUTURE.

And in those words, the human saw the future, or at least an Elder vision of it. All knowledge, all wisdom, unified into one organism. A single, perfect consciousness that could bend in on itself, searching its own infinite contours for further inspiration.

The idea was so incomprehensible, so fundamentally impossible, that the human’s mind staggered back. Ach’magut believes that I am the path. Or one step in that direction.

So be it. If he had to walk the same road as one Elder to uproot the others, he would do it with a smile on his face.

The Elder limbs withdrew back to their origin, and Ach'magut began his strange, swinging crawl as he progressed back into the distance of his unimaginably vast library. Now that he was moving again, he once again threw off bits of information like sparks from a fire. The human knew the exact number of bookshelves in the entire building one instant, and the next, he understood the complex ecosystem of air, moisture, mold and insects among the books.

SHOW ME THE FUTURE, FORMER SLAVE, Ach'magut said, leaving the room behind him.

The Great Elder's definition shook the human from his bones outward, rocking his body and mind. He was a slave no longer. He had well and truly left servitude behind.

From here, he could learn.


CHAPTER TEN



present day

Shera's breath steamed in the darkness. It was early autumn in the Capital, and the nights were starting to take on a chill. Fortunately the Gardener blacks were well-crafted, or possibly well-invested. They were cool in the summer, warm in the winter, and bloodstains washed right out.

She and Ayana lay side-by-side on the edge of a roof, looking out over their target: a Capital mansion. It looked more like a number of townhouses stacked on top of and next to one another, until it resembled nothing so much as a small town all bunched together. But it was certainly a mansion: a pair of tiger statues waited by the entrance, amidst carefully pruned and tended shrubbery on either side. Gargoyles waited on the highest eaves, and guards patrolled the grounds every half hour.

Lying there, Shera was tempted to fall asleep. This was Shepherd work, nothing more than watch and report, and it was like guard duty in a crypt compared to normal Gardener assignments. Ayana seemed all but lifeless herself, only the relentless motion of her eyes betraying her focus.

Shera had been trained to wait, just as Ayana had, but it had been years since she'd really had nothing to do on an assignment. Especially recently, when her missions were all full of action.

So she had to resist the temptation to sleep. At first. As the day progressed, she found the boredom drifting further and further away.

First, there were Magisters coming and going at all hours. That might be expected, considering that this mansion was owned by the Head of the Magister's Guild, but it was still disturbing to look across the street and see men and women carrying tall, strange staves. Everyone in the Empire knew what a staff like that meant, and no one wanted to cross the Magisters. They could do things with Intent that normal Readers couldn't dream of, and Shera had to respect the danger.

Worse, she imagined what it would feel like to leap down onto a Magister, plunging Syphren into his back, draining the power from his body. She almost shuddered at the thought, gripping the dagger tight. With each new arrival, it was harder and harder to fight the call of her Vessel.

She eventually had to unbuckle her shears and slide them across the roof and out of her own reach, much to Ayana's silent shock. The thoughts didn't go away, but they retreated to a manageable level.

Back on observation duty, the situation soon turned even worse. The statues on the property were more than they appeared. When a group of children ran up to the lawn, chasing a runaway hoop, one of the tigers swiveled its neck to look at them. They left their hoop where it was.

So not only were the tigers Awakened, but they could move of their own volition. Shera had never even seen the Emperor bring inanimate objects to life, though she wouldn't be surprised to learn he could do it. Seeing it here, in the Capital...all of a sudden, every shaped hedge represented a potential security threat.

Even Ayana reacted to that, her breathing growing quicker, her bladed fingers tightening on the edge of the roof. It grew worse when a pigeon tried to land on the head of a gargoyle and the statue reached up and swatted the bird aside.

Then the world shook like the skin of a drum and a hairline crack appeared in the sky.

It almost looked harmless: a thin pen-scratch on the blue of the horizon, shaped like a jagged lightning bolt. Shera might have overlooked it, except it was a crack in the sky.

The Magisters reacted immediately, scurrying out of their mansion and running around the grounds like Imperial Guards faced with an unexpected attack. At that point, Shera broke stealth and whispered to Ayana, “We need help.”

Instead of chastising her, Ayana nodded.

Shera sent a messenger to the Luminians, who waited nearby in case of an emergency. Only an hour later, Darius himself arrived, bunching a hooded coat as though he was cold. He was a surprisingly good actor for someone so open; she would have thought he was actually raising his hood against the wind if she didn't know what he looked like.

He climbed up the rope with impressive athletic coordination, ducking behind a defunct industrial chimney to look them each in the eye. Well, she assumed that was where he was looking from behind his permanent mask of darkness.

“We have no better idea than you do,” he said. He sounded excited rather than frightened enough. “It has to be the Elders, because who else could or would crack the sky? It defies everything we know about astronomy and our planet’s atmosphere, which is fairly consistent for Elder work. They don’t care for the laws of the universe.”

“We’re not worried about the sky,” Shera said.

“She does not represent both of us in that statement,” Ayana whispered. Her eyes hadn’t left the horizon.

It had startled Shera at first, true, but she’d come to a very simple realization. “It’s not our job to worry about the plans of the Great Elders.”

“It’s my job,” Darius pointed out.

“Yes, and I’ll leave you to it. My job is to watch that house for signs of our assassins, and to retrieve a subject for questioning if possible. I’m concerned that their security is too tight, especially now that all the Magisters are…agitated.”

Shera had never planned on infiltrating Mekendi Maxeus’ mansion as a first resort, but it remained in the back of her mind as a possibility. But now…the security had been alarmingly intense even before the Elders attacked the sky. It could either be greatly increased now, out of fear, or thrown into chaos as guards abandoned their posts. They needed a Reader’s report of the home to know for sure.

“Your faith in my abilities is flattering,” Darius said. “Let me delay my investigation of a potentially world-ending crisis and I’ll check out this house for you.”

Shera patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t take too long. The world might be coming to an end.”

Forty-five minutes later, he met them behind their rooftop perch once again. “Well, I can't give you much help.”

“Explain,” Ayana said shortly.

He shrugged. “It's un-Readable. I've never heard of such a thing, but the Intent on and around the grounds is all...scrambled. I was just trying to get a general sense of the place, and I felt everything from the utter desolation after a battle to a happy home full of children. Nothing accurate.”

Thanks to years of working with Lucan, Shera knew a bit of what Reading required. “Do you need to get closer?”

“Wouldn't help. To get any sort of Read on that house, I'd have to be close enough to rub my nose on the door.” He gestured to his hood. “In a manner of speaking. And I doubt something that obvious would be good for any of us.”

After Darius left, Ayana and Shera had returned to their spot on the roof. The day became colder and colder, and the Magisters started to thin out. It seemed that anyone useful in their investigation of the cracked sky had already been sent elsewhere, and the rest were just waiting around to hear word. Therefore, Shera and Ayana were forced to do the same.

Finally, just before sunset, a shadow flicked through the gardens in the yard and through a side entrance. Shera elbowed Ayana, who nodded—she'd seen it too.

A man in all black, carrying a pair of heavy knives on the back of his belt.

They'd found their cut-rate Gardeners after all.

“That's one,” Ayana whispered. “There should be more. We need another to confirm.”

Almost on cue, a woman slipped through the alley just underneath them. She strolled casually across the street, despite her tight black outfit, and passed between the gargoyles on the way into the mansion.

“Confirmed and witnessed,” Shera said. “Bag the next one?”

Ayana returned her eyes to the streets. “I'll cover you.”

It was more than an hour until the next potential candidate: he was older this time, closer to Ayana's age than Shera's, and broad across the shoulders. His knives were more like short swords, and he swaggered out of the alley to their left.

At the sight of him, Shera's bloodlust surged. She slipped down a rope concealed against the side of the building, her imagination turning red with thoughts of murder. When she killed him, his power would fuel her. She would finally feel awake again, alive again...

The voice died away, and she came back to herself. Her thoughts had transitioned into Syphren's whispered voice without her even noticing.

The wrappings are decaying too fast. She needed a replacement binding for her blade now; she couldn't afford to wait until they returned to the Gray Island.

Such were the thoughts that occupied her mind as she drove a poisoned needle into the big man's neck. She just managed to catch him as he fell backwards, her knees aching under the weight of his body. Puffing and panting, she dragged him farther back into the alley, testing the handle of a nearby door. Locked.

According to the information provided by the Luminians, this building—the same building on which she and Ayana waited—was used to store third-rate alchemical supplies that had been rejected by Kanatalia. It should be unmanned and practically empty. A shipment had just gone out, so the stock wouldn't be replaced for months.

It was the perfect place to pose a few questions to a fake Consultant. If they could get the lock open.

Shera could have forced the door, but she had left her shears on the roof. She started back toward the rope to climb up the side of the building, only to find Ayana staring at her from six inches away.

Without a word, the older Gardener pushed her away with the tip of her iron claws. She busied herself with the lock for a moment, sparks flashed in the shadows, and the door swung open.

Whatever issues Ayana had against her Imperial Guard parents, she had certainly learned to use their gifts.

Together, they wrestled the black-clad man into the warehouse. Two minutes of searching in the dark provided them a three-legged chair, and Ayana produced a roll of tight cord from her belt, binding him to his seat.

Then they leaned against a pile of packing crates, waiting for him to wake up.

“Who is he?” Ayana asked, her voice scraping in the quiet.

Shera peered at him carefully, dredging her memory. She had always been quicker with numbers than faces, and of course it had been fifteen years since she'd seen him. He could have been the smallest runt under Maxwell's care. Ultimately, she came up with nothing.

“Either I've never seen him before, or he's changed that much since he was a child.” In the spirit of honesty, she added, “Or I just don't remember.”

Ayana clashed her bladed fingernails together, as she had when she was dissatisfied with an answer from her students. “That's unfortunate.”

It was. Any detail Shera could call up would inform their questions, allowing them to get more accurate information more quickly.

He stirred, and Shera reached for her shears out of habit. Torture was not the most reliable method of gathering information, but she found intimidation worked perfectly well. If he was convinced she could and would kill him, he should cooperate.

She started to walk out, heading up to the roof to retrieve her belt, when Ayana handed it over. One shear was loose in the sheath, and the other wrapped in bandage. “I taught you better than to leave this behind.”

Shera took the belt, immediately feeling a surge of hungry greed. “Drain him, claim him! Then her, then the feast across the street...”

“I've been through some changes since then,” Shera responded. Ayana gave her an odd look, almost concerned, but ultimately nodded.

Finally, their captive shook off the bonds of alchemy and woke with a scowl. He flexed his arms against the cords, found them solid, and pushed the floor with his feet. When he learned that his ankles had been tied to the feet of his chair, he settled down, eyeing them with obvious anger.

Ayana stepped up, using her inhuman appearance to full advantage. Her pale hair seemed to shimmer in the dim light, her pink eyes wide. Bladed hands flashed in front of his face, and a voice like a specter's howl said, “Tell us who you are.”

Shera had seen the show before, but the man rocked back on his chair. “Light and life! Where...” he worked his jaw, as though it wasn't quite working. “Where am I?”

She drove a fingernail into his side until it drew blood and a grunt. “Who are you?”

Gradually, the fear faded and the anger grew. “You've made a deadly mistake,” he said. “You won't live out the night.”

It had only been a few seconds, but Shera found that the earlier a prisoner started spouting threats, the less productive they were likely to be. She walked over, drawing Syphren and pressing the flat of its blade against the side of his throat.

At that, he froze.

“I could draw your life out through your skin,” she whispered in his ear. “This is my Vessel. I could drain away your soul, leave your lifeless husk in the alley, and repeat on the next of your friends to stop this way. I've got all night. When I get what I want, I'll go home and sleep like the dead.”

Intimidation wasn't difficult for her, as she really didn't care whether she killed a man or let him go, but tonight...tonight, Syphren was writing the script. It was harder and harder to resist carrying out her threats.

He looked between the two of them, breathing heavily. “They call me Akko.”

Another traditional name of the Am'haranai, taken straight out of the Consultant history books. Shera looked at Ayana, but the older woman had already moved on to a different question. “You're working for someone, Akko. Who?”

His breaths came faster and faster. “The Magister's Guild. They took us in after the Emperor's death, completed our training. Our father, Maxwell, never got the chance.”

His eyes flicked to Shera's face and then away as he said that. He knew. She may not have remembered him, but he certainly remembered her.

Shera was a little surprised that both of the half-trained assassins she'd met so far had recognized her on sight. Had she changed so little since she was a girl? Or had she made such an impression on them?

“How many of you are there?” Ayana asked.

“Thirty, maybe. You shouldn't have taken me.”

“And where are the others, Akko?”

“You shouldn't have taken me,” he repeated, leaning back in his chair and closing his eyes. He began making a visible effort to control his breathing.

Ayana drove another finger into his side, making him flinch. “Where?”

His eyes opened, unfocused, and he stared at the ceiling. “All around us.”

In the shadows around them, figures in black stepped out, knives in their hands. Shera stared blankly.

There's no way. That's not possible. She would never have missed that many people before, much less with her Soulbound powers. With Syphren on her waist, she should have felt them coming a block away.

Then a few more silhouettes stepped into the dim light from the high windows, and the mystery was solved. They were carrying staves.

The Magisters had hidden their group somehow, slipping inside the building undetected. This whole thing, from the presence of the warehouse to the knock-off Consultants crossing the street openly, had been one obvious trap.

She'd seen them preparing, but had assumed they were inviting a fight from the other Guilds. The Magisters shouldn’t have known that she and Ayana were even in the city, and certainly not that they had any interest in Magister business.

Shera wasn't used to being on the side that was lacking information. She didn't enjoy it.

At last, a final figure stepped out from behind a pile of crates. He was a tall Heartlander in a stately suit, a seven-foot ash-gray staff in one hand. It burned on the end with a warm orange flame, lighting his companions and the interior of the building. On his face was a jet-black mask.

Mekendi Maxeus. Head of the Magister's Guild.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said, bowing his head slightly. “It’s been quite an eventful day, hasn’t it? I think we may have something to discuss.”

Shera's knife didn't want to listen. Even trapped in a warehouse, surrounded by enemy assassins in black and Magisters with their staves ready for battle, Syphren begged her to attack.

Drain the life from their bodies! it said. Steal their power and make it your own!

Shera felt the Vessel's urging as though it came from within her, but she knew better. The knife was wrong. It believed they could take on this room full of killers and powerful Readers, while she knew otherwise. Ayana, beside her, had clearly recognized the same thing: she'd spread her bladed hands in surrender, standing next to Shera with a completely open expression on her face. She would attack if she saw a chance to escape, but she wouldn't start a fight without an advantage. Nor would Shera.

But Syphren's still, small voice continued working on her, whispering in her ear, until she almost wanted to kill someone just to shut it up.

“Ladies, I know this is abrupt, but let me reiterate that I’ve had a very stressful day.” Mekendi Maxeus looked every inch the Heartlander gentlemen, with two exceptions: his staff, which carried a luminous flame, and his black mask. The mask covered his face, a shade darker than his skin, completely hiding his expressions. Shera had to go by his voice, which sounded polite and pleasant enough.

Her Vessel told her something of a different story. Through it, she was aware of the power of everyone in the room—the Magisters burned with a heat deeper and stronger than ordinary people. But Maxeus was different. His Intent was packed within him, coiled and completely controlled, ready to strike at his direction.

If he wanted to talk, she'd let him talk.

“We've known about you since the start,” he continued. “Your Guild has the lion's share of the information, but it doesn't have a monopoly on the market, as it were. The thousands of Readers who work for me aren't blind.”

“I'm sorry we disturbed you,” Ayana said, her rasping voice unusually gentle. “Guild business, you understand. We had no idea this man was in your employ, and you're welcome to him.”

Maxeus tapped the end of his staff against the floor. “You know, I heard every question you asked him and each of his replies. It's not hard to infer, from context, the direction of your questioning. A few of my colleagues would be very happy indeed with me if I caught you and displayed your corpses, thus proving that I had no choice but to defend myself against an assault from Consultant's Guild assassins.”

His voice never changed, but Shera still tensed. It lined up with the news from the Luminian Order, and with the actions of the Imperial Guards: the Imperialist Guilds wanted to start a fight. By walking into this warehouse, Shera and Ayana had given them exactly what they wanted.

If they're dead, they can tell no one. Was that Syphren’s thought or Shera’s?

“Consultant's Guild?” Ayana asked, making her grating voice as neutral as possible. “I think you'll find that you have no way of identifying us as Consultants, sir.”

“My Readers and I will know, and the other Guild Heads know enough to recognize your Gardeners at work. They won't be difficult to convince. It is the truth, after all.”

Most people wouldn't be able to identify Consultants in uniform, much less one of the Gardeners, but someone knowledgeable enough about the Guilds could be convinced. Ayana's tactic had been worth trying, but Maxeus was right; he didn't need proof, he just needed to display them. If anyone doubted the word of his Magisters, he could even hire a few Witnesses to Read their clothing and weaponry and provide notarized testimony to their authenticity.

“Why talk to us at all?” Shera asked. Syphren thought that was a very good question. It was somewhat confused about why there was no killing going on.

Maxeus gestured above him. “You may have noticed that I have other dishes on my plate today, so to speak. When the sky cracks, one calls the Blackwatch first and the Magisters second. Also, I believe I told you that it was my colleagues who want to aggressively pursue armed conflict with your...independence movement. Whatever their policy, I don't actually want a battle yet.”

It was the first thing he'd said that Shera was sure was a lie. “Assassinating Regents is a bad way to start, then.”

Ayana's eyes shot over to her and back to Maxeus so fast that no one else likely noticed. Shera did, and she knew that if not for the presence of a dozen hostile Magisters, Ayana would just have driven a bladed fingernail into Shera's side. It was the sacred, unwritten rule of the Consultants: never give away free information. Shera had just revealed that they knew about Alagaeus' death and Maxeus' involvement in it.

Of course, the existence of this trap meant that he knew all that already, so she hadn't actually given him anything. She was leaning on that reality. If he felt surprised or threatened by that revelation...well then, she wouldn't survive this conversation.

The thought of death sparked her Vessel's petulant wrath. It felt like the blade was throwing a tantrum in her head at the very idea that it wouldn't be able to drain anyone's life away.

“That depends on what you're after,” Maxeus said without missing a beat, and Ayana relaxed a fraction. He wasn't surprised, and apparently not thrown off his game. “As I said earlier, I'm not trying to goad you into attacking. I have a different goal in mind, and in the end, I think you'll find that it's not so incompatible with your own. I want to see an Empire united, after all, not torn apart. And certainly not quartered.”

He's not provoking us. He's provoking the Regents.

It made sense, from a certain point of view. If the Regents attacked on their own, then they wouldn't be cooperating with the Guilds. He would have a chance to take on his opponents one at a time, rather than together. And with the Regents gone, the Guild Heads would be much more likely to come to a compromise.

But her heart began to cool, even as her left hand drifted to Syphren's hilt. Now that he'd told them this much, how could he let them leave?

“I'd like you to take a letter to your High Councilors when you return home,” he said, producing a letter from his jacket pocket. “That is, unless one of you two are Architects yourselves? No?”

Shera blinked. Beside her, Ayana radiated astonishment that even Shera could feel. He was just...releasing them?

“I thought not. Here.” He spun the letter to Shera, who caught it on reflex. Not the best move; it could have been filled with destructive alchemy or invested with some kind of Magister trap. But she already held it in her hand, so the damage was done.

It didn't explode. Gingerly, she extended Syphren's senses, and felt no power whatsoever from the envelope. It appeared to just be a letter.

What convoluted scheme was this? Setting an ambush only to talk and let them go? What did he gain from doing this?

If anything, it seemed like he was going to absurd lengths to catch them and then release them. Why?

Whatever was happening, it was too subtle for Shera to detect. She slipped the letter into her belt. The reality trickled slowly into her mind—she was going to walk away. She'd see Lucan again. Get a full night's sleep, maybe a whole day if she could arrange it. Eat a hot meal.

And she couldn't figure out why.

She glanced from one of the assassins to the other. Some of them had black cloth stretched over their mouth and nose, just like the shrouds she and Ayana wore as part of their Gardener blacks. She recognized a face here and there: Keina and Ari, Jora, Narin. A few whose names she'd forgotten. She hadn't seen them in fifteen years, and wouldn't have called them friends even as a child, but she was surprised how clearly she could picture them now.

Though she still couldn't see the Guild Head's angle, she had at least confirmed that these were indeed Maxwell-trained killers here. The Magister's Guild had taken them in at some point after they'd left the Luminians and was now using them to assassinate Regents. What had happened in the intervening years? What filled in the gaps?

Inexplicably, the thought caused a flare of anger. How dare Maxeus take them and use them like this? She'd spent her whole life thinking that everyone had gotten out but her, and the idea had brought with it a certain satisfaction. If she had known that Maxwell had never really died, that those he'd kidnapped and trained were still being used by someone else...

What would she have done?

Two of the black-clad killers rolled the door back, exposing the light of a streetlamp. Ayana bowed to Maxeus and began moving toward it, but Shera lingered a second longer.

She knew that they were walking out with complete confirmation of their suspicions, with every bit of information they'd wanted and more, but something still nagged at her, like a splinter in her heart. She didn't know why, but she wanted to give these other men and women a chance to escape Maxwell's clutches at last.

Otherwise, she would have accomplished nothing by killing him as a girl.

Something else tugged at her emotions, too. Syphren. It begged her not to leave, tugging at her anger, her sympathy, her greed, her exhaustion, her ambition. It played every note in its arsenal to get her to feed it.

But Shera had one advantage: she was tired. She focused on her desire for sleep, set her highest ambition as her own bed. It gave her the strength to turn around and walk for the door.

Maxeus put a hand on her shoulder. “Keep your Intent under control, young woman,” he warned her. “It's difficult not to feel threatened when a Soulbound keeps thinking about murdering us all.”

He withdrew his hand a second before Syphren drew his life away, but that was the final push. In an instant, Shera's thoughts went icy cold. Her left hand gripped Syphren's hilt, and her right hand whipped out to grab his wrist.

She missed. He pulled his arm back a hair’s breadth before she reached him, but she didn’t stop her motion. Instead, she seized another nearby Magister around the neck. With her power, she inhaled.

A bright green wisp lifted from his chest, spiraling around her arm as it sank into her body. The world jolted into focus, each color brightening six shades until she could clearly distinguish the grain of the wood in the far wall. The night air smelled delicious, and the gasps of shock and fear floated through the air like music.

At last.

Shera darted out of sight, into the shadows behind a stack of boxes, as the Magisters started to tear the room apart.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



In the simplest possible way, Readers are above the law. A Reader with enough skill and power can, given time, escape any shackles and evade any punishment save instant execution. Mortal judges are powerless to enforce their will on Readers or Soulbound with any degree of precision or impartiality.

Which is why the Guild of Magisters exists.

–recovered fragment of a third-century magistrate’s tablet, stored in Consultant’s Guild archives

present day

Mekendi Maxeus, Head of the Magister's Guild, had everything well in hand. The situation may have looked dangerous, from an outsider's perspective, but he was confident in his ability to handle the unexpected. The warehouse he'd purchased, packed with crates of legitimate goods, had provided the perfect cover. And it finally netted the spies he'd been waiting for.

Now, as the Soulbound somehow tore the life from one of his Magisters and flipped out of sight, he was prepared. He hadn't quite told them the truth, to begin with; he never expected them to walk away without a fight. He had their measure, and he knew that the only thing he had to do, in order to provoke them into attacking, was...nothing.

As soon as they entered the room, before he lowered the veil of Intent that hid him and his men from their sight, he'd been Reading them. He knew that the older assassin, the one with Imperial Guard blood, would take any opportunity not to fight. She was an ambush predator, and she knew it.

The other, the Soulbound, was still in tension. Freshly bonded to her Vessel, unless he missed his guess, and still chaotic because of it. She would be the powderkeg that would ignite this explosion...and after he'd given them every opportunity to leave in peace.

Now, when he claimed that he'd been attacked by Consultant Gardeners, every word would be true. The Witnesses would hear him, verify his testimony, and would likely support his alliance against the so-called Independent Guilds. They could be enough to tip the balance, and if they brought the Champions with them...why, that would be game and match.

He didn't indulge himself in self-satisfaction very often, but this was too much to resist. Even his pat on the Soulbound's shoulder had been calculated to push her over the edge, to tempt her into using her power.

The one miscalculation so far was her attack on his Magister, which was a regret. The man would get the best medical treatment available, once the Consultants were dead.

As soon as the Soulbound woman ducked behind the crates, he flared the flame on top of his staff. It was a simple exercise in Intent; he wasn't Soulbound to the staff, but it had the blood of a flame-controlling Kameira running through it, and its wood was invested with a connection to flame. Through the staff, fire was his plaything.

Assassins needed shadows, which he banished in firelight. Now, his own bought-and-paid-for squad of killers could go to work.

They did, creeping along in imitation of the Consultant Gardeners they'd been meant to mimic, wrapping around the shadows to encircle the Soulbound.

As Maxeus waited for his forces to take her into custody, a discrepancy in Intent floated across the room. Fear had spiked for an instant, and then gone quiet. Behind his mask, he scanned the room, searching for the source of the flutter.

There. The door was shut, and only a trickle of blood marked the presence of the Magisters who had escorted the first assassin out. Where was the mutated woman with the bladed hands?

He cast his mind out to search for her, but in a flicker of shadow she stood in front of him, looking even more like a picture out of an Elder’s nightmare in the light of his burning staff: her hair pale and drifting, her black knife-hands spread wide, her eyes cold and deadly.

One glimpse was all he got before she knocked his staff aside, sending it skittering away.

The world plunged into darkness.

Maxeus had seen some morbid visions in his time. He'd Read the Intent of fresh blood-soaked battlefields as fear and panic still clung to the corpses. He'd sensed the aftermath of Elder attacks and of Imperial executions. He'd hunted down kidnappers and rapists, murderers and sadistic torturers. Each time, the crime came accompanied by a vision and a “taste” of the criminal's Intent. He had quite the catalogue of terrors stored up for use in his nightmares.

This one very quickly joined the list.

When a Magister is plunged into darkness, they have one instinctive response: to search without their eyes. To rely on their sixth sense to find their way, freezing as they searched for danger. It was just as much of an automatic response as a child extending his hands to feel his way around a lightless room.

Unfortunately, this meant they froze in place.

Two wisps of green light rose with a hiss like a death rattle, swirling away in the darkness. Lives stolen by the Soulbound.

Maxeus had been in enough combat situations to react appropriately, diving away from his last known location and reaching for a light. He pulled forth an alchemical light that he kept for just such emergencies as these, shook the sturdy glass ball in his fist until it started glowing, and rolled it across the floor so it wouldn't give away his new position.

In the harsh yellow light of the rolling quicklamp's glow, he saw chaos.

Men and women shouted and pushed each other, their boots kicking the light this way and that in their mad scramble to locate the enemy. Blood stained the floor, two limp bodies marking the locations of Magisters who had stayed where they were when the lights first went out.

In the shadows, flashes of green and the fall of bodies identified the Soulbound. Waves of terror and clashing sparks pinpointed the daughter of the Imperial Guard.

Blood sprayed across a nearby crate, and his heart sickened as he wondered how many Magisters he'd led to their death today.

His assassins had adopted to the darkness, which was appropriate. He'd spent an exorbitant sum housing and training them after the Luminians lost them, recognizing their potential. If the Magisters lacked anything, it was a keen killer instinct—most of their Guild was made up of scholars and researchers. He'd cultivated these ready-made killers in anticipation of a day when they might be needed.

Honestly, it was easier than he'd ever imagined. Whoever this Rudeus Maxwell had been, and however he'd died, he'd done an excellent job instilling discipline into his kidnapped children. As much as Maxeus hated the man's methods, he couldn't deny the results. Only the mythical Gardeners themselves could have done a better job.

As proven now, when one of the Gardeners pulled a man of his into the darkness. After a brief scuffle, the man fell limp to the floor and a shadow flitted away. Judging from the soft flow of his Intent, the man wasn't dead. Interesting. Maybe these assassins weren't as ruthless as he'd heard.

Maxeus sensed something, like a strain of music just out of earshot. He edged blindly around a stack of crates until his hand brushed a stretch of polished wood: his staff. He seized it, levering himself to his feet.

Less than a minute had passed, but his men were in a panic and the enemy was disciplined and effective. Time to change that.

Gathering his Intent, Maxeus plunged his awareness into the gray wood.

As a sapling, the tree is planted among the ashes of a burned home. It is fed water mixed with Kameira blood, and as it grows, wildfire passes through the underbrush every year. Far from destroying the sapling, the heat makes it stronger.

It is born in fire, nourished by fire, healed by fire. And there is fire in everything.

The Guild Head's Intent flowed through the staff, enhancing the heat all around him, carrying the latent power of a Kameira through his staff and into his surroundings. A ring of flame appeared against the walls of the warehouse, the dry crates catching, spreading a burning wall as a barrier.

He could replace this warehouse and its contents more easily than his Magisters. As callous as his business had made him, the lives of Guild members always came first. He'd known the Gardeners would fight, which was why he'd brought such an overwhelming number to suppress them. He hadn't thought they'd be so effective so quickly.

The glassy eyes of a Magister, a friend, stared up at him from the floor.

Battle anger came over him, and he placed the end of his staff against a large crate. A wash of his Intent made it lighter, and he shoved it aside. This investment should never have worked instantly, but he was cutting corners. It would return to its original weight almost immediately and would be almost impossible to invest thereafter.

But it was enough to expose the Soulbound, her trembling green dagger held over the body of one of his black-clad assassins. Judging from her chaotic Intent, she was trying to resist the will of her Vessel and steadily losing the fight.

Soulbound were most fragile during the first few months of bonding with their Vessel. They weren't any weaker—the Soulbound gained power at the instant of Awakening an object, so their relative strength remained constant with time. What changed was their skill and their stability.

Right now, this woman was unskilled and unstable. Her Vessel was demanding that she take this man's life, and it was taking all her concentration to refuse.

That was fortunate. If nothing had slowed her down, Maxeus might have had to actually burn the whole warehouse down in order to stop her.

He swung his staff like a club, which she ducked, but his Intent filled the staff. His will for it to strike was enough, and the staff pulled itself to one side, clipping her across the jaw. The impact sent her spinning to the ground. Where she would burn alive.

Maxeus gathered his fiery Intent as the smoke billowed from the edges, filling the room. Though he could hardly spare the attention for it, there was some kind of commotion near the doors. Most of his Magisters were fleeing the flames, though some stuck around to see to his safety, and three newcomers pushed past them on the way in.

Three men. Two with exceptionally pure Intent, and one with a head shrouded in remnants of Urg'naut. Maxeus recognized him; he'd tried to banish the Elder curse around Darius Allbright years ago. The Luminian Order was here.

So much the better. Darius would be able to ascertain the truth for himself, and the reality might be enough to get the Order to break their association with the Consultant's Guild.

After Maxeus burned this assassin to ash.

He raised his staff, preparing to slam it and his Intent down into her body together.
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Shera had barely recovered from the blow, her head still spinning, but she had never lost her grasp on Syphren's hilt.

The life running through her could not be stopped just because she was about to die. The energy she'd stolen begged to be used, demanded to find an outlet, and she was hungry both to wield that power and to gather more.

When the Head of the Magisters drew up his Intent, his staff rippling up its length with flames, she felt both the heat and the weight of his power. His will would descend on her like a hammer, blasting her to pieces or setting her aflame.

Part of her mind cried out in protest. Why did I start this fight? I don’t want any of this! I want to go home and go to sleep. But another, louder part wondered why it was taking her so long to finish. There were still plenty of Magisters running around, just waiting to be devoured.

Both parts agreed on one thing: she didn't want to die.

Shera raised her knife, holding its power out to defend her. Wispy green light met orange fire. The Intent of the Guild Head passed over her in a wash of flame, leaving her feeling scalded and sunburned...but she didn't catch fire herself. The power inside her ebbed and faded, as though she'd been drained.

And the wisp hung in midair, brighter than ever.

Somehow, she'd managed to steal the force of his Intent. But instead of moving into her body as usual, it stayed outside. It wouldn't obey her commands, either; she couldn't absorb it or direct it to move. It floated in the air, like a rich and juicy fruit just out of reach.

Lucan would have wondered about the specifics of this ability, how to use it to her advantage and add it to her arsenal as another weapon. She was just glad she was still alive. She'd ask questions later, after she got Syphren wrapped again, after she had adjusted to her Soulbound Vessel a little more. Lucan and the Readers among the Architects had thought she would be fine with controlling her powers, so long as Syphren's constant influence was weakened by the bandages. Even Jorin Curse-breaker had seemed to think so, and no one would know about cursed Vessels better than he would.

They were all wrong. She couldn't control herself, and she knew it.

But she'd feel better after she drained someone else.

She lurched toward Maxeus, bringing her dagger up, when she felt something tear into the skin of her shoulder. Shera swung to one side, raising her blade in an instinctive defense, only to come face-to-face with Ayana.

Her expression was businesslike, focused on the enemy, but she gave Shera a glance. “The fight is over, Gardener,” she said.

Not yet, Shera thought. There are still plenty of enemies left.

Darius hurried into view, passing through the smoke. The air was barely breathable even down on the floor, where Shera and Ayana crouched. The two Pilgrims with him were bent nearly double, hands clapped over their mouths and nose as they coughed. Darius ignored the smoke without a care; an advantage of having a black Elder void for a face, she supposed. “Guild Head!” he called. “Our intentions are peaceful! Would you please follow us outside? It's getting a bit warm for my taste.”

A blazing crate fell off a stack of its fellows, and one of the Pilgrims scurried out the door.

Maxeus was still staring at the green flame Shera had left floating in midair. The smoke seemed to bend away from him, leaving a bubble of clear air around his upper body. His masked face snapped to Shera. “Why are you carrying a weapon of Nakothi, Consultant?”

Ayana tugged on her arm, trying to pull Shera aside, but Syphren's urging kept her in place. She couldn't leave, not yet. The Guild Head was still here. “This is the blade that pierced her heart.”

Even under his mask, Maxeus' eyes visibly widened. “This is...you are...”

Darius' hand rested on the Magister's shoulder, and both his Pilgrims had left him. “Guild Head, please. Let's not make this more of a tragedy than it already is.”

Maxeus turned to say something to the knight, which meant he broke his eye contact with Shera. She hadn't planned anything. She barely thought of moving. It was like Syphren guided her actions.

She leaped toward Mekendi Maxeus, stabbing upwards with her Vessel.

He moved his hand as though to catch the end of the blade, powerful Intent sweeping down to block the blow. Ordinary Readers could never have had any effect on the course of a weapon. The only ones she'd ever met with the sheer power and concentration to do it were Lucan, the Regents, and the Emperor. Apparently Maxeus was on the same tier, because his Intent locked her hands in place.

For an instant.

Syphren flared brighter, feeding and growing more powerful the greater the power that opposed it. The Vessel flashed green, ghostly hands pressing against the surface of its glass blade.

Half a second later, the tip pierced Maxeus' chest.

A blinding, glorious river of emerald strength flowed down the Vessel, into her arms, and spread throughout her body. Pain and physical exhaustion no longer concerned her; even her thoughts seemed clearer than before. She knelt under the smoke, taking a deep breath of the cleaner air even as the Guild Head's body toppled to the ground.

The cold grip of ice around her heart had melted completely, leaving her feeling warm and content, as had all sense of discontent. Why had she fought this? It was a beautiful feeling, and she could never have enough.

In fact, Ayana would be able to provide her with another infusion of power. She wasn't a Reader, but her Imperial Guard heritage made her feel different than other people. An exotic flavor, so to speak. And she was a friend—friends were supposed to share with other friends. That was a lesson she'd learned early on, in Maxwell's house.

When she looked over to Ayana, the woman was already gone.

That was all right. There was still someone else here, someone with an even more powerful Intent.

Darius Allbright stood in the firelight, silvery armor covering his body and a gleaming sword in his right hand. With his left, he pulled away his hood, revealing a featureless black oval in place of his face.

He tossed the hooded cloak aside, replacing it with a helmet. “Gardener Shera, I've just witnessed you murdering a Guild Head without authorization. I'm going to have to take you into custody.”

They were official words, polite words, Luminian words. All they meant was that he wanted to fight her, which brightened Shera's day. The smoke tingled and burned in her eyes, but she smiled anyway.

At the end of a fight, she got to kill someone.

And her fights usually ended very, very quickly.

She dashed at him, relying on Syphren's ability to pierce Intent. In order to combat the Handmaiden, Lucan had given the blade the power to turn a target's defenses against itself, a tricky piece of investment that had worked in complete harmony with the knife's own long history of piercing armor and taking lives. The armor of the Luminian knights was legendary, but thanks to its centuries of Intent, Syphren would tear through it even more easily than through ordinary sheet metal.

He anticipated her, swinging his sword in a blurring arc. Reflected light flashed as burning timbers tumbled to the ground behind him.

It hadn't scratched her, but it kept her at bay. A single grain of irritation began to rub at her. It wasn't fair that he could ignore the smoke while she had to deal with the stinging eyes and persistent urge to cough. And she had to stay low to catch a breath.

Now he was trying to stall. He was ruining her fun.

Syphren agreed; if the Vessel had a face, it would be scowling along with her.

“Come with me, Shera. I'll beg you if I have to.”

She hopped up onto a crate, leaping off instantly and driving her blade down at an angle. He slapped her aside with the flat of his blade, which was like striking her in the shoulder with a hammer. She fell, but managed to sweep a leg at his ankles, toppling him to the floor.

She rolled on top of him, holding her Vessel in both hands. Her eyes stung and her chest filled with a cough, but the flush of victory washed over her. Now, she'd get to feed on him.

The point of his sword poked at her stomach, not quite hard enough to pierce the cloth. He stared up at her, his face empty as an endless void. “Don't make me kill you,” he said.

His voice sounded like Lucan's.

She couldn't figure out why. They didn't even sound alike, not really, and Lucan had never said those words to her. But there was something in the actions that accompanied the words, how he went to every extreme to avoid killing her, that shook her.

What if it was Lucan here, with her? Would she have turned on him too?

No, that's different. He's an exception. There was nothing wrong here; Lucan was a friend, while Darius was an ally she barely knew. She had no use for him.

Syphren urged her to sink back into satisfaction, back to the comfortable haze of combat.

It was so comfortable, so tempting, that she rejected it completely. It wasn't hers; it couldn't be hers.

She was never that content while she was awake.

Shera hurled the green knife toward the door, where it skidded to a halt against the wall. She swayed over Darius, the stolen energy tingling inside her skin.

“I'm a little tired,” she said.

Then she collapsed.


CHAPTER TWELVE



eight years ago

Shera walked back through the darkness, after yet another secret meeting with Yala, the High Councilor. She hadn't been kidnapped this time, though she had been woken in the earliest hours of the morning, so she'd toyed with the idea of killing the Shepherds sent for her out of sheer grumpiness.

In the eight months since Silverreach, the Emperor had spent less and less time training them personally. He'd given them over to other Gardeners, to members of the Guilds, even to Jarelys Teach a handful of times. Those lessons were less than helpful—they were essentially guides in how to avoid panicking when confronted with a vastly more powerful force. Now, he'd even sent them back to the Gray Island to do work for the Consultants, with the idea that practical applications of their skills would help them in their ultimate confrontation with him.

The High Council of Architects had taken the opportunity to grab Shera and pump her for as much information as they could. She wasn't sure why, but Yala seemed impatient. If the Emperor wasn't dead in the next five years, Shera was convinced that Yala would try to get it done herself.

In the few times she'd seen Kerian over the past year, Shera had tried to gauge how the older Gardener felt about the Emperor's secret assignment, but Kerian practically refused to address it. Kerian was on the Council of Architects, having retired from Gardening years ago, and it was said she was on the path to High Councilor. But she hadn’t made it yet.

Maybe Kerian wasn’t privy to the same intelligence as the three High Councilors, or maybe she had been ordered not to talk. But she wouldn't explain anything. She only changed the subject when Shera brought it up.

So Shera walked away from meetings like this one frustrated, tired, and with her thoughts following themselves in circles.

Besides, there was someone tracking her from the tree branches above, which was irritating. On an island full of Consultants, it wasn't too unusual to have someone stalking you from cover, but Shepherds normally had more grace than to try it on Gardeners. A mistake could get them killed.

Shera thought about calling out, but there was always the chance the person following her actually meant her harm, or that they'd been spying on the meeting with Yala. If that were the case, she would have to kill them, and she shouldn't give them too much warning.

But then, if she murdered them, she ran the risk of killing an ally or a friend. So the solution was simple: she had to hurt them.

Shera didn't raise her gaze to the branches overhead, as that would only tip her hand. She waited until she heard a leaf shaking out of sync with the wind, then she pulled a spade from the pouch at her thigh and whipped it upward.

The triangle of steel flashed from her hand as she dove to one side, drawing her bronze-bladed shears and looking to confirm her target.

Meia sat on the branch, blond hair tied up behind her head, veil over her mouth, holding the weapon between two fingers. She had a particularly dissatisfied look on her face.

Shera sighed, slipping her shears back into her belt and straightening. “You could have walked with me.”

Meia hurled the spade, which thunked into a tree next to Shera's ear. Without a word, Shera pulled it free and tucked it away. She'd have to sharpen it later.

“How did you find me?” Meia asked. She sounded upset.

“Shadow on the rocks off to my left,” Shera said. “Leaves shaking after the wind stopped. Tree branch groaned a little right after I left.”

Meia hopped off her branch, landing with her knees bent. “So you heard me from the very beginning.”

“Not the very beginning,” Shera said. “I didn't know anyone was following me on the way out here.”

“Well, that's something,” Meia said, and she did sound somewhat pleased. “I know they've taken you before. I assume they're questioning you about our...harvesting mission.”

“Your mother,” Shera said, as Meia fell into step beside her. “I've been told not to reveal the details outside of a protected room. I'm not supposed to tell you anything.”

Meia said nothing, so Shera continued. “And Kelarac take that. If the Emperor can Read this, he can just as easily Read my thoughts, and it doesn't matter if I say anything or not. I don't know if he really does know everything, or if we're giving him too much credit.”

“They don't want you to kill him,” Meia said quietly.

“They want me to kill him right now.”

Meia stopped walking, though she caught up a second later. “Impossible. Mother is dedicated to the Empire.”

“Family is the root of all insanity,” Maxwell had once said. She hadn't understood at the time, but the older she grew, the more true it seemed. She'd never had a family, so she hadn't experienced the thoughtless loyalty that blinded people to the truth about their relatives. But hearing Meia talk about Yala...it was as though she'd never met the woman.

“I don't know how she feels about the Empire,” Shera said. “But she thinks the Emperor's death will be the best thing for the Guild. She wants me to make sure that it happens soon, so we can exploit it.”

Meia moved in front of Shera, blocking her off, and crossed her arms. “You told her that's not possible.”

“I'm not sure it's ever been possible. They want us to kill the Emperor, and for all his training, we still don't know how to do that. At the very least, I think we should all be Soulbound.”

“If that were true, he would have made sure we were Soulbound,” Meia said confidently. “And don't dodge the question. What did you tell my mother?”

“I told her about Silverreach,” Shera responded.

Shera had revealed virtually everything. For one thing, Yala had come with four Readers, who would easily have been able to detect a lie. For another, Shera wanted to tell someone. The Emperor had almost lost himself, she was sure, even if he hadn't gone as dramatically insane as the last time. He'd been under the influence of another Elder and had spoken of rebirth. That sounded like Nakothi's power.

“He was in control of himself,” Meia insisted. “He told us so. He left because we were uncomfortable.”

Shera sighed, because they'd had this conversation before, and she wasn't looking forward to it again. “We can't take his word that he's sane. I'm sure he'll feel fine when he starts pulling the heads off corpses.”

Meia held up a hand. “That's disrespectful. He's still our Emperor.”

Shera gave her a flat stare.

“He is. Everything we have, he's given to us, and he deserves the benefit of any doubt. We might not be full Gardeners yet if he hadn't interceded for us, and I certainly wouldn't have my own...gifts.”

Meia flexed one hand, extending and retracting claws. It was true that Meia was much more effective now that she'd been alchemically enhanced. Her strength seemed to grow every day. But she would never have had to endure the process if the Emperor hadn't deemed it necessary. She could have had a long career as an ordinary Consultant, never having to undergo months of painful surgery.

But that wasn't the problem. Her biggest problem was her trust. She gave it too easily: to the Council of Architects, to the Emperor, to the Empire itself.

Shera trusted only a handful of people, and they'd all earned it.

“Yala's right,” Shera said. “We should remove the Emperor soon. If we wait too long, he'll be ready for us. Problem is, I'm not sure we can kill him now. We need time to get better, to come up with a plan...”

She wasn't sure what else they could do. If only there were a secret Emperor-killing weapon out there somewhere, or if they had the time to invest enough Intent and make one. She was sure it would only take...oh, a thousand years or so.

“Twenty years,” Meia said stubbornly. “He said he had almost twenty years left. We have to at least give him the time he asked for. And he has other ideas. He'll figure it out. We're only his contingency plan.

Shera wondered, if he had such faith in his other plans, why she'd never seen evidence of them. As far as she could tell, he was placing all of his bets on their ability to stop him. Other than that, he seemed resigned to his death. Maybe he was waiting for a miracle.

“He might be able to last twenty years,” Shera said. “But that's twice now that we've seen him come close to losing himself. Maybe more than twice. What happens if the Dead Mother takes over and we don't notice in time? He could kill all three of us, and Nakothi's puppet is sitting on the throne. No one would know.”

“The High Council would know,” Meia said, refusing to give any ground. “You told them what the Emperor wants us to do. The Consultants would eliminate him together.”

“That's one Guild against nine.”

“And now that I think about it, you broke the Emperor's confidence! He told you what he'd do to us if we told his secret. What he'd do to all of us, not just you.”

Meia was glaring at Shera, and her aspect had become more hostile. She was gripping each arm with the opposite hand, her shoulders were hunched, and her knees bent as though she meant to pounce. She'd bared a few of her teeth in a snarl, and her eyes held a spark of orange light.

Emotion began to drain from Shera like blood from an open vein, and the cold crept in, but she stopped it. She could kill Meia if the other girl was unaware, but in a straight-up fight, Meia would tear Shera's heart out.

Shera raised her empty hands. “They figured it out a long time ago. And you must have known that, or you would have brought it up first.”

The orange light in Meia's eyes flared hotter before she took a deep breath, nails gouging into her arms. She breathed deeply, keeping her head turned away from Shera.

“My apologies,” she said at last. “It gets the better of me sometimes.”

Shera continued along the path as though she weren't worried, giving Meia space to gather herself. “I hope he comes up with another plan, but until he does, we're it. And we have to be looking for the signs.”

“Signs of what?”

“Signs of madness,” Shera said. “That's how we know we've got a job to do.”

Meia's footsteps followed Shera for a while, but she didn't move to catch up. She could have, Shera knew; Meia could have overtaken her in a single step. But Meia followed her instead, either wrestling with her thoughts or trying to suppress her surgically inserted Kameira instincts.

It took all of Shera's self-control to stop herself from reaching for her shears. Having someone following made her itch for a weapon.

Finally, Meia caught up, glancing to the side to make sure Shera was paying attention. Her inhuman traits had been repressed for now, and she was making an obvious effort to stay under control.

“Promise me this,” Meia said. “We need to make this decision together. The three of us. Maybe the four of us, if...the Emperor—” she lowered her voice when she mentioned him, afraid someone might be close enough to listen in, “—if the Emperor has a clear enough mind to join in. But don't try something by yourself, no matter what my mother says.”

“Gardener Meia,” Shera said, in a mock-serious tone, “are you asking me to ignore the commands of the High Council?”

“No!” Meia said quickly. After a moment's thought, she corrected herself. “Maybe. Just come to us first, all right?”

Shera made a shocked sound and shook her head, as though disgusted. It was easy to taunt Meia, as well as satisfying, and she usually took it well.

But Shera had to wonder what had led to this. For Meia to ask her to work against a possible command from the Architects...well, she must have been worried. She must honestly expect Shera to act on her own, leaving Meia and Lucan unaware.

Which made Shera think. She always thought of them as a team. She'd never planned on leaving the other two out, had she?

She thought of the first time the Emperor had gone insane, in the belly of the dead island. They had all three attacked him, but Shera had effectively fought on her own. She'd made no attempt to coordinate with her teammates.

And above Silverreach, she'd started to maneuver herself into position to strike without asking or considering the others. True, she'd had no time to think, but her first thought had been to try and remove the target on her own.

Yala had contacted Shera, not Meia or Lucan, to kill the Emperor early. Was it because they thought she knew something the others didn't? Because they thought she would be more likely to agree to an assassination ahead of schedule? Or because they knew she wouldn't tell the other two?

She hadn't. She knew the consequences if the Emperor found out she'd broken confidence, so she hadn't been willing to talk to Meia or Lucan.

Even tonight, she was only opening up to Meia because she'd been caught.

What had the Emperor once said about her? “I need you to be ruthless.”

An uncomfortable twisting in her gut told her she was onto something. This was one of those things that didn't work inside her, at least not quite the same way it worked in everyone else.

The idea scared her. Until someone else pointed it out, she couldn't see what was wrong with her. She was blind. It reminded her of the Emperor; he could tell the madness was coming, but he wasn't sure she would be able to recognize it when it arrived.

That was a terrifying thought.

“I don’t know if I can,” Shera said at last. “I can’t tell when I need to come to you and when I don’t. It always makes more sense to act as soon as I can.”

“That’s exactly why you need us,” Lucan said, stepping from the shadows of the underbrush and pulling on his gloves.

Meia didn’t look surprised, but Shera certainly was. “Did the whole island follow me?”

Lucan jerked a thumb at Meia. “I actually followed her.”

“And I followed one of the Architects, not you.”

“So if you think about it,” Lucan said, “no one was following you.”

Shera led the way down the path, the others following. “I’m learning a lot from this. Before I kill anyone, I should wait for you two to follow me, and then you’ll pop out and give me a different perspective.”

“Exactly,” Lucan said.

“No, that’s not at all what I meant,” Meia protested.

“It was a joke, Meia.”

“Oh.”

The conversation died out after that, but Shera thought she understood the message. Just keep the other two informed before taking action. Easy enough.

In the darkness, the three Gardeners walked home together.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



present day

Lucan was in his cell, making notes in his journal, when the world shook like a drum. Even halfway in a Reading trance as he was, it shook him back to reality as the room around him buzzed. Not like an earthquake; if anything, it reminded him of the Handmaiden that had so recently appeared on the Gray Island. She had seemed to warp everything around her with her very presence, causing the air to shimmer.

This time, it was as though all solid matter rippled, but only for an instant. It was enough to send him leaping to his feet, peering out the bars on his door.

At first, he saw nothing out of the ordinary, but Hansin the guard hurried up to him with a face painted in panic. “Do you know what this is?” he asked, his tone begging Lucan to reassure him.

“It’s not an earthquake,” Lucan responded.

Hansin shook his head and wordlessly pointed to the sky.

Lucan followed the man's finger but saw only the treeline. The Architects kept the Gray Island looking as natural and pristine as possible for visitors and potential clients, though in reality it was as densely populated as a Capital district. The view looked more like an Imperial Park, with trees bending in the wind.

Then he saw it. Next to one of the flexing trees, past the wispy pieces of the regenerating Bastion's Veil, a glimpse of something black. He stared for another five minutes before he understood what he was looking at.

There was a crack in the sky. As though the flawless blue and distant clouds were merely painted on the inside of an eggshell, and now that protective barrier had begun to crack, leaving them exposed to darkness on the other side.

Here was his chance.

“The Architects will be coming for me shortly,” Lucan said. “Be ready to receive them.” Hansin actually looked comforted by the news that the Architects would soon be along to fix everything.

Lucan rushed around his room, preparing. When the Architects arrived to consult the Guild’s most powerful Reader, it had to be clear that he’d expected them. Like a true Consultant, he’d use the appearance of superiority to his advantage. Not that it would get him anywhere, but it might be nice to see a startled look on one of his jailers.

He made his bed, straightened his desk, and shut the wardrobe door. He smoothed his clothes, indulged in a quick shave—they allowed him his own razor now, in exchange for his agreement to stop stealing knives from the guards—and generally swept up.

When he was satisfied that everything was in order, he pulled his chair over and faced the door.

“Patience is a virtue,” Ayana had once taught him, “but waiting is a skill.” Among the first lessons any Gardener learned was the ability to sit still and unstimulated for hours at a time. There were some tricks to it, but mostly it took nothing more than long practice. It was one of the few skills that had sharpened rather than dulled in his two years of semi-voluntary incarceration.

When the Architects arrived two hours later, they found him sitting patiently with his arms folded in his lap.

The first to peek in his cell was a woman, an Architect Reader he knew. She had started her Consultant training only a few years after he had, shortly before he left for the Emperor's care. She turned away, to someone he couldn't see. “He's waiting for us, High Councilor.”

Kerian's face flashed in Lucan's mind, and he leaned forward. He had expected a messenger, someone meant to escort him to the Council chambers. He hadn't imagined that one of the three High Councilors would come to meet him in person.

He got his second surprise when Yala's stern, disapproving face met him through the barred window of his door. Kerian was the only High Councilor who knew him personally. If Yala was here instead...

His speculation was cut off when she spoke. “You know why I'm here, I'm sure.”

“I don't know why the sky cracked,” he said, answering the most obvious question first. “But I have some ideas.” Living at the Imperial Palace for years and investigating the Gray Island had given him insight into obscure answers. Given free reign of Consultant resources, he was confident he could find the answer in a matter of days.

Yala's tight, leathery face remained a mask. “You have the cause right, but the question wrong. We suspect we know what caused it. Or at least who.” The key rattled in the latch and the door swung open, leaving her to step inside. She sat on his bed without permission, wrinkling the blanket. “The Navigators and the Imperial Guard have made an attempt to activate the Optasia.”

The news hit him harder than the broken sky.

“Wasn't it destroyed in the Elder attack?” He had seen the Optasia in action only once: the night Shera had killed the Emperor.

“We generated that rumor, actually. I’m surprised it convinced you, but it worked on most. The Guard have only begun their investigations into its existence very recently. A team of Shepherds managed to sabotage the functions of the device more than a year ago, but I daresay Jarelys Teach could have fixed it by now. She has the support of the Magister's Guild, after all. But there have been complications.”

She searched his face, as though to make sure he was paying complete attention. She needn't have worried on that count; nothing short of another Handmaiden attack would have moved him from his seat. “The Sleepless made their move for the device last week. The Imperial Guards have been battling them for it since that time, and they've brought in backup from the Navigators. The last information we received suggests that the Sleepless have de facto control of the Optasia. Any information you could give us regarding its use would be helpful.”

Yala sat back, awaiting his response. And as much as he would have liked to string the High Councilor along out of personal distrust, she needed that information. This could shape into a bigger crisis than the Emperor’s death, and if the bizarre sign in the sky was any indication, it might already be spiraling out of control.

“The Optasia is the Emperor's true throne, built into his personal chambers,” Lucan told her, in the businesslike tones of a Consultant delivering a report. “He used it alongside a global network of specially designed receptors intended to expand and channel his power all over the world. With it, he could keep an eye on all the Great Elders at once and take action against them at a distance.”

The Emperor had shared such a vision with Lucan, and the results were...staggering. Alone and unaided, the Emperor stood above any Reader or Soulbound in the Empire. But with the network on his side, he could predict and counter any threat, anywhere, before it manifested.

The thought of such power in any other hands made him physically sick.

“What do you know of its...drawbacks?”

“You have to open yourself to it,” Lucan said immediately, “which means Reading everything it picks up. Even what you’d rather not.” Using the Optasia sounded like both a dream and a nightmare, and he wasn't sure which was most prominent. “When you're searching for Elders, you're accepting some of their taint into you. Every time the Emperor used the device, he risked going insane and leaving humanity to die.” He shuddered at the thought of using such an enhancement to sense a Great Elder. It would be like trying to find a diseased carcass by licking your way along a forest floor.

“And if the Sleepless gained control of this throne?” Yala didn't seem nearly as disturbed as Lucan thought she should be. Possibly because she wasn't a Reader.

“No one could handle the Optasia safely except the Emperor or the Regents. Maybe a handful of Guild Heads.” Or me, he thought, but kept the idea to himself. If Yala knew it was even possible that he might be able to use the Emperor's throne to affect events on a global scale, she wouldn't stop until he controlled the Optasia. Or until she controlled him.

“What if the Sleepless found a way to do it anyway?”

He pointed out the door at the cracked sky. “We know they haven’t, or that would be the least of our worries. We would be dead or slaves by nightfall.”

The Reader escorting Yala looked a little sick, but the High Councilor herself kept her composure. If anything, she looked slightly displeased by his answers. “I see. We knew those things already, of course, but firsthand testimony from a reliable source is more reliable. Well. We've spent much of the last five years dismantling the Emperor's global network, so the device won't be as potent as it was in the past, but a weapon is still a weapon. The High Council had elected to leave the throne intact...but it seems we can no longer afford to do so. If the battle between the Imperialist Guilds and the Sleepless has begun to break the world itself, everyone must act.”

Lucan looked to the horizon, where Bastion's Veil was still nothing more than a thin haze instead of a vast gray wall. The Consultants were an unstoppable force of sabotage, assassination, and information manipulation, but they were outclassed in head-on encounters. The one power they had against the Elders had been left to them by Bastion, and it was currently depleted. And it couldn't be taken off the island anyway.

...well, not anymore.

“You must know what you need,” he said. “Or rather, who you need.”

Angrily, Yala slashed a hand at her attendant Architect. The woman hustled backwards, gripping her skirts in both hands as she retreated beyond earshot of the discussion. “If you continue spilling Guild secrets to those without clearance, I will have you executed regardless of what the Regents have to say.”

Lucan held back the urge to laugh in her face. He was younger, stronger, and better trained; despite Yala's accomplishments, she had never been a Gardener. And then there was his Reading to consider. He didn't consider himself a destructive person by nature, but there were precious few Readers in the Empire more combat-capable than he.

Then he considered his situation. He was alone and unarmed, while Yala was neither. The active Reading that the Emperor had gone through such pains to teach him was all but useless here. It was more of a demolition tool than a personal combat weapon, and it would take him the better part of a minute to pull anything dramatic together anyway. She'd slit his throat and walk away smiling. Well, not smiling. This was Yala, after all. Maybe glaring happily.

He wasn't used to being in the presence of people who could kill him so easily. Not since the Emperor's death.

In the end, he didn't apologize, but he did lower his voice. “We need someone to carry Bastion's Veil into the Capital, and we need someone to unite the Guild and lead us into combat. Appoint the Mistress of the Mists.”

Yala slapped the flat of a knife against her knee. “I suppose you have your own idea about who should fill that position, do you?”

“I have a suggestion or two,” Lucan said easily.

“That's not an option,” Yala responded. When he started to object, she spoke over him. “That's not an option available to us at this time. You can see for yourself the state of the Veil. Even if we could find someone suitable to bind the Vessel, it would take them weeks to recover enough power to do anything. Furthermore, Shera has already taken a Soulbound Vessel.”

“There's always your daughter. Or Kerian. Even you, though I’m not advocating that.”

Yala pointed the knife at him. “Appointing a Guild Head will not solve this problem. We need someone to deal with the situation now.”

“Then I don't have any ideas for you. If you're not willing to listen to my advice, then why...” He'd been speaking out of sheer frustration, but he trailed off when he realized what Yala meant.

“I would reinstate you as an active Gardener, effective immediately. Kerian and Tyril are pursuing their own solutions, but they have signed off on this as a temporary measure.” She withdrew a folded sheet of paper from her pocket and passed it to him. Sure enough, it was a notice of emancipation, signed by all three High Councilors.

If he took any more shocks today, his heart might give out. Yala, releasing a Guild asset?

“Your release comes with conditions, of course. You must head to the Capital and attempt to secure the Optasia as a voluntary assignment. If you survive, you would then return to the Gray Island and continue to perform your duties as a Consultant. If you attempt escape, or if you do not execute your assignments with excellence, the High Council has agreed to dedicate our full resources into hunting you down.”

There it was. He and Shera could evade or destroy a squad of Gardeners, but they couldn't go into hiding against the entire Guild. Not with the High Council set against them.

Lucan slowly rose from his seat. “I may not be able to capture the throne on my own.”

Yala eyed him. “We typically don't send agents who can't get the job done, Gardener.”

“What do you expect me to do if Jarelys Teach, Mekendi Maxeus, and Bliss are all on guard duty?” He didn't like his odds of survival against any one of them, and it wasn't impossible to run into two or three of them together.

Yala weighed her knife in her palm, considering. “What if the Guild Heads are not present?”

“I will make an effort in good faith. If I can...secure…the Optasia, it might be possible to destroy it from the inside.” He'd have to sit in it to do so, but there was no reason for Yala to know that.

“That's your assignment, Consultant Lucan. Examine and disable the Emperor's throne, otherwise known as the Optasia, before it can be acquired by either the Imperialists or the Elder cultists.”

Yala stood up as well, the meeting over.

Lucan's heart hammered in his chest, and his breath came a little faster. Here was the opportunity he'd been waiting for: a chance to get back into the Guild legitimately, to work beside Shera again, to press for change in the Architect Council and in the Consultants as a whole.

Besides which, there could be no better cause than this. Standing against the Guilds who supported a new Emperor was one thing, but facing down the Sleepless should be the duty of all humanity. He was ready.

Except he was missing some critical information.

“The Imperialists should have another Emperor candidate by now, don't they?”

Yala snorted. “They certainly do. See for yourself.”

She handed him another folded piece of paper—a proclamation with the seal of four Guilds on the top. He scanned past the flowery introductory text to get to the meat of the announcement.

...we are hereby proud to announce the man who will lead us forward into the future, the Imperial Steward of the Aurelian Empire, Lord Calder Marten.

Under his Intent, the paper crumbled to dust.
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Lucan hadn't returned to the Imperial Palace in five years, since the night the Emperor died. He'd like to think it was out of respect and a desire to preserve the memories of a man he'd respected, but the truth was, he'd been too busy. After the Emperor's death, the world had entered a period of three years now known as the Long Mourning. Riots tore some cities apart, Guilds had to institute martial law, Elders and bandits ran rampant, and people generally lost themselves to panic.

He found the Palace surprisingly nostalgic now, as he crawled over the rooftops of the palace complexes, passing from one building to another as he constructed a mental picture of the layout in his head. Even the Intent felt familiar, as he gathered glimpses from each roof tile: ancient servants had baked the tiles in their ovens, consumed by awe as they realized that some of their handiwork might shelter the Emperor himself. Here was a wisp of frigid terror as an apprentice worried that his work might contain some tiny flaw that the Emperor would sense at a distance. There was a spot of pure admiration as a roof-worker fell from a ladder and was caught in the arms of Jarelys Teach.

The memories were not his, but they contained enough nostalgia that they might as well have been. Even infiltrating the Imperial Palace now, under cover of night, felt like coming home.

Ordinarily, it would not have been so easy. This was actually the phase of the process he was most worried about, because the borders of the Palace were secured by the Imperial Guard. Some of the other Guilds looked down on the Guard, as—with the exception of their famously powerful Guild Head—most Guardsmen were better suited for such mundane tasks as settling riots and patrolling storehouses than fighting Kameira or subduing Soulbound. While the other Guilds liked to think of themselves as elites, the Guard required greater numbers, and therefore had lower entry requirements.

But whatever you believed about the Imperial Guard, no one doubted their ability to sense intruders.

Some Guards had the snouts of Bloodtrackers, and could detect a would-be thief hiding underwater a half-mile away. Others had the eyes of Flamewakers, or the ears of Blackfield Sentries. Seeing heat or hearing heartbeats would only be a distraction in combat, but it served their functions as guards perfectly well.

And, of course, the Guard had its share of Readers. Any one of a dozen gifts could have allowed an Imperial Guard to detect Lucan's presence...but all those he saw were distracted. Either they were focused on the cracked sky or were riding away in wagons and carriages to a new deployment, but none of them looked up. Even those on duty felt tense, nervous, their Intent shaky.

There was something going on here beyond the normal disruptions of the Capital. Judging by the wisps of hostile alien Intent drifting through the air from the center of the Palace, he had a hunch he knew what was causing it.

The Sleepless.

As he got closer, he became more and more certain that he was right. He crawled over a rooftop and put his gloved hand in something wet. He froze, assuming that it was a puddle and the splash might alert a guard, but upon closer inspection he saw that a roof tile had turned into pinkish, pulsating flesh. The light of the moon revealed a square chunk of meat that might have been torn from a cow, except that it was growing out of the roof.

He looked ahead and saw that this tile was by no means alone; it seemed as though patches of the roof had been transformed at random, growing thicker as he progressed toward his destination.

Elders were always unnecessarily disgusting.

So long as they don't give me away, he thought, and pushed his way forward. Mentally, he thanked the Emperor for this pair of gloves, which even now kept Elder Intent from seeping into his mind.

Finally he reached the building that contained the Emperor's chambers, and what he saw provided another piece toward explaining the chaos. Chunks of flesh surrounded the building, like the building had been swallowed by a gigantic beast which had then exploded outward. The courtyard was covered in unidentifiable bits of skin and meat, and the air was filled with a revolting stench. This time, he was thankful more for the shroud over his mouth and nose, which helped block some fraction of the odor.

Judging by the moisture, whatever had happened here seemed fresh. Which explained the mess that was the Imperial Guard; they were still dealing with the aftermath.

Lucan crouched on the rooftop adjacent to the Emperor's chambers, waiting.

It didn't take long before his patience was rewarded: three men and a woman walked out of the hall. One was a tall young man, maybe Lucan's age, with bright red hair and a blue jacket. He carried a pistol on his right hip and a cutlass on his left, and even at this distance, Lucan could feel strange Intent radiating from the sword.

Calder Marten, a Captain in the Navigator's Guild. The man who had helped unearth the second Heart of Nakothi, and who had led the recent attack on the Gray Island. His limp, and the thick bandages wrapped around his shoulder and left leg, showed that he hadn't recovered from the events of that day. At least not as well as Shera had, with her Soulbound-assisted recovery.

Good. Calder was tied up with the Imperialist Guilds at the deepest possible level, and Lucan wanted to either talk with the man or to kill him. It looked like he would get a chance for one or the other tonight.

One of his companions was older and taller, wearing a pristine white suit and rounded hat. He also wore a pistol, as well as a silver Luminian Sun on a chain hanging against his shirt.

Andel Petronus, Lucan remembered. Marten's Quartermaster and second-in-command.

Calder’s second companion looked old enough to be his grandfather, a crusty-looking old man with a shaggy gray beard spreading across his chest. Two pairs of glasses hung against the beard, and his collection of pistols put the other two to shame. He had a gun on his left hip, on his right, one in each boot, and one shoved down the back of his belt. Lucan was surprised his pants stayed up with all that weight.

Dalton Foster, the gunner for Marten's ship. A famous gunsmith and a confirmed Soulbound. Rumor had it he was the only one in the Empire who could Awaken a firearm, and all ten of the Guilds had attempted to recruit him at one point or another over the last thirty years. Lucan didn't know what had finally tempted him to join the Navigators.

But in the event of a fight, he would take Foster out first.

At first, he thought the woman with them was Meia. She had short blonde hair and bright orange eyes that gleamed even in the faint light, which made Lucan take a second glance. The second look revealed that she was wearing the uniform of the Imperial Guard and was several years older than Meia.

Of course. It was ridiculous, in hindsight; what would Meia be doing with Calder Marten, of all people? But the mind played strange tricks sometimes, even on Readers. Especially on Readers, because other people's minds could play tricks on them.

In all, Lucan wasn't sure whether he'd been dealt a winning hand or a losing one. The distraction of the Imperial Guards was surely a stroke of luck, but Calder Marten's presence could potentially pose a problem. Then again, he was leaving the Emperor's quarters right now, which meant the room should be empty...

Shera would never have hesitated at the opportunity, and Meia would have had other options available to someone with her athleticism and strength, but Lucan had to take a deep breath and brace himself as he leaped from one building to the other, over the heads of the Navigator crew and their guard, pulling himself up the edge of the roof with his fingertips. As an Imperial Guard walked out, leaving the door to shut on its own, Lucan dropped down behind him and slipped inside the building.

Lucan landed in a crouch just as the heavy door slammed. His elbows throbbed with pain, his fingers felt as though he'd torn them off, and his knees reminded him that he hadn't gotten nearly enough exercise in the last two years as a prisoner. He panted through his shroud, but inwardly celebrated.

I can't believe I got away with that.

He lifted his eyes to stare straight into the face of the shortest Imperial Guard he'd ever seen. The man had his legs replaced with what seemed to be the hooved, reverse-jointed legs of a goat, and he was carrying a sheaf of paper in his hands. His eyes went completely round when he saw Lucan vault in, and he drew in breath to scream.

Lucan's first reaction embarrassed him immediately: he hugged the man close, clapping a hand over his mouth. The Guard struggled uselessly, spilling papers everywhere, for a good five seconds before Lucan remembered the pack of paralyzing needles at his side. He pulled one out, shoving it into the side of the man’s neck.

Good thing Shera isn’t here. She would have never spoken to him again.

He scanned the hallway, both with his eyes and with the extended awareness of his Reader senses. Other than the lingering stain of a recent Elder presence, he sensed nothing.

Still, he ran to the doors of the Emperor's chambers. He left the Imperial Guard's unconscious body where it was; he didn't intend to be long, and if anyone entered the hallway before he'd finished, he would be dead whether there was a Guard lying on the floor or not.

Part of him had expected the Emperor's rooms to be exactly as he'd last seen them, but he supposed—considering the events of that night—that it would be stranger if the place had remained intact. Even so, he was surprised at the differences.

It had been ruined. Some of the damage was old; the floor had been torn up, nail-studded floorboards covered by a tarp laid down for workers, and the walls had been stripped of polish and decoration. All the furniture was gone, the pictures he remembered no longer hung on scarred walls, and the quicklamps had died down for lack of fluid. In total, it looked like a tenement that had been stripped by desperate, drug-crazed looters.

Most alarming of all, the boards of the far wall had been pried out and away, like a rib cage splayed to expose the heart. The Emperor's armor and weapons were missing, of course, as was the rack that had once held them. But something else had been kept within that hidden chamber, and it was still there: a framework of steel bars and wires that looked more like a chrome cage than anything else.

If you looked closely, there was something to its shape that suggested the outline of a chair.

The Emperor's true throne. The Optasia. The centerpiece from which the Emperor controlled the world.

Lucan almost didn't dare to Read the device, but if he didn't, his mission would take far too long. With heavy steps he crossed the room, and he extended gloved, trembling fingers toward one of the arms of steel.

A thousand eyes watch you. Eternal, hungry beings feel you, want you, seek to devour you...

He tore his hand away, stumbling back across the room. It took long, uncountable minutes before his mind was back under control, and when he finally had all his senses in working order again, he could feel a sheen of sweat on his skin.

The Emperor had said that when he used the Optasia, he exposed himself to the attention of the Great Elders. But this...this was like the Great Elders were here, their attention focused solely on this room.

He had been interested more in uncovering information this time, but he was now convinced the throne had to be destroyed. On first instinct, he wanted to tear it apart with the power of his Intent, using the active Reading the Emperor had taught him to warp the steel and break its connection to the relays all around the world.

But active Reading required a deep, thorough understanding of the target. If even a casual brush of gloved fingers could drag him to the brink of sanity, trying to destroy the throne directly would leave him good for nothing more than gibbering in terror. He needed help.

Lucan strode out into the hallway with a plan forming, only to stop as he noticed a new detail. The short, goat-legged Imperial Guard was gone. His papers remained, sitting on the carpet, but the guard himself was missing.

So his plan, which hadn’t included violence, changed.

He ran over to the door, tugging off his glove and placing his palm against the door. Most Readers couldn’t do this, but he'd been trained by the Emperor himself. It gave him one advantage in particular: he could think outside most of the usual boxes.

Instead of Reading the door, he extended his Intent past it, seeking a brief impression of the outside.

Passion, ambition, satisfaction, the itch of still-healing wounds, the enjoyment of a man sitting at a gaming-table against an unexpected opponent. Calder Marten.

Irritation, focus, mild frustration. Dalton Foster.

Curiosity, anticipation of danger, dry amusement. Andel Petronus.

Diligence, alertness, the dedication of a hound set to its course. The Imperial Guard with the orange eyes. She was running away, already shouting orders that Lucan could almost hear through the bronze of the doors.

She seemed to be running around to the side, gathering men, so Lucan cast his Intent down the building in that direction. As he'd expected, there were traps set in the walls. He could feel the lethal Intent of those who'd designed and built this room as a death-trap for any who got this far trying to harm the Emperor.

He wasn't sure any enemy capable of threatening the Emperor would be slowed by a handful of traps, but it wouldn't matter to him. In minutes, this hall would be filled with flying arrows or poison or both.

Fortunately for him, and unfortunately for them, they'd given him a few minutes. He put his hand back against the door and concentrated. This time, on the door itself.

Two minutes later, as the Imperial Guards had begun leveling hidden crossbows at his back, he triggered his Intent in the door.

It crumpled like a sheet of tin, bending over with a shriek of metal as though it was being crushed by an invisible hand.

Keeping the simple image of a ball in his head, pouring his Intent into the door, Lucan gave the enormous mass of bronze a simple push. It rolled forward, a loosely wrinkled ball like a rolled-up handkerchief, straight toward Dalton Foster.

All three men of the Navigator's Guild dove out of the way, but Lucan was running close behind the bronze. He leaped out of the door's shadow just as Foster looked up, his gray hair standing out in all directions, eyes wide. The old man had just started to bring a gun up when Lucan brought his own hand down, clutching a poisoned needle.

He ducked out of the way as the gun fired. It missed, tearing a chunk out of the wood at the edge of a nearby building, but Lucan had already drawn his shears and leaped at Calder Marten. Foster was down and out.

He'd seen Marten fight Shera blade-to-blade, so he wasn't about to test his martial skill against the Navigator's. Instead, he slashed at the man's waist, intending to sever his gun-belt. If he could disable the captain and talk with him, so much the better. If he accidentally disemboweled the man...certain sacrifices had to be made. He was an assassin by trade, after all. He'd killed his fair share, both reluctantly and otherwise.

But the man in white, Andel Petronus, reacted first. He ran at Lucan, hitting him in the ribs with his shoulder, sending the Gardener rolling over the tiles. The impact felt like a hammer-blow in Lucan's side, the floor beneath him scarcely better. His own belt dug at his sides, and as he rolled to a stop and rose to his knees, he sheathed his shears. The time for dagger-work was over, and he was now facing two opponents unarmed.

Well, not entirely unarmed.

His fingers dipped into his belt again, withdrawing spades, whipping the triangles of steel one at each man. His throw toward Andel Petronus went completely wide, but fortunately the quartermaster still hadn't regained his feet. His other spade was still heading to Calder Marten on target, but the captain had pulled his cutlass from its sheath. He slapped the knife out of the air, wincing at the burden on his wounded shoulder, his blade glowing with orange spots like a dying fire.

It was all the opening Lucan needed. Kneeling, he placed both palms against the stones of the courtyard.

Active Reading took time and understanding, and it typically only worked on creations that had a certain amount of Intent invested in them to begin with. Items that were crafted and used for a specific purpose. Tiles and paving-stones rarely held much Intent, because they were mass-produced, harvested, and planted by people with no vision or attachment to them.

These tiles, however, were in the Imperial Palace. Some had been replaced in the past five years, but many had not. And Lucan had spent a significant chunk of his childhood learning and working in these halls.

He knew them. He knew their Intent.

And in passing, every day, they'd been invested by the Emperor himself. At the slightest urging, the floor of the Imperial Palace courtyard came to life.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



My goal is not to persuade the people to serve me. To serve one man is a small thing. But to serve the Empire, the entire world...that's worth the dedication of a lifetime. Even a lifetime as long as mine.

–The Emperor

five years ago

Every time Shera trained with Jarelys Teach, she ended up with her face in the dirt.

Still blinded by soil, she rolled away, using her legs to push herself behind a tree. She couldn’t release her shears, so she used the backs of her knuckles to scrape mud from her eyes.

The situation was even worse than she'd thought. Meia squirmed and growled under Teach's red-and-black-plated boot, which was planted on her back. Lucan crouched with a shear in each hand, his back to Shera, but he was panting as though he'd run up a mountain.

Teach loomed over him, her colored armor gleaming in the sun. As usual, she wore no helmet, her pale hair cut close to the scalp.

One gauntleted hand reached over her shoulder, grasping the black hilt of her ancient sword. She didn't need to touch it to draw on its power, Shera knew—they were surrounded by trees, all of which had started out green and vibrant at the beginning of the afternoon. Now their trunks were gray and twisted, their leaves black and lying on the ground. Teach had ended them with a touch, first to demonstrate her power, and later to eliminate hiding places for the three Gardeners.

Lucan reached behind his back, fingers dipping into a pouch and emerging with a small, glowing orb that looked like a tiny quicklamp. As soon as he grabbed it, he whipped his arm around to throw it at Teach.

She tugged on the hilt, enough to bare an inch of black blade.

Shera shivered. She'd been told before that she was about as sensitive to Intent as a plank of wood, but the weapon projected the same sense of formless dread that she felt in a nightmare. It was a paralyzing, hopeless, oppressive fear. She'd only seen Teach fully draw Tyrfang three times, and in all three cases, everyone in the room had been frozen in fear until the sword was back in its sheath. Even this glimpse of the blade felt like a predator passing dangerously close.

But it was good practice. This was what it would feel like if they had to face the Emperor in combat.

The strength went out of Lucan's arm, the glass globe falling to the grass and shattering in a spray of hissing yellow liquid. He dropped to his knees, made a choking sound, and passed out completely.

The power of a Reader brought many advantages, but Shera wasn't sure she'd want the sensitivity that came along with it.

“That's the end, Shera,” General Teach announced. “I have instructors lined up for these two, to point out where they went wrong. I'll give you my notes personally.”

Shera wasn't foolish enough to respond. She crept around, sticking to the treeline, shears in her hands.

Meia struggled under Teach's boot. “No, ma'am! I'm...not...finished!”

On the last word, she lifted the Guild Head's foot off her.

For about an inch. Then Teach ruthlessly pressed back down, pinning Meia to the ground like a dagger pinning a target. “This exercise has ended, Shera.”

Shera passed soundlessly out of the trees, moving up behind Teach. The Guild Head wasn't a Reader; she wouldn't be able to sense Shera's Intent. The woman should be wide open.

The bronze shear struck the back of Teach's knee, in a spot that would theoretically allow Shera's knife to penetrate. But Shera didn't drive the blade home. She tapped it, looking up.

“Disabling strike?” she said hopefully, but it came out sounding like a question.

Teach looked back over her shoulder. “Nice try. Pack it up and come with me.”

It felt like all of their training sessions lately had ended the same way: with all three Gardeners beat up and lying on the ground.

At some point, she thought, we're going to start winning.

If only the High Council of Architects would let her get to that point before they insisted she do the impossible.

After only a glance at Lucan to make sure he was breathing steadily—Meia didn't merit any concern, as Meia could survive anything short of a cannon barrage—Shera followed General Teach on her way out of the miniature forest. She knew enough to be impressed at the way the trees had been tucked away in the complex of the Imperial Palace; they were walking on fresh, fertile soil one step and stone tiles the next, having moved from the edge of a park into an open hallway. The entire “forest” was a square, fifty yards to a side, that the Greenwardens had managed to construct in weeks.

Only when they'd left the trees and begun walking through the palace corridors did Shera venture a question. “Was there something special about today's training?”

Teach shot her a sidelong glance. “Special?”

“You've never taken me apart before. That means you have something to say to me and not to the other two.”

It wasn't praise. Teach didn't believe in compliments. It would be some mistake, but if Shera had done something to be reprimanded or punished out of the sight of her two friends, she couldn't think of it.

Then again, there was one other possibility. That the Guild Head meant to discuss the one thing Shera did not have in common with Meia or Lucan: her regular visits from High Councilor Yala. If the Head of the Imperial Guard knew that the Consultants wanted to speed the Emperor on his way to the grave...

At least her death would be quick.

Then again, the Emperor might keep me alive. Or not. There was her indiscretion to consider—she was bound by Imperial command not to disclose the details of her assignment. Telling Yala why the Emperor was keeping three assassins close might be worth Shera's execution on its own. Of course, perhaps the Emperor already knew, and he had chosen not to punish her for his own reasons.

It was a headache to consider, and Shera didn't feel nearly clever enough to unravel all the possible twists and turns of her situation. She would default to her training: keep everything as secret as possible. Safer that way.

Finally, after ten minutes of walking through the palace complex, Teach finally stopped at their destination.

The staff bathhouse.

The bathhouse was actually a separate building from the rest, its walls covered in mosaics of red and white ceramic rather than paint. Steam rose from its high windows.

Shera typically used the shower down the hall from her bedroom, to avoid crowds. Why did Teach care where she bathed?

As the General walked up the path, the two Imperial Guards on duty saluted. A man with prominent, furry ears guarded the men's side, while the woman guarding the women's side saluted with two right hands.

“My guest and I are here to bathe,” Teach said, and the two guards bowed and walked inside.

Beginning twenty seconds later, the bathhouse began to empty. Men bowed to the Guild Head as they hurried out, still buttoning buttons or buckling belts. Women moved even faster and bowed deeper, some running out with wet hair and towels wrapped around them, carrying bundles of clothing under one arm.

None of them complained, which showed the breadth of Teach's authority inside the Imperial Palace.

“Why evacuate the men?” Shera asked. She could roughly understand why the women's bath needed to be emptied—the Head of the Imperial Guard had to take some security precautions. But the men's side was separated by a sturdy wall. There should be no threats from that half.

“For their own protection,” Teach said, and Shera's stomach twisted with nerves. Maybe this would be more dangerous than she'd assumed.

Only when the two guards returned and swore the house was empty did Teach march inside, already beginning to unbuckle her breastplate.

The first room was outfitted in wood, with a long bench in the center and cubbies along the wall to hold discarded clothes. Shera peeled off her blacks in seconds, placing her gear in one cubby and her clothes in a second.

Her shears were too big to hide, but she palmed a small knife. Just in case. A knife wouldn't protect her against Teach if the General decided to attack her, but there was always the possibility of another threat.

“What are we doing here?” Shera asked, grabbing a nearby towel and sitting on the bench. She would have to wait for Teach to remove her complex armor, which could take five or six minutes.

The Guild Head stripped off the layers of her armor with practiced ease, causing Shera to revise her estimate downward. It might only take her two minutes to take the armor off completely, and unaided no less. Shera wondered if the speed was thanks to Teach's skills, her enhanced abilities, or the design of the armor.

“We're going to take advantage of this facility's usual purpose,” Teach said dryly. “We could both use a bath.”

It was becoming increasingly rare that Shera didn't end a day covered in sweat. It was hardly worth worrying about, but she didn't complain.

Shera nodded to Teach's sheathed sword, which she had laid on the floor next to the bench. “I've never pictured you letting that out of your sight.”

“I can't very well bathe with it, can I?”

“You're not concerned about thieves?” Anywhere except on the Gray Island, Shera kept burglars and opportunistic robbers at the front of her mind. In her experience, anyone who could make off with something valuable would take the opportunity.

Teach made a gesture as though casting something away. “If there's a thief smart enough to follow me and stupid enough to touch Tyrfang, he deserves what he gets.”

After the cubby room, they entered the second chamber: a series of shower stalls. Shera walked into one, threw her towel over the door, and placed her knife in the corner. She reached up, pulled a chain, and waited.

It was fifteen seconds before the pipes groaned to life, a sputter of water steadily increasing in force. Twenty more seconds before the stream started steaming. Shera stepped under the water, rinsing off.

That stream lasted precisely one minute before the water trickled off. She pulled the chain again, twice this time, and a stream of soapy water came out of the showerhead. The soap was created and mixed in alchemical basins beneath the bathhouse every day, with a certified Kanatalian alchemist down there full-time to ensure the proper mixture.

After another minute of that, she pulled the chain three times, and more water poured down.

Shera left her shower stall as Teach did. Water ran down Shera’s body and into a drain on the sloped floor. She carried her knife under her towel, but didn't bother drying off.

She was sure that Teach would say something now, but Teach walked on without a glance in her direction.

The third room was a vast pool of water, kept perpetually steaming by a combination of alchemy and invested Intent. Instead of walking down the steps and into the water, Teach hopped directly into the pool, sending a wave up and over the sides. It was a breach of propriety that would have set the bath attendants on her if any had been present, but it was a small surprise for Shera.

She had always pictured Teach as the same kind of person as Meia: dedicated to the rules, even when no one was watching. But that little gesture, ignoring even that simple rule, taught Shera something new. The Guild Head was willing to ignore the rules when it suited her.

She wasn't sure what that meant. Probably nothing significant.

Teach leaned back with her elbows against the side of the pool, lounging with her eyes closed. When Shera finally entered the water, keeping her knife palmed and concealed, Teach spoke.

“Stay still for me,” the General said, eyes still closed.

Shera froze, wary. Was this another test? She was growing sick of surprise ambushes, no matter how common they were in a Consultant's life.

Three breaths later, an inhuman squeal came out of nowhere, as though a sheet of metal were being torn in half. Space warped in a dark, smoky haze around Shera and Teach, rippling outward through the bathhouse.

General Teach exhaled and opened her eyes. A smile touched the edges of her mouth, and Shera realized she may have never seen the Guild Head relax before.

“If there was anything alive in the bathhouse besides us,” Teach said, “there isn't now. We can speak freely.”

At least that explained why she'd had the men's bath emptied.

“And now that we're secure, the Emperor has asked me to speak with you specifically. He wants me to help you...” She hesitated, as though she was having trouble getting the words out. “...bring him to rest.”

Shera almost relaxed herself, but part of her was still wary of a trap. “Can you help me?”

She worked her jaw in place for a moment. “As I was ordered, I will give you whatever assistance I can to…kill the Emperor.” She fixed eyes with Shera, waiting for the Consultant's response.

Shera couldn't shake the feeling that she was being baited into a trap. When the Emperor's personal guard was offering to help his potential assassin, there had to be a catch.

“Do you want to see the Emperor dead?” Shera asked. People responded more honestly to simple questions; most importantly, they tended to give simple answers.

Teach flinched as if the question pained her. Shera had seen her take a musket-ball to the helmet with less of a change in expression.

“As I said, the Emperor asked me to tutor you personally. My preferences matter not at all.”

So this wasn't her idea. Good to know. That meant that the Guild Head might try to work around the Imperial command, if she got a chance. Under the water, Shera clenched her hand around her hidden knife.

“And what are your preferences?” Shera asked warily.

General Teach studied her. She had a penetrating stare, one that she used to scan for threats and intimidate her lessers, but this was different. She looked honest, curious, somehow more real. As though she had wondered, for the first time, what kind of person Shera was.

Teach raised her hand to her collarbone. “Do you know how I got this?”

A scar ran down her collar and between her breasts, splitting into a ragged X over the center of her chest. Shera had never seen it before today, having never seen Teach in anything less than some form of armor. The general didn't always wear full plate, sometimes opting for mail, leather, or strips of invested cloth, but she was always wearing some kind of protection. Until now.

“I'd guess it has something to do with the Imperial Guard.” Every member of the Guard had one of his or her body parts replaced with a Kameira equivalent, a secret process of alchemy and Reading that the Guild jealously protected. The new limbs gave their bearers enhanced abilities, as well as binding them to the Guild—once you had a monster's arm or a dragon's eye, no one else would accept you.

But Jarelys Teach, the Head of the Imperial Guard, looked completely human. She had no obvious Kameira appendage, no clawed arms or reverse-jointed legs, and yet she obviously enjoyed heightened strength and endurance nonetheless.

Rumor and gossip, therefore, ran rife within the Imperial Palace. Some speculated that her Soulbound Vessel made her enough of a monster for the Imperial Guard, and others that she wore the armor because only her head still appeared human. The rest of her looked more like an insect, or a lizard, or a shifting mass of Elder tentacles, depending on who you asked. Still others whispered that she seemed devoid of emotions because she'd had her heart replaced with that of a Kameira.

It seemed that this last group had struck closest to the truth.

“I failed the physical test for the Imperial Guard,” Teach said, smiling to herself. “Three times, if you can believe it.”

Shera almost couldn't. General Teach was the physically strongest person she'd ever met, and it was a stretch to think of her as frail. Then again, she'd seen firsthand what had happened to Meia.

“But I wouldn't quit. I got it in my head that not only was I going to make it in to the Guard, but I was going to aim for the top. You see, at the time, the Guild didn't have anyone who could bond with the sword. Anybody that could touch it and live had a chance to inherit the whole Guild.” Shera knew she was talking about Tyrfang, the executioner's blade with lethal Intent that stretched back before the Empire.

“I wasn't the brightest kid, but I had a head like a mule. I didn't quit. After my third time failing, I went straight to the Magisters, asked them what I had to do to carry Tyrfang. They laughed in my face. I tried to apply for the Champions, to see if they would make me stronger, and they said I was too old. The alchemists said I was too poor. All of them said I would be better off begging in the streets than touching the sword.”

She shrugged. “Easy for them to say. They've never tried begging.”

Shera had. It was an increasingly distant memory, but before Maxwell had taken her in—kidnapped her, really—she’d spent her days begging for spare change alongside her drug-addled mother.

Hearing the same from Teach made the woman seem more human, but it roused no emotional response. Plenty of people had hard times in their past. You lived through them and moved on.

“Finally, I crept onto the roof of the Imperial Guard barracks.” Laughter slipped into her voice. “Light and life, I haven't thought of this in years. I snuck onto the building, and I waited for sundown. Othaghor take me if I have any idea how I made it. Even then, there were Guards that could see warm bodies through walls or hear me breathing at fifty paces. Somehow they didn’t see me coming. Anyway, as soon as it got dark, I slipped in at the first changing of the watch. That easy.”

She sank deeper in the water, eyes staring into the past. “Looking back, I know why it was so lightly guarded. There were a hundred men and women eager to catch thieves in there, and nothing worth stealing. Nothing that actually could be stolen, anyway. But I was determined to try taking the sword. Once I had it...I don't know what I was going to do. I had this vague idea of taking it to a Reader and getting him to make it my Vessel.

“I was in the room, Tyrfang sitting out and unguarded on a table. And a man walked in.”

Shera was starting to see where this story was going, but she didn’t understand what it had to do with her. Surely Jarelys Teach knew her well enough not to appeal to her sympathy.

“I had never seen the Emperor in person, you understand. So when I saw this bald Heartlander man standing there, I assumed he was a Guard. I thought he was wearing a tent’s worth of silk because he wanted to hide his limbs.

“I was going to make up a story, but he spoke first. That was when I knew who he was.”

When the Emperor spoke, each word carried such Intent that it was impossible to ignore. He sounded like he could talk the world into changing according to his will. It was less about the actual words he used, and more the way he used them: he was direct, compelling, magnetic. Shera could easily see how Teach might recognize him as soon as he opened his mouth.

“When he told me he’d sensed my Intent, I was certain I was going to be executed. But he said he liked me. That he knew I could be trusted. And that he was going to give me an opportunity.”

Teach tapped the center of her X-shaped scar. “He didn't hand me the sword, for which I am thankful. If he had, it would have killed me. He told me where to start. On his direction, I hunted down a Bonereaver in the ice fields south of Erin and carved out its heart. It replaced my own.

“It took me over a year of solid effort, and months after that before I adapted physically, but I earned my spot in the Imperial Guard. Two years later, I picked up Tyrfang for the first time. Thanks to the power of the Bonereaver, I could withstand the sword's Intent. A year after that, Tyrfang had become my Vessel. And the Guard was mine.”

General Teach leaned up against the edge of the bath, looking more relaxed than Shera had ever seen her.

“Now, here’s where my preference comes in. The Emperor has outlived everyone else in the history of the Empire. I want him to outlive me.”

Slowly, Shera relaxed her grip on her hidden knife. She didn’t reveal it or release it, there was no need to be foolish, but it was becoming clear that Teach was in full control of herself.

“We won’t do anything until he goes crazy,” Shera said. “It’s not like I want to kill him.”

Teach’s hands tightened, and stone crunched under her fingers. “Hear me, Shera. I have lived through some of the worst times since the founding of the Empire. To rise through the ranks of the Guard, I helped put down a rebellion. That work, killing Imperial citizens in the name of the Empire, haunts me to this day. And I would do it a thousand times over if it meant I never had to see an Empire without the Emperor.”

This far into the conversation, Shera knew that Teach didn’t mean her any harm, but she still had to physically resist an urge to leave the pool and run for safety. As a result, she squirmed in the water. “Are you asking me to kill you first?”

“You won’t have to,” Teach said calmly. “If Nakothi finally claims the Emperor’s sanity, I will stand against him myself. My death will be your cue. If he kills me, that means the Emperor is gone, and you can put him to rest with a clean conscience.”

“My conscience has never concerned me much. But what makes you think we can kill him if you can’t?”

“The Emperor believes it, and I trust his judgment far more than my own.” She pulled her arms back from the edge, revealing two craters in the stone where her hands had rested. “Even if we set that aside, he could turn Tyrfang’s power against me. I’ve got a better chance of walking to Kelarac.”

Teach fell silent, waiting for Shera’s promise.

“I will try,” Shera said, fully aware that she was stacking another obligation onto an already unsteady tower. “I can’t promise anything. I’ll do what I have to. But I’d rather wait for you to fight him, anyway. You might weaken him for us.”

Jarelys Teach smiled a little. It looked stiff and practiced, as though she’d watched other people smile but had never worked out the trick. “That eases my mind. Thank you. Now, I will help you as best I can.”

She rose from the pool and seized a towel from a nearby rack, walking from the room while she dried off. Shera hurried to follow.

When they reached the first room, where their clothes and belongings awaited them in wooden cubbies, Teach walked over to Shera’s cubby first.

A spike of alarm drove through Shera’s chest. She trusted General Teach as much as she trusted anyone outside of the Consultant’s Guild—Teach was many things, but she was neither a traitor nor a liar—but this was different. Teach was blocking her off from her weapons.

A second later, Teach pulled the left-hand blade from its sheath. She held the battered bronze up to the light of the nearby quicklamps, turning the blade to admire it.

“I’m not a Reader,” she said. “I won’t be able to Awaken your blade or empower it in the way a Magister might. But I’m told that my Intent is focused, and Tyrfang’s power rests in me just as it does in the sword. You should see some benefit.”

Shera realized what Teach was doing while standing there, holding the shear; she was investing it, as Lucan had done several times before. The easiest way to invest something was to use it for its intended purpose, but Readers often managed it through sheer concentration, and there was nothing saying an ordinary person couldn’t do the same. As far as Shera knew.

Teach casually drove the knife into the wall with one hand. Tiles cracked, crawling away from the point of impact like a spiderweb. She pulled it out and brushed away plaster like nothing had happened. “If you have to…finish your assignment…there’s only one tip I can give you. Don’t stab the Heart.”

Shera immediately thought of three places she’d rather stab someone.

“Nakothi’s Heart, I mean,” Teach corrected.

“All right.”

She hadn’t been planning on stabbing Nakothi’s Heart. She had planned on slitting the Emperor’s throat and running as fast as she could.

“You’ll have to separate the Heart from him immediately, or the Dead Mother’s power will bring the Emperor back to life.” Teach spoke impersonally and with unquestioned authority, a general delivering a briefing. “But do not damage the Heart itself.”

“What happens if I do?”

“Nakothi’s Intent will be released, and you will die a horrible death.”

“Understood.” Irritating as it was to be dealing with added restrictions, this was no worse than a number of other tasks she’d undertaken over the years.

She was more concerned with the fact that Jarelys was standing in front of her clothes, and she was starting to get cold. And the General was still keeping Shera from her weapons.

“To destroy the Heart, you can take it to your Council of Architects,” Teach went on. “They should know how to contain it. Otherwise, you can take it to the Head of the Magister’s Guild, the Luminian Order, or the Blackwatch.” She hesitated. “Forget that. Do not take it to the Blackwatch. Their Guild Head can be unpredictable.”

Under no circumstances would Shera take the Heart of Nakothi to any Guild but her own, though she nodded anyway.

Finally, Teach walked over to Tyrfang, tugging it an inch out of its sheath. The black-and-red blade emanated the nauseating sense of dread it always did, and Shera took the opportunity to scurry away from the sword and over to her clothes in the same motion. She pulled her Consultant blacks on almost desperately, as though they would shield her from the sword’s effect.

The clothes were stiff with dried sweat. Usually servants would take and launder the clothes of those bathing, but Teach’s command had been effective at keeping the bathhouse completely clear.

Teach scraped the bronze shear along the edge of the ancient executioner’s blade, then sheathed her sword. “A little of that should rub off, but I’m no Reader. Maybe it won’t help at all.”

She walked back over to the cubby, replacing the first knife and reaching for the second.

The female Guard who had stood watch outside, the one with four arms, came running into the room, head swiveling as she searched for her Guild Head.

Jarelys Teach and Shera reacted the same way. Shera had her shears bared and in her hands as soon as she heard footsteps, spinning to face the newcomer. Teach, wrapped in a towel, had rolled across the floor and landed with a hand on Tyrfang’s hilt.

If the Imperial Guard was startled by the sight of her commander and a Consultant with weapons drawn, she didn’t show it. She saluted with both her right hands and spoke.

“General, the Capital is under attack.”

Teach rose to her feet, stripped off her towel, and began dressing with far more efficient motions than she’d shown before. “Where?”

“Everywhere, General. It’s…it’s the Elders.”

The Guard’s voice quivered on the last word, but she held herself together.

Teach nodded, absorbing the information, pulling a layer of padding on over her shoulders. “Has the Emperor been evacuated?”

“He ordered us to⁠—”

Teach cut her off. “Abort that. I’ll see to him. I want six Guards with me, and pull everyone else you can reach back to the Imperial Palace. Until the Emperor is safe, we have no other priorities.”

The Guild Head turned her iron gaze to Shera. “Gather your team, Gardener. You have work to do.”

Shera was already leaving.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



present day

Under Lucan's Intent, the courtyard of the Imperial Palace rippled upward. The three members of The Testament's crew were sent sprawling, even the paralyzed Dalton Foster. They toppled like dolls, even as Lucan stood on a frozen island in the midst of a stone sea.

When he parted contact with the floor, his head was already beginning to ache. The first sign of Reader burn. If he used his powers much more, he'd be useless.

Fortunately, this part was easy.

He attended to Calder Marten first, tying the man's hands behind his back with some cord he'd brought specifically for that purpose. Then he moved onto Andel Petronus, who seemed to be chuckling under his breath even as he struggled against his bonds. Strange man.

Finally, just to be safe, he tied Dalton Foster's limp hands back. The old man was still paralyzed, but his Intent suggested he was trying to glare.

Now, the three Navigators were bound and subdued. At any second, the Imperial Guard would return. Lucan had acquired new information and could reasonably recommend that the Architects should use alchemical charges to blow the Emperor's quarters all the way to Urg'naut. Everything in his experience as a Gardener told him to leave.

Instead, he sat cross-legged on the floor.

“That's kind of you,” Calder noted, wriggling like a worm so he could look Lucan in the eye. “Tying us up, I mean. I thought you'd be more likely to slit our throats.”

Lucan focused on catching his breath. “I like to make sure my victims deserve it.”

Calder crooked an eyebrow, which looked especially strange on a man whose chin was resting on the ground. “And you thought we didn't deserve it? You're a generous man. Besides, mercy is a quality I never thought I'd see in an assassin.”

“You know many hired killers, do you?”

“'The quality of mercy is among the rarest of virtues, and rarest of all in killers and kings,'” Calder said, with the air of a man quoting. “Sadesthenes. You should read him sometime. Timeless wisdom in the classics.”

“You're assuming I haven't read him already.”

“Have you?”

“No.” Philosophy wasn't a subject the Gardeners encouraged in their curriculum. Lucan rolled his shoulder, stretching a pulled muscle.

“I can't help but notice you're not making a hasty getaway,” Calder pointed out.

“And you're chatty for someone with his hands tied. I can still make a gag.”

“I enjoy getting to know interesting people. A Consultant saboteur who attacks the Imperial Palace, fights three men singlehandedly, and then lingers on the scene of the crime is an interesting man indeed.”

“Your flattery is indeed the most powerful weapon in your arsenal, sir,” Andel Petronus said. Lucan could only see his white-clad back, but it seemed he was still trying to struggle out of his bonds. “Thank the God we have you to defend us.”

“Shut up, Andel,” Calder said cheerily.

“Mmmphmphmmm!”

“Shut up, Foster. Now, Lucan, I’m sure you’ve looked up my file by now.”

“Calder Marten,” Lucan recited. “Twenty-six years old. Tried before the Emperor for counts of sabotage, theft, destruction of Imperial property, instituting a jailbreak, and conspiracy to commit fraud. Sentenced to forced labor in the service of the Navigator's Guild.”

“That's...not exactly the list I remember, but it's impressively comprehensive nonetheless.”

Lucan remembered a red-haired boy full of anger in the Imperial throne room. He hadn't remembered Calder at first, but after his multiple run-ins with Shera, a few memories had shaken loose. “Do you remember meeting us as children? You tried to attack the Emperor, and I helped to hold you back. It was a test of our reaction speed.”

Calder whistled through his teeth. “That was you. I'd thought...you know what? It's not important. Serving the Emperor at such a young age. You must be even better than I thought you were.”

Lucan met his eyes firmly, projecting a Gardener’s confidence. “I am.”

“And yet we noticed you sneaking around.”

That actually stung Lucan’s pride, but he was prevented from responding by the sound of footsteps. Imperial Guard boots pounded the ground as two dozen men and women in uniform jogged into view, led by the blonde woman with the orange eyes. Two Guards leveled crossbows at him, one with feathers on the back of her neck and one with a mass of tentacles replacing his left hand.

The orange-eyed captain knelt behind Calder, sawing at his bonds with a knife. “Are you hurt, sir?”

“I think Foster's poisoned. Get him to an alchemist as quickly as you can. Any casualties?”

“No dead.”

“Admirable restraint.” Free of his bonds, Calder rubbed at his aching wrists. “So, Lucan, would you mind telling me why you decided to linger?”

Lucan looked up at the Imperial Guards surrounding him, trying to project the least offensive Intent he could. “Curiosity. I thought I'd wait to have a word with the Guild Head in charge.”

A flash of anger pulsed through Calder's Intent, but was quickly suppressed. “And what makes you think I'm not in charge?”

“Ex-criminals and Navigators don't get set up as the next Emperor. No offense intended, but I expect the Guild Heads proposed you as a disposable alternative. Bait for the Elders and something to keep the common people happy.”

Calder stood up abruptly, favoring his wounded leg. “That's true enough, but no one holds my leash at the moment.”

“Trust me,” Andel said, still bound, “it's not a job anyone would want.”

“You can feel free to leave him tied up a little longer,” Calder said to the Guard captain. “Good for discipline.” He turned back to Lucan. “So you can tell me what was so important that you risked execution or capture for the chance to say it.”

They might execute him, but they didn't have a prison that could keep him captive. “My life is the least of what's at stake. I've already inspected the Optasia with every intention to sabotage it so you couldn't use it. Now, I've changed my mind.”

“Have you?”

“Yes. You have to destroy it.”

Calder picked a hat up off the ground, brushed it off, and placed it on his head. “Consultant Lucan, we might have something to discuss after all.”
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Lucan stood inside the Emperor's chambers next to Calder Marten, staring down at the twisted cage of metal that was the Emperor's Optasia. Calder seemed willing to trust Lucan on faith, or perhaps he had gotten a sense of Intent that inclined him to cooperate. Whatever caused it, he didn't insist that Lucan be watched or bound.

The Imperial Guard, however, did.

His weapons were confiscated, as well as anything he had in his pockets. The blonde, orange-eyed woman in charge knew that he was a Reader, and as such she treated anything on his person as a potentially invested weapon. They even took the shroud from his face, leaving his nose and mouth bare, and the only reason they didn't strip him was Calder's insistence that they hurry. Now, he stood with his wrists bound together behind his back, two Guards behind and two in front, with more ready to rush in from the hallway if they were needed.

Both Lucan and Calder ignored their presence. Lucan didn't plan on causing any further trouble, and they both knew it. Besides, even if he wanted to, his head still pounded from his exertion earlier, the steady throbbing of Reader burn eating away at his abilities. Unarmed and unable to Read, Lucan would be easy prey for the Guards, much less Calder.

He'd briefly summarized the history and capabilities of the Emperor's true throne, so far as he understood them. The Emperor had explained the device only once, shortly before his death, but Lucan would never forget his experience with it. The visions haunted him still.

“He had this device,” Calder gestured to the 'throne' of steel bars, “but he never used it?”

“One time that I know of. I gathered that he used it more often when it was built.”

“Because of the Great Elders?”

“Have you tried Reading it?” If he had, he wouldn’t have asked the question, but Lucan liked to be sure.

Calder rubbed his bandaged shoulder. “You might say I was warned not to.”

“I did. It's like staring into the eyes of Kelarac himself.”

The captain responded as though his thoughts were elsewhere. “Kelarac doesn't have any eyes.”

Lucan watched the man's face for some clues to his expression. What was that supposed to mean? How would he know what Kelarac looked like? Was he admitting a connection to the Soul Collector? His wife was a confirmed member of the Sleepless...

Perhaps picking up on Lucan's Intent, Calder raised his hands defensively. “It's common knowledge. Haven't you read Fisher's Treatment of the Aion Sea?”

Lucan had never heard of it, and the Emperor had never mentioned anything about Kelarac's eyes...but then, the Emperor went out of his way to avoid talking about the Great Elders more than absolutely necessary. Personal trauma, he supposed.

“Feel free to Read this for yourself,” Lucan said, bringing the conversation back in line. “It's a conduit straight to the Great Elders. The Emperor was afraid to use the device, lest he draw too much attention, but now...anyone who sits in that thing might as well feed themselves to Kthanikahr.”

Anger seethed over from Calder, as though the emotion had been released from a pricked bubble, but he wasn't looking at Lucan. He was glaring into the Optasia as though it had killed his family. The power of his Intent pounded on the inside of Lucan's head.

After ten or twenty seconds, the Navigator mastered himself and controlled his emotions. “Thank you, I don't believe I need to do that. Let's say I have every reason to believe you're correct.”

He leaned over to the orange-eyed Guard captain, saying something that Lucan couldn't quite catch. She strode out of the room immediately.

“Consultant Lucan, I would like your opinion of a small personal matter. Please observe, after which I have a few requests to make of you.”

Anything he asked wouldn't be a request so long as Lucan had ropes around his wrists, but that wasn't Lucan’s primary concern. “Will you destroy the Optasia?”

“I think you'll find this discussion very relevant.” He was avoiding the question. Lucan sharpened his Intent despite his aching head, focusing on the bonds holding his arms. The ropes had been woven recently as part of a batch by an unfocused child volunteer, so there was practically nothing invested there. They'd be difficult to work with, but it seemed like Calder was giving him time.

Calder shot him a knowing smile, as though he'd sensed what Lucan was trying to do. That shouldn't be possible, but Lucan relaxed his focus anyway. “As a show of our good faith, I'd like to introduce the newest addition to my crew. I believe you've met.”

The Imperial Guard captain came back in the door, supporting a woman that could have been her cousin: pale skin, short blonde hair, athletic build. The main difference between the two women was that this one seemed too weak to stay on her feet, though she tried. She limped into the room, leaning most of her weight on the Guard, edging gingerly through the door like it took all her strength to move. She wore all black, and a pair of daggers on the back of her belt...

“Meia?” Lucan asked, astonished. What was she doing here? Why wasn't she back on the Gray Island with Shera? Was this some secret assignment?

Meia looked away from him, embarrassed. “I was careless.”

That would be embarrassing for her, if she was sloppy enough to get herself captured alive. Her pride had always been prickly.

Those thoughts were clear, but distant, as part of his brain started working on its own. The rest of him gained a new, clearer goal.

Calder Marten had taken Meia captive and had obviously done something to keep her weak and compliant. Alchemy, most likely; his file suggested he had a capable alchemist onboard his ship.

Lucan shifted him from ‘Potential Ally’ to ‘Target.’

Reader burn or not, he would break Meia out of here if it killed him. All he had to do was tear through his bonds and free Meia. If he could restore her to fighting condition, they had every chance of getting her out of here alive.

By contrast, Calder Marten's chances of survival had just dropped significantly.

There was only one thing he didn't understand—if Calder had Meia as a trump card to ensure Lucan's cooperation, why bring her out now? He was already cooperating. He didn't need the extra threat. Did this represent a promise to release her if he played along?

Calder backed away from Lucan, hand going to his cutlass. “Meia, please convince your friend. Hurry. Hurry, please.”

Lucan felt like someone was drilling into his skull with an ice pick, but he pulled his wrists through the ropes as if through cobwebs. The Imperial Guards reacted like he'd pulled a pistol, bringing their own weapons forward and slamming his knees against the floor. The Guard captain screamed instructions, but Lucan kept his watering eyes locked on Calder.

Until Meia hobbled forward, pushing the Guards aside, and slapped Lucan weakly on the back of the head. “Calm down. If I wanted to escape, I could have done it anytime.”

Between the pain in his head and the confusion, his Intent wavered. “He's not keeping you captive?”

“He couldn't,” she said dryly. “And I'm not a member of his crew, either.”

“Provisional member,” Calder said, cutlass still ready to draw.

“I already have a Guild, thank you.”

Lucan relaxed his resistance, letting a burly Guard with fur-covered arms push him harder into the ground. “So what's wrong with you?”

“More carelessness.” She shook her head, grim. “When we get back, I'll have to report myself to the Architects.”

It wasn't a joke; Meia was serious. He didn't need his Reading to understand a friend he'd known since they were both children. She sincerely believed she deserved punishment for a lapse in judgment.

More than anything, that convinced him that she was in control of her own actions. No one expected more out of Meia than Meia.

Calder exhaled. “You can let him up now.” The Guards looked to their captain for instructions, so the Navigator raised his voice. “Release him.”

This time they did, but Lucan remained on his knees. It was easier than standing, with the pounding in his head. “What's the assignment, Meia?” She never did anything without either instructions or approval.

“Stop the Elders,” she said immediately. “They're the highest priority for all of us. The Imperialists can't keep an Emperor on the throne if he's constantly under threat of Elder possession, and the Independents can't successfully establish a new world order if they're only serving the world up to the Elders piece by piece. We should be working together, not against each other.”

Lucan agreed with every word she said, but he couldn't believe he was hearing this from Meia. Meia, who held onto every rule during their training like sacred law. “Did the Architects order you to do this?”

She hesitated. “They would.”

That was good enough for him, though they'd need a more thorough talk later. “Maybe they would. Captain, I'm still here because I agree with Meia. Whatever else we do, the Guilds can't dance to an Elder's tune.”

A strange expression crossed Calder's face at the words, and Lucan thought he detected a whiff of unease in the man's Intent, but then the Reader burn kept Lucan distracted enough that he almost missed the Navigator's next words. “...why I kept you here, Consultant Lucan. Anyone who can look past our current Guild rivalry is someone I can work with. And your personal knowledge of the Optasia will come in handy for our next guest.”

Calder gestured to the Guard captain.

She stared at him blankly.

He cleared his throat. “Could you bring the next guest in, please?”

Her orange eyes darted around the room as though searching for answers. “I wasn't aware we had another guest, sir.”

“My wife, Captain.”

Disgust lit her face, but she bowed and moved out of the room.

“That would have worked better if I hadn't been forced to explain,” Calder said to Lucan. “More dramatic.”

Lucan was more focused on the idea that his wife, the Elder cultist, was present and coming here. “Are you still in frequent contact with the Sleepless, Captain Marten?”

Calder turned his back to the wall and faced the door. “Too frequent, Consultant Lucan.”

The door opened again, and Jyrine Tessella Marten was escorted into the room.

She looked even worse than she had when she was a prisoner on the Gray Island: her clothes looked like a secondhand Imperial Guard uniform that had narrowly avoided being thrown out for rags, her hair was loose and wild, and there were circles under her eyes. Shackles led to chains on both her wrists and ankles, and she stared at Calder with open anger. “You just drag me out of my hole whenever you wish, now?”

“That's one of the perks of being Emperor. I get to drag whomever I like wherever I like.” Lucan could sense Calder's restrained fury even without the aid of his Reader senses.

Jyrine made a sound like a cross between a grunt and a growl. It carried all the frustration of a caged animal. “You're not the Emperor, but you could be, if you would just listen to me!”

“In point of fact, that's exactly why I've brought you here. I'm going to ask you a question, and I'd be very interested in listening to the answer.” He stepped to one side, holding out a hand to present the Optasia like a salesman presenting a fine horse. “What exactly should I do with this, Jerri?”

She frowned. “It's a relic of the Emperor. You sit in it.”

Calder nodded along. “And then what will happen to me?”

“Calder, I'm not a Reader.”

“No, you're a Soulbound,” he cut in. “But I have every faith in your ability to answer the question.”

“As I understand it, the device will expand your awareness. Thanks to a network of relays, you'll be able to Read practically anything on the planet from this spot.”

“Including the Great Elders.”

“Of course including the Great Elders,” Jyrine said, frustration evident in her voice. “That's the whole point. This is the only way for you to understand them and to negotiate with them on an equal level. With you on the throne, humanity will have someone to speak to the Elders on our behalf. You'll have a seat among the immortals, Calder. It's something we all desperately need.”

Calder turned to Lucan. “We've heard from the crazed Elder cultist, and now let's hear from a neutral party. Jerri, Lucan here is a Consultant who came here to sabotage the Optasia. He Read the throne for himself, and instead of leaving, he stayed here to warn me.”

“And you call him a neutral party?” Jyrine scoffed, then she looked away from Calder's face for the first time to focus on Lucan. “Consultant Lucan, did you say?”

“Jyrine. I'm glad you made it out alive.” Lucan had been under the impression that Jyrine had most likely perished as her cell collapsed, though Shera had been quick to note that they hadn't found a body. Honestly, he was glad she'd survived; he'd shared hours of discussion with her while they both remained prisoners, though he mostly used it as an opportunity to glean details about the Sleepless for his journal. If nothing else, she was a true believer in her cult.

Calder wouldn't be distracted. “Lucan, what would happen to me if I tried to use the Optasia?”

“You would go insane in minutes,” Lucan said without hesitation. “Perhaps seconds. The Great Elders would core you like an apple and put whatever they wanted in your place.”

“That's some compelling imagery. Jerri, your rebuttal?”

Locked on Lucan, her eyes narrowed. “Lucan. The Consultant named Shera visited you while you were in prison. Do you know her well?”

It didn't take a Gardener's training to recognize an occasion to bend the truth. “We've worked together.”

She looked at Meia, frizzy hair pulling away as she moved her head. “How about you? Do you know Shera?”

Meia gave her a blank look. “I don't believe I'm required to answer you, madam.”

Jyrine nodded, as though Meia had confirmed her suspicion, and something flashed green under the veil of her hair. An earring, perhaps? Had Calder allowed his wife some jewelry?

Jyrine turned to face her husband, back straightening. “You've met Shera before. She's tried to kill both of us. She did kill Urzaia. Would you trust her companions?”

Calder looked from her to Lucan and back. “Consultant Shera and I have a separate account to balance. If I refused to do business with any Guild whose members have attempted to execute me in the past, I'd be working alone. Or maybe with the Greenwardens,” he added, after a moment of consideration.

“I've been warned against Shera quite recently,” Jyrine said, sliding a little closer to Calder. The Imperial Guards stepped closer around her, prepared to seize her if she moved. “However little you know of her, let me assure you: she is the greatest threat to you and to the future of humanity, not any Guild.”

“Recently?” Calder asked. His hands moved down to the weapons on his belt. “Who warned you, Jerri?”

“She's your enemy, Calder, whether you believe it or not. And whether you like it or not, I'm still your ally.”

She whipped her head around to face Meia, and something gleamed green in her hair.

“Stop her!” Calder shouted, drawing his orange-spotted sword. The Guards shoved her against the floor. They weren't faster than her Intent.

A dart of green flame, no thicker than a finger, flashed from Jerri to shoot like a bullet at Meia's neck. She had no chance to react, and the Guards moved too slowly.

Lucan didn’t.

Meia’s reactions were far faster than his own, but he only needed a thought. With an effort that felt like it would tear his brain in half, he shoved protective Intent around Meia. He was too far away to effect much of a change, but it was enough: her Consultant blacks were heavily invested anyway, and familiar to him. They became twenty pounds heavier in an instant, dragging her weakened body a fraction toward the ground.

The bolt passed over her shoulder.

The ensuing pain blackened Lucan's vision, choking out his awareness. He came to himself a second later, awash in pain, sure that someone had put a sword through his head.

But a watery vision at the corner of his eye confirmed that Meia was alive and moving. Good. It was all worth it.

He allowed himself to drift off on a sea of pain, but something else caught his attention on the other side. Jyrine Tessella Marten, looking into his face from only a foot away. She stared at him amidst a forest of Imperial Guard boots.

“I'm sorry,” she said, and her eyes told him she meant it.

He'd Read her before. She was committed to a cause that all of his experience taught him was crazy and outright evil, but she believed it to her core. It informed her, guided her every decision. She was wrong, but he couldn't hate her.

Not even when another finger-thin blast of green flame blew through his stomach.

Why isn't it hot? he wondered. Fire was supposed to be hot. Instead, it felt as though he'd swallowed a bucket of snow. Well, at least it was a distraction from the Reader burn in his head, which seemed to be fading away.

In place of the pain was a sort of pleasant drowsiness. He knew he should probably be focused on something more important, but all he wanted was to enjoy a nice nap. It was strange; he'd never enjoyed naps. That was Shera's territory, and she slept enough for the both of them. Now here he was, sleeping in the middle of the day.

She would be proud of him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



In the primitive culture of men before the Elder War, an optasia was a device used to divine danger or predict the future. With the rise of Readers, this sort of superstitious talisman fell from common usage.

Later manuscripts mention the Emperor’s attempts to ‘build’ a particularly large or intricate optasia, but those references faded away in the second century. The idea is now largely considered mythical.

–Pre-Imperial Myths and their Modern Equivalents, Chapter 6

five years ago

The Emperor's Imperial Palace was a pillar of history, taking up almost a fifth of the Capital. Among the people of the Capital, it was often said that the palace was a city unto itself, with its own secrets and concerns.

Shera had spent most of the last seven years inside the Imperial Palace. It wasn't unusual for her to be sent back to the Gray Island for training, or outside the palace proper on an assignment, but she spent the bulk of her time here. As a result, she'd been forced to learn her way around.

To her surprise, she had initially found the process easy. Her training in the Garden had focused primarily on entering and exiting common structures, many of which were represented in the palace complex. Within a few months, she’d memorized the layout.

None of that helped her now.

In the space of an hour, the palace had been completely transformed. The spawn of Ach'magut, the spider-like Inquisitors, crawled over every surface. They skittered about in the shadows, examining everything with their stalk-eyes. They had taken over the palace as ants took over a hive, outnumbering the human inhabitants five to one.

That alone made it hard enough to navigate—she had to weave around Elderspawn as she ran, afraid to slow down lest they grab her—but their experiments made everything worse.

One of the Inquisitors hunched over a pile of junk, its ten legs bent at the joints, its proboscis teasing the floor in front of it. It stood almost up to her chest, its stalk eyes raised to the same level as her face. Most of its eyes were turned down, toward its project on the ground, and the others scanned the horizon. It seemed to ignore both her and others of its own kind, focused on its business.

Running past, she made the mistake of glancing down at it. It was crouched over the body of a man in the red, blue, and gold livery of a palace servant, digging in the man's chest. It rummaged around in the corpse like a child in a toybox, and Shera hurried past.

There was nothing she could do for a dead man, so she wasted no more thought on him. But it did spark her attention for a different reason: how had the Elders moved so fast? She'd only spent the better part of an hour with General Teach, and there had been no hint of an alarm. Now the Inquisitors were swarming on the walls, openly dismantling servants.

Myths were filled with stories of cultists “summoning” Elders, though Shera wasn't clear on how that worked, precisely. Was that what had happened here? Had these spawn of Ach'magut been summoned into place? Or had they been waiting here, laying traps and spinning webs?

She ran on regardless, and if she had only encountered Inquisitors engaged in violence, the way would have been easy. But some had begun to alter the very architecture of the Imperial Palace. A group of Inquisitors had boarded up a hallway with dismantled bookshelves, forcing humans to turn right where they would have normally run straight. This caused the panicked palace inhabitants to fall into a closed-off room, which the Inquisitors subsequently doused in flame. They watched, impassive, as burning humans failed to break the doors down.

Shera caught this story in pieces, the barest glimpses, as she leaped over the blockade and cut her way through Elderspawn. Their blood was a sickening purple, their death-screams a disturbing blend of a screaming horse and a whistling teakettle.

She found herself wishing for the relative comfort of human victims. At least when she stabbed someone, events followed a predictable and natural course. Some of these Elders curled up and died when she pierced their heads, but others bled acidic blood or popped like inflated bladders. Still others tried to curl around her body, locking her in place.

It took her twenty minutes to reach the central courtyard, and when she arrived her chest was heaving for breath. She had to scrape violet gunk away from her mouth to breathe. Ordinarily the trip would have taken her ten minutes at half this speed, but she'd gotten sidetracked four times—twice when the Inquisitors had camouflaged a hallway, once to avoid a trap, and once to win a fight.

If the Elderspawn had been focused on stopping her, she would never have made it here. She was keenly aware of the fact. But the spawn of Ach'magut didn't seem to be operating by a particular plan, but rather according to a specific instinct: they were here to learn.

This was consistent with what Shera had learned about the Overseer and his pet Inquisitors, but it was still disturbing to watch in action. The creature was digging around in the servant's corpse to better understand human biology, and they locked people in burning rooms in order to observe their reaction to a crisis. Even here, in the central courtyard where the Inquisitor presence had lightened, Shera spotted unnatural shadows clinging to corners, waving stalks around. Watching her. Their purplish skin seemed to change shades slightly to blend in with their surroundings, making them darker and harder to see in the shadows.

They could have been watching us for weeks, Shera thought with a slight shudder, but she discounted the idea a moment later. In another city, it was possible that the Inquisitors could indeed observe for weeks or months before taking action; even in the rest of the Capital, most people wouldn't know what to look for.

But the Emperor was here, and many Magisters, and the Guild Heads visited on a regular basis. There were a few Luminian Pilgrims, a contingent of knights, and a handful of Watchmen. Even a Champion or two, on occasion, and those members of the Imperial Guard with enhanced senses.

No Elder could have escaped that collection of wits, powers, and eyes for very long. Which meant that the Inquisitors must have been summoned in.

Not that it helps me. However the Elders had arrived, they were here now. And they had to know that they had no chance of defeating the Emperor in an attack; he was the man who had opposed their Great Elder creator in a frontal contest and walked away. They had a different objective.

She was afraid she knew what it was. They were trying to drive the Emperor to the brink, to force him to fall to the Heart's influence before he was ready.

But how? That was the question. How did they mean to do it?

She didn't know enough to speculate. Fortunately, she had friends.

A flash of steel caught the Elderspawn in the shadowed corner, and it scuttled away, wounded. It was hard to watch, even in motion. Lucan emerged a moment later, breathing hard behind the shroud over his mouth and nose, eyes scanning the courtyard for further threats.

Shera's chest loosened on seeing that he'd survived, and she took a deeper breath. Until she saw his face, she hadn't realized she'd been so worried.

He smiled at her behind his mask, and asked, “Meia?”

“Give her time,” she said. Now there was someone she wasn't worried about. If Ach'magut himself rose and devoured the palace, Meia would find a way to survive.

“You might try worrying about me a little more,” Meia said, dropping down next to them from the roof of a nearby building. Unlike Lucan, who was relatively clean, Meia was wet to the elbows in purple gore. It seemed that she'd used some of the Elder blood to slick her blond hair back, which gave it an inhuman appearance, and her eyes shone orange in the twilight.

There was no need for a discussion. Standard Consultant procedure was to group up and share information, and it was a discipline they now followed without thinking.

“I was with Teach,” Shera reported. “She's going to meet the Emperor herself, but I don't know where.”

“I do,” Meia said, still tying her hair back. “Secondhand report says the Emperor was fighting his way toward his personal chamber, and the fighting seems thicker there than anywhere else in the palace.”

Lucan stared past the other two, toward the wall of a surrounding building. “It's not just the palace. The city is swarming. It was too dangerous to look for too many details, but Ach'magut isn't the only Great Elder involved.”

Shera gripped the hilts of her shears to stop her hands from shaking. Death didn't scare her, but Elders were something else entirely.

It may have been her imagination, but she thought she felt her left-hand shear shaking of its own volition. That was the weapon that Teach had taken aside before they'd gotten interrupted. Had her Intent really had so much of an effect?

“What I don't understand,” Lucan continued, “is what they want. The Luminians and the Watchmen will have this in hand, and there's no way they'll get to the Emperor.”

Lucan had never fully appreciated the real possibility of the Emperor's corruption, but Shera did. “They want to push him,” she said. “The weaker he gets, the closer he gets to losing it all.”

Meia's orange eyes tracked a shadow clinging to the wall. “That's not a plan. A plan has a specific objective.”

“She's right,” Lucan said. “An Elder like Ach'magut doesn't throw minions at an enemy and hope.”

If he was so smart, how did the Emperor kill him in the first place? But it wasn’t worth a debate. “Other relevant information?” Shera asked.

“They don't appreciate it when you help people escape,” Meia said. With one blurring motion, she hurled a spade at the crawling shadow. The Inquisitor squealed once, scrabbling at the wall with its ten mismatched legs, but the force of Meia's throw had driven her razor-sharp steel straight through its body. The monster’s body hit the ground with a heavy splat.

Lucan's eyes were still distant. “They're learning. Ach'magut has an endless appetite for new information. In their eyes, you were disrupting an experiment.”

“And I'd quite like to do it again,” Meia said. She jogged into a running start and leaped up onto a nearby roof.

Shera and Lucan followed from below, passing under her and into a hallway.

The whole building was in shambles. Many Inquisitors lay dead amid the bodies of their opposition, servants in livery and Imperial Guards in uniform. Many of the Guards were missing their Kameira parts, presumably lost to curious Elderspawn. The carpet had been shredded in long rows, tables and decorations smashed. A half-built machine stood abandoned against the side wall, apparently made of twisted copper piping and clock parts.

But the hall was not empty of Inquisitors. Only a few seconds in, Shera rounded a corner to see a mother and her young daughter—perhaps three or four years old—stumbling through the halls ahead of them. The daughter was whimpering through heavy breaths, the mother screaming.

All around, on the walls and ceiling, Inquisitors watched them through a forest of waving stalks. They skittered on their spider-like legs, keeping up with the humans.

The people were unharmed. In the first instant, as Shera absorbed the sight, one of the Elderspawn slid forward, snatching the child away from the woman’s grasp.

Beside her, Lucan drew a shear in one hand. He raised something that looked like a lump of coal in the other.

The mother shouted, kicking out at an Inquisitor, stretching her fingers as far as they would go to try and reach her child. The Elderspawn tugged a little farther, keeping the girl just out of reach. The rest looked on, impartial.

Not teasing, not tormenting. Testing. They wanted to see the nature and the duration of the mother's reaction to her child's captivity. Or maybe they were looking for something else; it didn’t change the reality.

Shera couldn't save them.

She didn't have the time, the weapons, or the strength to fight so many Elderspawn. Even if she cut her way through, she would never be able to grab the woman and escape. She didn't know the woman.

And she had a job to do.

Shera started to turn another corner, but Lucan slowed to a stop. He still held a shear in one hand and the black stone in the other. His face was rock-hard agony.

“Equipment?” Lucan asked her, without looking her in the face.

“Nothing that will help,” she said quietly. She hurt for him, even if she didn't feel the same pain he did. If she could have helped the strange woman and her child, she would have. But she couldn't.

Lucan ground his teeth for an instant more, but he was still a Gardener. He shoved the knife into its sheath behind him, holding onto the black rock as though he was afraid to let it go.

After a count of three, he hurled the stone into the crowd of Elderspawn, almost on top of the mother and daughter, and kept running down the hallway to the side. Shera followed him.

When a flash of light and a rumble of thunder rang out from behind them, neither turned around.

They found the Emperor sooner than they expected, only a few buildings away from his personal chambers. He wore the simple white robe that meant he had been relaxing, unprepared for a battle or a public appearance.

But he didn't look unprepared.

He held what looked like a pair of full-sized Magister's staves, one in each hand. In his right hand he carried a smooth ash-gray staff about six feet long, capped in gleaming silver. In his left hand, he gripped a shorter branch that might have been simple driftwood if not for the tiny objects embedded in it. Shera noticed seashells, gemstones, bones, even fragments of glass all somehow melded with the wood.

When he waved that staff, Elderspawn were shredded by invisible blades. Inquisitors started as arachnid monsters and ended in piles of purple gore and severed eye-stalks. Other, stranger creatures opposed him as well: gilled humanoids with crocodile mouths, shambling dead Children shaped to look like giant animals, even an Elder’s rendition of a twisted, animated thornbush.

He sliced them to pieces with the staff in his left hand, and when they got too close, he slammed his right-handed staff down. The stone tiles of the courtyard rippled like struck water, and the Elderspawn stumbled backwards.

Behind the Emperor, clustering as close to his shadow as they dared, was a crowd of terrified humans. Servants, cooks, visitors, children—even one wounded Imperial Guard with wide owl's eyes—all huddled together, staring at their Emperor in awe.

No sooner had the Gardeners arrived than the Emperor looked straight at them, as though he had expected them. He raised both staves, took in a deep breath, and smote the ground.

Force blasted away from the humans in a ring. This time, everything caught in the ripple of power was shredded—stone, decorative plants, and Elder flesh alike. A few of them let out hideous shrieks as they died, but most never got the chance.

Lucan stumbled back and Meia froze on the nearby roof, but Shera didn't move as the wave of devastation swept closer to them. It was moving too fast to outrun. If the Emperor had the degree of control she thought he did, he would stop the destruction before it hit them. If he didn't...well, she'd never know her mistake.

The wall of force carried debris up to the Gardeners' feet, where the garbage landed like a collapsing wave.

In the ensuing silence, even the children did not dare to cry.

“Lucan, Meia,” the Emperor said, “please escort these few to the southern gates. General Teach has a foothold there.” His voice was soft and absolutely smooth, untroubled by the violence around him.

Lucan and Meia complied immediately, but Shera couldn't help but notice she wasn't included in the order.

Not that she would complain. Less work was less work.

When the two Gardeners left the courtyard, Lucan shooting a glance back at Shera on his way out, the Emperor spoke to her.

“I hope your meeting with General Teach was educational.”

“I thought she was planning to kill me.”

The Emperor brushed some dust from his arms, cleaning himself of the smallest bits of debris. “Let me relieve you on that count. If she wanted to kill you, she wouldn't need a plan.”

“She held my knife for a while and gave me a few tips.” He likely knew exactly what Teach had said, but on the distant chance that secrecy would give her some advantage, she kept specifics to herself.

“Yes, your left-hand shear. Would you hand it to me, please?”

Even if it wasn't really a request, Shera wasn't sure she'd ever heard the Emperor ask for anything. She pulled out the knife and reversed it, handing it to him hilt-first.

He set both staves aside to grip the shear, running his fingers lightly over the blade.

“I need you to remember one thing tonight, Shera,” he said, still watching the knife. Behind him, smoke and screams drifted up from one of the palace buildings. “The Great Elders will do anything to be free again. Don’t give them that. Don’t give them anything. You cannot let them win.”

She focused on her breathing, evening it out, trying to still her racing heart. If he was telling her this, it meant that he expected her to make a decision tonight that would impact the Great Elders. There was only one decision that might be.

An unfamiliar flutter of anxiety twisted her belly, but she pushed it down. Either she would be ready when the time came, or she would die. Worrying would help her in neither case.

He met her eyes, and the weight of millennia pressed down on her. “That’s an Imperial command,” he reminded her.

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness,” she said, bowing.

Now that she thought of it, she may not have ever said those words to him before. Strange.

He handed her weapon back a second later. This time she was sure it wasn’t her imagination: the hilt buzzed at the touch of her hand. Or maybe it was reacting to her Intent; she would never be able to tell.

The Emperor strode inside the nearest building, trusting her to follow. He gathered his staves up as he walked, both in one hand. The doors opened without anyone touching them.

“The other two will join us when they return, I’m certain,” he said. “I have much to tell you, and we have the whole night still in front of us.”

She was already longing for a nap.
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“It's been almost fifteen hundred years since we defeated the Great Elders. In those first days, after the rule of the Elders but before the Empire, the world was in chaos. The earth itself rolled and heaved in the aftermath of the Great Elders' destruction, and the people feared nothing more than the wrath of the Elders. Many refused to believe that the likes of Othaghor or Kelarac could be overthrown at all, and that all humans would soon be punished for the transgressions of a few.”

The Emperor stood in his personal chambers, surrounded by all the trappings of vast wealth. His bed practically had a room to itself, big enough for ten people lying elbow to elbow. The room was lit by quicklamps artistically shaped to look like serpentine dragons, the walls made of polished wood. It looked like expensive, imported wood, but it was hard to tell—she could see only a sliver of it through the paintings clustered so thickly together. She'd seen replicas of some of the paintings in museums or textbooks, not that she’d spent much time with either of those, and each of the artworks had to date back hundreds of years. She had no doubt that these were originals.

Only one wall was plain and bare, and she knew why. Years ago, he’d pressed a hand against it and opened a hidden door, inside of which he hid his weapons and armor.

Shera saw the Emperor's rooms only rarely, and the last time all three Gardeners had stood here together, he had revealed the Heart of Nakothi. She hadn't enjoyed the aftermath of that conversation, and she doubted she would like the results of this one either.

Still dressed in a simple, single-layered robe of white, the Emperor paced in front of the bare wall. Even walking back and forth with his palace under attack, he didn't look or sound nervous; he sounded more like Ayana lecturing her students.

“The people were ignorant,” he continued, “but they were right nonetheless. The Great Elders do not die as we do. Death holds them for a while, but given enough time, we knew they could gather themselves. And potentially wake from death itself. At the time, we didn't know when: we may have had thousands of years, or only months. There was no way to tell.”

Meia and Lucan stood on either side of Shera. None of them sat, and none of them spoke. The Emperor had made it clear that their services would be required soon.

“We needed an early warning system, but the Great Elders died thousands of miles apart. It took us decades to finally track down and kill them all. If they started to stir, I could never act in time, no matter how early the warning. I needed a way to respond to all the Great Elders from a single location.

“So I began the single most ambitious construction project I've ever attempted. As you may realize, that is a significant statement.”

The Emperor had been involved in the construction of virtually every great monument in history, but Shera wasn't sure which of them would be considered the most impressive.

“Three hundred and twelve concealed nodes, arranged all over the globe,” he continued. “Each constructed with the help of the alchemists and Magisters and installed at precise points. It's a system designed to allow me to Read Intent from around the world and respond to threats without ever having to come near danger myself. I call this system the Optasia.”

Lucan leaned over to Shera. “That’s a pre-Imperial word for a divination tool.”

“I don't care,” Shera said. It didn't matter what they called it, only what it could do.

Meia shushed them.

The Emperor turned his back to them, facing the polished wood panels. “I can only control it from my throne.”

Lucan cleared his throat. “Will we have to fight our way to the throne room?”

The Emperor didn't bother to turn around. “That chair is nothing more than a showpiece. A symbol. It's there to receive Intent and distract the people. My real throne is right here.”

He placed his fingertips against the wall, and the planks flowed aside as though they had melted. Once again, they revealed a set of white armor and a pair of bronze swords. This time, though, the Emperor swept these aside as well, and they slid into hidden compartments.

Pressure poured from that direction like an invisible current, and Lucan had to avert his eyes and clutch his gloved hands together. The force didn't lessen when the weapons and armor disappeared. If anything, it increased.

Behind the weapons rack was a room about the size of a broom closet. It had the space only for a construction of shining metal bars and wires that at first made no sense to Shera. It looked like a nest of steel parts randomly meshed together.

After another second or two, the picture finally clicked: it was a chair-shaped metal frame, looking more like the skeleton of a throne than the throne itself.

The Emperor watched it for a moment as though he thought it might leap up and bite him. “Do you recall the night we faced down the traitorous Watchmen on Nakothi's island?”

Shera could only assume that was one of the Emperor's rhetorical questions, because there was no way she could have possibly forgotten.

“I had you meet me here not because I was woken from my sleep, but because I tried to use the Optasia.” He hesitated. “I found that I could not.”

A light shone in the corner of Shera's mind, and she realized the answer to a question she had asked herself many times before. She'd always wondered why the Emperor insisted on dealing with issues involving the Great Elders personally, if he knew there was a risk of going insane. Why not send General Teach or another of the Guild Heads? Surely together they could do anything the Emperor could not, and if it ended up being too dangerous for them, they could always withdraw and inform him. It seemed foolish for the Emperor to risk himself on a distant island in the Aion when he didn't have to.

Now, the answer became clear. He’d tried to solve the problem from here, with his device, and he'd failed. He couldn't tell the Guild Heads that he was getting weaker, because his personal strength was the cornerstone of the Empire.

So he'd set out alone.

“Truthfully, it worked too well. Sensing Intent through the Optasia is much like Reading it directly, only on a global scale. Can you see why that might be a problem?”

Shera couldn't, but the statement hadn't been directed at her.

“You're Reading Elders directly,” Lucan said, horror in his voice. Even Shera knew enough that she shivered at the idea; it was one of the great taboos of Reading. When Readers tried to examine Elder Intent, they had to do so indirectly. Otherwise, they risked facing the alien minds of the Elders, and the result was always insanity.

The Emperor nodded, still not facing them. “When I looked into the Optasia, it was like staring at Nakothi once again. I had to stop immediately, or forfeit my sanity. Four years ago, when Ach'magut began to stir in the town of Silverreach, I ran my Intent through the Optasia again. This time, I tried looking at its surroundings. But I couldn't decipher Ach'magut's plan without examining it more closely, and I had to give up before the temptation became too much.”

He clutched the Heart of Nakothi through his robe. “I went in person, only to discover that I had arrived too late. Whatever the Overseer meant to do in that town, he'd already succeeded.”

The Emperor ran a hand over the skeletal throne, then turned to them. He looped his hands behind him like a prisoner with his wrists bound. “So you see, I have a problem. The more powerful the Elders become, the more quickly and definitively I need to respond. Which requires using the Optasia. But the more powerful they are, the more using my device becomes like Reading them directly. It's a strain. It gives her more room to act upon me. I've been relying on it less and less for the past twenty years.

“Now, events have outpaced me. After Silverreach, I was counting on Ach'magut to build slowly, but I should have known he would anticipate as much. I can only hope he hasn't calculated this as well, because I no longer have any other choice. The corruption has become too widespread to correct one incident at a time.”

He spread a hand, indicating the world outside his chambers. “You may have wondered about this uprising of lesser spawn. Surely you’ve noticed that, even in an invasion such as this, the Imperial Palace is in no danger of falling. The Luminians and the Blackwatch are cleansing the Capital of Elderspawn as we speak. But it is not limited to the palace or even this city. Unless I'm very much mistaken, this is happening all over the world.”

Lucan's gloved fists tightened, and Meia growled deep in her chest. Even Shera's eyes widened.

She had wondered why the Elders had decided to target the Imperial Palace, but if this was happening everywhere...how long would the Empire last?

The Emperor carefully leaned down, placing himself into the throne.

It twisted around him, binding him in a meshwork layer of steel. In seconds, it looked less like a throne and more like a cage, with him locked at the center of an impossible puzzle.

Through the metal lattice, he met each of their eyes in turn. “The last two times I've attempted to use this device, I have barely managed to escape with my sanity intact. I don't expect to do so this time. When I am finished, I will certainly be weak. I may be mad or enthralled. If you suspect I am not entirely in control of myself,” his gaze flicked to Shera, “you are to execute me.”

Shera had known she might not be able to keep her promise to General Teach. She hadn't thought she'd break it so quickly.

Meia started to say something, but she stopped. A second later she looked away, tears in her eyes.

Tears. From Meia. The Empire might fall tonight, and somehow this seemed like the craziest thing she’d seen all day.

Lucan clapped a fist to his chest, saluting as the Imperial Guard did. “It has been an honor serving you, Imperial Highness.”

Shera shrugged and raised a hand. “We'll kill you if we have to.” She was relieved that he would be weaker than usual.

He smiled a little at that, and closed his eyes, sinking deeper into the grasp of the throne. The Optasia. “Well, then. Now that you're ready, let's begin.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



present day

The journey from the Capital to the Gray Island took Shera the better part of two days. Her Luminian escort kept her under heavy guard, and even Darius and Ayana weren't allowed to visit her. Many of the Luminian Order had called for her immediate execution, but their Guild Head had determined that her fate should rest in the hands of the Architects. She'd violated the terms of her mission, killed the Head of the Magister's Guild, and turned on her allies in the heat of battle. The handful of knights and Pilgrims onboard the ship were there to both keep her in control and ensure that she faced an appropriate punishment.

It should have been tense, with potential execution looming over her head, but she found the atmosphere relaxing. It was the first time in over two weeks that she'd been free of Syphren's constant presence—the blade was locked in an invested chest somewhere in the hold. She still found herself sensing the presence of her fellow shipmates, daydreaming about the feeling of power rushing through her, but they were hollow thoughts now. Easily ignored.

She spent most of that two days catching up on her sleep.

High Councilor Tyril met the boat at the docks, a pair of lesser Architects in tow. Shera searched the dock in mild surprise, looking for Kerian or Yala, but Bastion's Veil was at half strength now. All she saw were dark shapes in a wall of gray cloud, and when the Veil returned to its full power, she would be able to make out nothing more than featureless mist.

Tyril was the only other person Shera had ever met who slept as much as she did, and he usually looked ragged: unshaven, hair wild, clothes unkempt. When he met with a client, like today, he seemed like a different person: hair and beard trimmed, his all-black suit tailored and pressed. He beamed at Darius as the Knight-Adjunct walked down to the dock, not batting an eye at the shadow-shrouded face under the hood.

“Knight-Adjunct Allbright, please allow me to be the first to welcome you to the hospitality of the Gray Island. My name is High Councilor Tyril, and you have my personal word that whatever you require during your stay—any service, any entertainment—will be provided instantly and without charge. You are a guest of the High Council, and you may stay as long as you desire.”

“I'll test you on that,” Darius said pleasantly, his shadowed face surveying the mist. “Do you have a place to rest that isn't in the middle of a cloud?”

Tyril laughed. “The Veil is a parlor trick more than anything else, Knight-Adjunct, nothing to intimidate you. It's not nearly as thick as it looks, and behind it waits a beautifully untamed island...yet still with all modern amenities, of course.”

Bastion's Veil was a product of the most powerful Awakened artifact in Consultant possession, and there wasn't an inch of the Gray Island that could be called 'untamed.' Tyril had been a Shepherd during his days in the field, but he lied like a Mason.

Darius gestured behind him. “We have two of your Guild members with us. My grandfather thought it would be more appropriate for you to decide their fate.”

Tyril gave Shera an exaggerated glare. “She has plunged the Consultants into a premature conflict and has lost control of herself and of her Vessel. More importantly, she endangered you, our valued client and ally. The Consultant's Guild will spend decades repaying you for that discourtesy, I can promise you.”

“Don't count my life against her, if you don't mind,” Darius said, turning his empty face toward her. “I still have it, after all.”

Once again, Shera was reminded of Lucan. Involuntarily, she shuddered and looked away.

What would Lucan think when he found out what she'd done? The thought scared her more than her possible sentence.

“I'm not sure how the other was involved...” Darius began, turning to look for Ayana. He stopped when he realized she wasn't on the dock. “I swear she disembarked with us.”

Tyril put a gentle hand on Darius' shoulder, guiding him away from the ship. “Pardon her rudeness, I'm afraid we teach stealth as a virtue here on the Island. Come, let's get you settled in.”

A pair of Shepherds materialized around Shera, grabbing her by the upper arms and half-carrying her into the nearby woods while Tyril led Darius up the winding path to the chapter house.

Shera didn't resist. She could sense Syphren a distance behind her, still sealed, so they weren't disarming her for good. “You mind if I ask where you're taking me?”

The two Shepherds glanced at each other above their shrouds, and Shera resigned herself to not receiving an answer. But the one on her left spoke. “To High Councilor Kerian, Gardener.”

That was a relief. At least it would be Kerian and not Yala. Whatever was going to happen to her, a sympathetic ear would be more than welcome.

Surprisingly, they didn't lead her to the Council chambers, or to Kerian's personal quarters. They marched her on a familiar route: closer to Lucan's cell.

Were they putting her in a cell with Lucan? That would be more generosity than she expected, even from Kerian. Maybe the High Councilor wanted to talk to both of them.

Her stomach rumbled, and she realized that it was approaching lunchtime.

Kerian awaited her at the edge of the trees, wearing a dark green dress and leaning on her crutch. Her hair swayed in a hundred different braids, and the pale line of the scar down the middle of her face stood out in the shadows of the leaves overhead.

The two Shepherds released Shera, taking a step back to flank her on either side.

They weren't bringing her closer to Lucan. Did Kerian have something to say to her alone, or was the location of this meeting just a coincidence?

“Welcome home, Shera,” Kerian said. She stepped closer, placing a hand on Shera's arm.

That was unusual, to say the least. Kerian was friendly with Shera, but affectionate was not the right word. Any physical contact was rare, sparing, and usually with a purpose. Shera glanced down to make sure the woman wasn't slipping a secret note into her sleeve.

“Are we not here to see Lucan?”

“That's more complicated than it might seem. You see, more has happened to the Guild this week than just your...disturbance.” She looked off to the west, where Shera knew a hairline crack still waited in the sky. “You haven't been back long enough to tell, I'm sure, but the Island is preparing for another attack.”

Shera had seen nothing to suggest military preparations, but that wasn't unusual. The Gray Island could have housed the entire Consultant's Guild and still look uninhabited to a casual inspection. “By the Magisters?”

“Partially. You did stir the pot, as it were, and the Imperialist Guilds have seized on the assassination of one of their number as a reason to launch an attack. We expect the might of the Magisters, the Navigators, and the Blackwatch here within the week.”

Shera had considered the magnitude of her actions before, but the full ramifications were only hitting her now. She might well have plunged the Guild into a full-scale war.

She was of two minds about that. On the one hand, the Guilds were effectively in a cold war already. She had only pushed them along a bit, which was progress. On the other hand, she hadn't meant to start a war. It wasn't a calculated decision, she had only lost control.

She'd gone through a host of unusual emotions since the news about Maxwell's killers had surfaced, and shame was the latest. She'd handled her Soulbound Vessel poorly, so she was ashamed. She should have done better.

But perhaps one good thing had come of it after all. “What about the assassins with the Magisters?”

Kerian nodded, as though she'd anticipated the question. “Fortunately, it seems they were under the Guild Head's personal supervision. Through somewhat...exhaustive means, we were able to gather the survivors. They arrived this morning. Our Readers are currently examining them.”

At least something had gone right, then.

“What's going to happen to me?” Shera asked, peering through the trees, trying to catch sight of Hansin. He'd be upset that she arrived on his shift again, though it wasn't her fault this time.

“We've digressed just a bit. I mentioned that something else happened this week.” Kerian hesitated, gathering herself. “The Navigators and the Guard held the Imperial Palace, as you're probably aware. And not long ago, they began attempting to gain access to the Optasia.”

Shera gave Kerian her full attention for the first time. The last time she'd seen the Emperor's throne was right before she'd killed him. “Did they?”

“They were opposed by the Sleepless. Our information at this point becomes...less than reliable...but it seems that in that conflict, the Imperial Palace sustained some damage, and an unusual astronomical phenomenon became visible in the sky.”

Kerian had many virtues, but she had never learned to speak directly. It would have been far easier to say the sky had cracked.

“It was then that the Council decided we had to gather more information, so we looked for Guild members who had firsthand experience with the device in question. You were deployed with Ayana, and Meia was still missing in action—though we've gained some new insight into her location. That left us with one option.”

Unease wormed its way into Shera's heart. If Lucan was still gone, why were they meeting here?

“I had intended for Lucan to take a team of Shepherds, but others felt it would be more resource-efficient to send a Gardener on his own. It was intended to be a simple reconnaissance mission, including some sabotage if the opportunity presented itself. I didn't think anything of it when Lucan left without his team.”

Others felt. That would be Yala. The same woman who had sent Shera out alone to face the entire crew of The Testament. Then again, Lucan would have been more than willing to operate on his own—she wasn't surprised to hear he'd left alone.

“We're not clear about what happened next,” Kerian said, and ice began to creep into Shera's heart. As though her body had figured out what was coming before her mind did. “By all accounts, Lucan accomplished his objective, then elected to meet with Calder Marten alone. The Optasia has been successfully destroyed, which we suspect would have accelerated the Guild War with or without your actions. It was an inevitable path.”

“Lucan?” Shera asked. It was strange that her voice didn't sound concerned.

Kerian met her eyes, searching for something there. “His body arrived on the ship this morning.”

The cold didn't thaw. The ice didn't crack. Inside Shera, there was a bleak white wilderness. “You've confirmed it?”

“The Readers checked his condition at the same time as they began inspecting the imitation Gardeners. We've sent his final action report down to the Miners. Shera, Captain Marten sent a letter of personal regret signed by the Heads of the Imperial Guard and the Navigators. It appears that they were close to some sort of an understanding. Either way, he died in the course of a successful mission.”

Shera nodded and walked to the edge of the woods. She was starting to understand why Kerian had taken her here.

Grass stretched from the treeline to the cell door. It looked strange without a guard in front, but of course there was no guard; there was no prisoner. The door was slightly ajar.

“Guild procedure requires that I confine you until the Architects have had a chance to meet,” Kerian went on, matching her pace. The Shepherds behind her kept up, though they maintained a respectful distance. “I thought you might prefer it here.”

The interior was washed in shadows, the door cracked. She pushed it open and stepped inside.

Shera wasn't sure what staying in this particular cell was supposed to make her feel. Everything that had made it Lucan's space was cleared out, and now it looked the same as a thousand others on the Island. The walls were bare stone, the floor clear, the bed made. Everything exactly as if no one had ever been here.

“I've arranged to have the body brought here before it's interred,” Kerian said softly. “So you can see for yourself. I know it's hard to accept secondhand, especially for someone like Lucan.”

Because Lucan was powerful and resourceful enough to survive, even when another Gardener might have been killed. The thought was tempting, but she knew better. A Consultant wouldn’t have failed to check a pulse. She stared at the bare walls; there, Lucan had kept a wardrobe. Over there, he'd placed a map.

“May his soul fly free,” Kerian added, and softly shut the door.

Five minutes later, Shera lay back on the cot, staring up at the ceiling. She would usually sleep at a time like this.

At a time like what?

Her emotions were too cold and sharp to touch, but she was sure she'd never felt this way before. There had never been a time like this before. She slept when there was something she wanted to forget or to ignore, and surely this qualified. Memories of Lucan kept bubbling to the surface.

She kept coming back to one thing: she would never hear what he thought about her losing control and attacking Mekendi Maxeus. That didn't seem fair, somehow. She needed him to be mad at her and to listen to her explanation before ultimately forgiving her.

As an assassin, he had always been missing some quality that she had. He had never quite grasped the concept of killing someone for no reason other than the whim of a client. But there was something he had that she didn't, and now it was gone. He was gone. She didn't even know what she was supposed to feel.

People grieved at times like this, didn't they? What did that mean? Did they cry?

If so, did it make them feel better?

She stood up from the bed, restless, and paced as Lucan once had. That had been one of her first arguments when she tried to convince him to break out: he needed more room to pace.

Five steps, turn. Five steps, turn. In a way, it was a good thing that they had removed all of Lucan's belongings; now she had a little more space. But it was too bad they’d taken the books as well, or she would have something to read. Something to distract her thoughts.

Shera felt the procession long before she saw it; they were bringing Syphren along with them. There was no way they were handing it back to her, not if they intended to keep her confined, but they might bring her the rest of her belongings. She was no Reader, after all. Just a Soulbound without her Vessel.

As the blade got closer, she began to sense the presence of those in the procession. A dozen men and women in prime physical condition, though Kerian's was slightly flawed because of her injury.

Shera's extra senses sharpened, and she picked up on little details around her cell. It was as though Lucan's Intent radiated from everything; not visibly, but palpably, like body heat from the walls, the bedframe, the door, the book, the floors.

Almost as though he was here, invisible, with her.

When the Architects arrived with Lucan's body in tow, Shera took fifteen minutes to assess his cold and waxy face. It was him, there could be no doubt, but she kept staring as though searching for a flaw.

Kerian spoke to her, but Shera heard none of it. Before she realized it, she was back in her cell and the sun had fallen into darkness.

Inside, she grew only colder.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



five years ago

The world around her vanished—Lucan to her left, Meia to her right, the Emperor lounging in his cage-like throne. Everything washed away, as though her sight had been painted over.

Instead of the Emperor's living chambers, she now stood in the heart of a dense jungle. Broad leaves dripped moisture, birds called in unceasing chorus, and a bright red snake slid around a nearby branch.

She tried to run her fingers along the edge of a leaf, only to find that she had no fingers. And no arm. She looked down at her body and saw nothing.

Well, that's strange.

“What is this?” Meia demanded. Her voice seemed to come from miles away, as though a thick wall separated them. But even muffled, she sounded panicked.

Lucan's voice came from even further away, so that Shera missed all of his words until “...Reader's vision.”

That explained it. They had been swallowed up in the Emperor's vision as soon as he'd sat on the throne. But Readers always complained about a lack of detail in their Reading, and there were certainly plenty of details here. A bead of water caught the morning light in a prism, and the snake slid off its branch and to the ground. It slithered over a nearby boulder.

As it drew her gaze to the rock, she realized it wasn't a natural formation. The Emperor's head, chiseled out of ancient stone and weathered until it was barely recognizable, rested with its chin on the jungle loam. Nothing of the rest of his body was visible.

Had the statue crumbled, or was its body buried in the dirt?

“The loser panics. The victor makes decisions.”

She wasn't sure whether it was Maxwell or Ayana who had first given her that piece of advice, but it applied now. Even she had started to feel trapped and powerless inside the Emperor's Reading, but she took a deep breath—even though she couldn't feel her lungs—and let it go.

There was nothing she could do about this, so she might as well enjoy the ride. If it grew dangerous, Lucan would have to break them free.

The vision shifted without her consent, lurching away from the clearing with the statue. It sped through the jungle, moving through trees and underbrush and startled animals alike.

Seconds later, she heard the first explosion.

Trees ripped away from the soil, blasted away. A man crouched in the crater his landing had created, his back covered in a giant turtle shell. A loose-fitting helmet surrounded his face, and when he turned his head to look deeper into the jungle, she saw that he was actually wearing an inhuman skull.

From the trees that he'd scattered, an Elderspawn crawled out. It had to be an Elderspawn; not only was it more hideous than any Kameira, it came with a skin-crawling feeling, a distant sense of wrongness. Shera supposed this was how her mind interpreted a Reader's detection of Intent.

Then again, maybe it wasn't Elder Intent at all. Maybe it was the power of her own disgust at the sight of this horrific abomination.

It looked vaguely like a giant frog, if a common tree frog had been squished down and stretched out as if to resemble a snake. It had the sticky, pliable legs of a frog...but hundreds of them, in pairs, all the way down its long body. Its skin was mottled green and blue, but the spots shifted, and merely looking at them made her somewhat queasy. Its tail was finned like that of a fish, but the fin broke into a thousand spines as she watched, quivering and rattling of their own accord.

Othaghor.

The thought wasn't hers, but she didn't quite hear it as a voice. Either way, she knew it for the Emperor's thought. Othaghor was behind this, the frog-faced Great Elder who played with life as Nakothi toyed with death.

The creature's head swiveled, and she saw that it had three eyes. They all focused on the man in the turtle shell.

The frog Elderspawn whipped its tongue forward, and it looked like nothing that belonged on or in an animal. It was almost like a frond of a predatory jungle plant, surrounded by folds of purple and violet. In their center, the “petals” concealed a single needle at the tip that dripped with poison.

The turtle-shelled man raised his forearm to block, and Shera saw that he had smaller turtle shells strapped to his arms.

Against her will, her eyes were shoved into the skin of the Elderspawn. In an instant, she went from watching the fight from a distance to having her face filled with hideously spotted skin. Meia shouted, and even Lucan yelled something. Shera tried to jump back, to draw her shears, to put some distance between herself and the spawn of Othaghor, but nothing changed.

It was as though someone else had focused her eyes without her permission. She could see every inch of the hideous creature, could feel the outline of its body as though she had run her hands along its sticky skin. The feel of it grew stronger as well, the nauseating sense of perversion that came along with her first sight of the creature. Its Intent, she supposed.

The Emperor had honed his own Intent on the Elderspawn, and for a moment Shera stayed locked in that state of unnatural focus.

The world warped around the Elder. A transparent globe of force formed around its body, sucking it into the center of the bubble.

It struggled as it was pulled through the air, but the Emperor's power had an irresistible gravity. The creature twisted and folded as it was caught, as though the force of the Emperor's will was crumpling it into a ball like a discarded piece of paper.

Its resistance only lasted a half a second before it imploded with a wet crunch.

She had no time to see the turtle-man's reaction, because the vision was already racing off across the jungle. A second and third frog-spawn creature were engaged in combat with a woman. She wore a bright red lizard's skin wrapped around her body like a shawl, her hair once again shaded by a helmet made from an alligator-shaped skull. She raised a club studded with teeth and shouted something in another language.

Which was itself probably the strangest part of the whole vision. There were no other languages. One of the Emperor's first accomplishments in establishing the Aurelian Empire was the standardization of language. Everyone spoke Imperial.

Could this be a vision of the distant past?

For some reason, she couldn't bring herself to believe it. Though she didn't know where they were, she felt that these events were happening right now. There was a terrifying sense of immediacy, even desperation, that pervaded the scene. She suspected it came from the Emperor. He was forcing himself to act as fast as possible, racing against a hidden clock.

The two frog-creatures struck as one, moving as though to wrap the woman in their long bodies. But once again the vision focused, this time locking on both frogs at once. It came as a wrenching sensation, and wherever Shera's body was, her head suddenly felt as though it would split open. It was like staring into two separate suns, except they were in different places, and it was all impossible, a contradiction that her brain wasn't built to handle...

A second later, the Elderspawn popped like gory bubbles, and the headache vanished. So did the jungle.

They were surrounded by deep blue, with only the faintest light filtering down to show them their surroundings. Dirt and rocks stretched off in an uneven plane as far as she could see, and a fish flitted right in front of her.

Underwater. They were under the ocean.

This inspired a different sort of pure, biological panic. Her breath seized up. She knew logically that she wasn't really there, that this was the same as being in a dream...but she still had to take in a little, shallow breath first, to prove to herself she wouldn't suck in a mouthful of water.

A statue rested nearby, on the seabed, covered in mud, algae, and barnacles. But this one wasn't buried. She could see the pedestal at its base, and could even make out the details—it was one of the simpler statues of the Emperor she'd ever seen, merely depicting him standing with his arms clasped before him, multi-layered robes waving.

She'd only seen the head last time, but this statue seemed identical.

In the distant, blue-tinged darkness, something moved.

Something massive. It looked like a stormcloud passing over the horizon, but it flexed and undulated its way forward like an incomprehensibly vast fish.

Lucan took in a breath, and she heard the familiar sounds of him asking questions out loud. He had to know he wouldn't get any answers, but that had never stopped him before.

With or without lips, Shera smiled.

The vision raced forward, through the water, and the shadows of distance peeled away. She wished they hadn't.

It was a shark big enough to swallow a clock tower. Its skin was nothing more than a layer of grit and rough stone, as though it had been chiseled out from deep within the earth, and she could have built a house on the broad sweep of its fins.

The vision shifted, nauseating and overpowering, swerving around to its head. She stared straight into its mouth, which opened and closed as it swam forward. She could have hidden behind any of its teeth, and they were arranged in thousands of tight rows, like fields of serrated yellow bone.

Its black eyes, each of which was the size of her torso, were set in two rows of three. A vast, six-eyed fish. Which Great Elder was that?

Kelarac. The thought came accompanied by a disgust not her own, as the Emperor recalled memories that she couldn’t comprehend.

So this was a spawn of Kelarac? No, Elderspawn were usually the least of a Great Elder's servants. This would be a servant of Kelarac, an Elder in its own right, and it was likely older than the Empire and more intelligent than Shera could grasp.

The thought was particularly disturbing as she stared into its vast, predatory mouth.

The shark-creature shifted its course, moving aside a current's worth of water as it angled itself for the surface. At the distance of Shera's perception, she saw a shadow sitting on the surface above.

With another lurch, the focus of the vision shifted for an instant, and she got a quick peek at the source of the shadow. It was a ship. A Navigator's ship, judging by the blue fins that rose from every surface—Navigators always had the strangest-looking vessels.

This Elder servant of Kelarac was going to swallow them whole.

Her view rushed in again, but she didn't focus on the whole creature this time. Perhaps the shark was too big for that. Instead, her attention was focused on its tail.

Another transparent force-bubble appeared on the end of the shark's body at the base of its tail. Dust swirled as the water was shoved aside by the force of the Emperor's Intent, and the Elder was forcibly halted. It growled, a sound that tore the ocean, and twisted to snap a monumental bite at its own tail.

The bubble began moving backwards, dragging the massive body with it.

It continued to thrash as the Emperor hauled it upward by the tail, cresting the surface and pulling it out of the ocean at unbelievable speed. The vision sped forward so fast that the waves blurred, towing the Elder shark along behind.

Shera couldn't help but wonder what the sailors on the Navigator ship thought, seeing an impossibly huge shark pulled out of the water under their boat and pulled away by an invisible hand. It had to be a startling sight, to say the least.

Or maybe this was no stranger than a passing cloud for sailors on the Aion.

With a last flex of Intent, the shark was beached on an island that was really nothing more than a ridge of stone. The Elder's body was as big as the entire island, but no matter how it thrashed, it couldn't free itself. It snapped helplessly at the wind.

The scene changed again.

It was the hazy dark of a moonlit night this time, and the silhouette of a broken city filled her vision. Towers reached for the heavens, but some had been snapped in half, and other buildings had chunks taken out of them as though something had bitten pieces free.

The sudden shift to darkness startled her until she realized it made sense—they were seeing events all over the world. It was common knowledge that people in Izyria saw the moon while the Aurelian continent enjoyed daylight, but it was disquieting to see the truth of it before her.

More shocking were the people running from the city, scrambling up a grassy hill like sheep fleeing wolves. There were five of them, dressed as though they had come from a party. The women wore long, elaborate dresses, and the men wore suits decorated with flowers.

They came from an Erinin social. She was surprised at her own realization. It seemed some of her Mason training had stuck. She'd seen a few of these dresses in the racks beneath Zhen's house.

One of the men was older than the others, his hair a ring of white around a prominent bald spot. He struggled his way up the hill, knees shaking, supported by a younger man who might have been his son.

The young man kept darting glances behind, and soon Shera saw why.

Three shadows sped across the grasslands, dark as spots of ink. There was nothing above to cast them—the sky above was open and cloudless. But the shadows rushed forward nonetheless, and the humans fled.

The Emperor's thought came once again: Urg'naut.

Lucan shouted something she couldn't catch, and even Shera strained against the restrictions of the vision, trying to return her nonexistent body to safety. It did nothing, of course; the Reading stayed locked in place, guided by the Emperor's will.

All of the Great Elders were terrifying and incomprehensible, beings that could and would scour the earth of humanity given the slightest excuse. But you could wrap your mind around most of them. Kthanikahr had his worms, Othaghor his bizarre amphibian creatures, Nakothi her dead monstrosities. They were no less frightening, but they could be fought. A man with an invested sword, given strength and luck, could stand against one of the Children of Nakothi.

But Urg'naut, the Creeping Shadow, was another story.

One of the Elderspawn shadow overtook its two partners, catching up to the son and his ailing father. The son screamed something, but the father stopped in place.

The shadow circled them once, like a killer isolating her target. The younger man ran, abandoning his dignity, half-crawling up the hill in his haste to get away. The women had already outpaced them, their shoes abandoned and dresses torn.

The old man stayed behind, panting, as a shadow cornered him.

The night was silent except for the wind through the grass, then—utterly without sound or warning—the shadow slipped over the man. Darkness covered him as though a black curtain had fallen on his head. It was deceptively peaceful.

When the shadow moved on a moment later, there was no trace the old man had ever been.

Urg'naut and his spawn didn't attack you. They didn't even kill you. When you were taken by one of the Creeping Shadows, you ceased to exist.

Shera found herself looking forward to whatever the Emperor was doing to drive these Elders away. It would be satisfying, seeing that they could be opposed...even if only by the Emperor himself.

The shadows ran forward, tracking the terrified humans. The man who had abandoned his father was in the lead now, and a young woman in a red dress stumbled in the rear. She had cast one shoe aside but the other remained half-clinging to her ankle, and it caught on the dirt, causing her to fall to one knee. Long black hair veiled her face as she turned to look over one shoulder.

Shadows crept up behind her.

She pulled out a small handbag, hands shaking so badly that she almost failed to unfasten it. She rummaged around inside for a second, no doubt looking for some charm or invested trinket that she could use against the shadows. She threw fistfuls of junk out of the bag as she did: a few bills, a tube of alchemical cosmetics Shera couldn't identify, a box of matches, a handkerchief, a pocket mirror.

As soon as the mirror landed on the grass, the Reading focused on it. Once again, Shera's head pounded, and it felt as though her eyes were being shoved into the reflective glass.

First, the girl's dress brushed the back of the mirror as she scrambled to her feet, and Shera felt the Emperor focus his Intent.

The mirror stuck to her dress.

As the girl ran, carrying something in her hand that Shera couldn’t recognize, the mirror hopped and swayed behind her, glued to the folds of her dress. The shadows had slowed down now, spreading out like a pack of wolves preparing to take down large prey.

The vision remained locked on the mirror. It seemed that Shera could look at nothing else. As she did, the reflected starlight grew gradually brighter and brighter.

Behind the girl in the red dress, the grass lit up as though by a newborn moon. The shadows hesitated.

The mirror flared to life, spewing blue-white light like a shattered quicklamp.

Darkness vanished, and the shadows began to fizzle as the light ate into them. Shera thought she heard a scream, piercing and inhuman, drilling its way into her mind.

The appearance of the light frightened the girl more than anything so far, and she ran even faster, the mirror bobbing on the back of her dress. The humans kept screaming, sobbing, panting.

Nothing chased them. If she'd had lungs, Shera would have taken a deep breath. It was unexpectedly taxing, watching people fight Elderspawn when she had no control over her body. She would have tried to fight, or at least run away.

The vision changed again.

Over the next few hours, the Reading flicked from scene to scene all over the world. Some took an instant to resolve—an Inquisitor of Ach'magut robbing cupboards to discover what people in the Dylian Basin ate for breakfast—while the Emperor spent long minutes and focused Intent on others, slaying monsters and warning nearby Guild members. Once, he coaxed some bees into stinging a group of Luminian Pilgrims out of bed. They were already alert and in the streets when the first Elderspawn attacked.

Each time, Shera's headache got worse.

By the end of two hours, her skull felt like someone was crushing it from the outside while a worm burrowed around inside, trying to get out. Shouted advice from Lucan told her that this was what they often called Reader burn. It wasn't coming from them, but from the Emperor...and, Shera reasoned on her own, the fact that they were feeling it at all meant that it must be much worse for the Emperor.

The scene blurred out for a few seconds as he relaxed his Intent, and Shera felt her real body more keenly. She even glimpsed the Emperor's chambers.

He focused himself once more, and again the scene shifted.

Once again, it was night, though it seemed to be closer to dawn. Their perspective floated in the sky, looking down on a quiet harbor town of sloped, tiled roofs. It took Shera three or four seconds to place it, but when she spotted the lighthouse outside of town, the memory came back to her: Silverreach. The town where the Emperor had almost given in to Ach'magut.

It had been years since she'd seen the town, but this time she recognized that there was something wrong. No one walked the streets. Not a single chimney belched smoke.

As the Emperor had predicted four years ago, the town of Silverreach was dead.

The vision didn't linger on the streets; it plunged down, diving through the cobblestones as if through water. They passed layers of darkness that she somehow identified as earth and stone, and then into something much, much older.

A room opened up beneath her, and a nightmare waited between towering bookshelves.

The library was incomprehensibly vast, big enough to fit two or three of the town above. Each bookshelf must have been at least six stories tall, and each was packed with books. The rows stretched back into shadow.

But what caught Shera's attention, and the attention of the Emperor, was the abomination at the center.

It was a twisting mass of limbs, tentacles, and vile protrusions that defied observation and description. If she stared into the core, she was sure she would be sick, so she focused on the ends of the tendrils instead. Some were thin as fingers, though they were dozens of yards long, and they tapered out to filaments no thicker than hairs. Others were thick as a brawny arm, wrapped around nearby bookcases to keep the Elder's main mass supported. Still others ended in ears, or snouts, or bulging organic sacs for which Shera had no name.

But many of them were covered in eyes. And as soon as the vision appeared, all of the Elder's eyes snapped open at once, swiveling to stare—so it seemed—straight at Shera.

“Ach'magut,” the Emperor said, and this time Shera heard the hatred clearly.

FORMER SLAVE, Ach'magut said, and his voice transcended interpretation. Each of his words was less an audible phenomenon and more a direct injection of Intent. In calling the Emperor a “former slave,” he suggested a thousand things: that the Emperor was a singular individual, different from the rest of his race; that the Emperor had once served the Great Elders and might again; that the two had a personal history; that he wasn't so far from a slave, even now.

Shera's mind reacted against the overwhelming ‘voice’ of the Overseer, and she felt her imagination shying away from the reality of the Great Elder. She wished her emotions would freeze away and leave her empty, as they so often did in combat, but it felt as though the Elder's grip kept even her thoughts held tight.

DEVIATION. YOU CHANGED.

Again, the irresistible layers of meaning: the Emperor has changed, has been changed, has changed others. He was one who changed.

Was. And now, the Great Elder's Intent suggested, he would soon be nothing.

“You've pushed me too far, Overseer,” the Emperor said. He spoke with his physical voice this time, and his words rang out clear and confident.

ALL ACCORDING TO PURPOSE.

From the Great Elder, the Emperor's confidence was reflected and magnified a hundredfold. This was absolute certainty, as no human would ever know it. The Emperor's actions were not his own; they were part of a script, an intricate dance, planned out by a being for whom a century was nothing more than the space between breaths. Ach'magut willed it, and his game piece moved forward a square.

Shera had never felt so small as she did in that moment. It was like floating on a vast ocean, staring up at the stars. Everything she had ever seen, everything she'd known, was but a fleeting speck in the face of an unknowable universe.

The realization brought with it a special kind of fear. Once again she flinched, tried to withdraw, and once again the Emperor's Intent held her with bands of iron.

Either the Emperor didn't feel the same fear she did, or he had grown used to its presence. “I cannot outsmart you, Ach'magut,” he said. “You play your games, and the whole world is your board.”

As he spoke, Shera received pieces of his thoughts. Fragments of his Intent.

When he said that the Elder's game spanned the whole world, he was almost being literal. Everything that she'd seen tonight, every Elder-related problem that the Emperor had corrected from his throne, they were parts of a plan by Ach'magut. A plan that stretched back centuries and would continue for centuries more. Each little detail in its place.

“So I must be stronger than you predicted,” the Emperor said.

The Great Elder vanished, and without any intervening journey, Shera once again stared at the town of Silverreach from hundreds of feet overhead. The vision focused one more time.

It was as though the entire town was pressed against the end of a telescope. Every brick, every tile, every scurrying insect in the town was crammed into Shera's eyes as she somehow took in each minute detail at once. Her head felt like it would split open, and she tried to squeeze her eyes shut, but they did nothing to block out the vision. The images were sharp as shards of glass.

Meia screamed in pure, animal pain.

Then Silverreach exploded.

The town was covered by a transparent bubble of forceful Intent, as the Emperor had used before. This time, instead of hauling a shark out of the water, it pounded five hundred homes to dust in a single instant. Each tile shattered, every beam in every house torn to splinters, every rock smashed. The town burst, and the sound drowned out the world.

And every pound of it, every ounce of the massive avalanche of debris, collapsed into the ground and flooded the library below.

It was like watching an impossibly huge hourglass drain to the bottom. Fractured houses slammed into bookcases, knocking six-story bookshelves into one another, even breaking them in half.

The Emperor relaxed his Intent, to the great relief of Shera's head, and watched the aftermath.

GOOD-BYE, Ach'magut said.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



present day

Shera spent a week in Lucan's cell. In all that time, she barely slept. The cold wouldn't relax its grip.

Outside, it was becoming increasingly obvious that the Consultants were preparing for war. Masons and Shepherds ran by her door carrying weapons, leading leashed Kameira, or rolling cannons in carts. She registered them only distantly.

Most of her time she spent in memories.

On the seventh day, footsteps crunched on the grass outside of Shera's cell. This time, she looked up.

“We need to talk,” Yala said, peering through the bars.

“Yes,” Shera agreed. “I believe we do.”

Yala stood outside the barred window of Shera's cell, face set in disapproval. “I'm sure you know that the Guild will shortly be under attack. Again.”

Shera stood to face her from the other side of the door, but said nothing.

“The Masons indicate the attack should arrive later today. It's the entire Navigator's Guild, led by Calder Marten and three Guild Heads. Most notably, Bliss of the Blackwatch and General Teach.”

Shera still didn't react. Frozen inside as she was, this was all just distant information. Facts to be observed with clinical interest. The most interesting part of it all would be watching Yala herself.

The High Councilor obviously had no patience to wait for a response. “I've come to see if you're in the condition to fight the man who killed Gardener Lucan.”

“I don't need a reason to kill Calder Marten,” Shera said. “I have no reason to keep him alive, so he may as well die. I have no problem doing it myself. But I have a question for you, first.” Her voice remained cold and dry, even though the ice was on the verge of cracking. “Who sent Lucan to the Capital alone?”

“I did,” Yala said without hesitation. “If you expected me to regret my decisions, girl, you're sadly mistaken. I sent him alone because it was quick and easy and because one life is cheap.”

Shera had determined all this already. The information wasn't new, and her decision was therefore already made. “I'll have to kill you, then.”

She didn't know how ordinary people dealt with grief, but she knew what was fair. Yala was responsible for Lucan's death, so Shera would kill her. The scales would be balanced. Simple mathematics.

Yala didn't so much as blink. “Lucan didn't mind going alone. He didn't even object. Do you know why?” She slammed her palm against the outside of the door, which might have made someone else jump. “Because he was a Consultant. He followed orders, and he did his job, and he put the good of the Guild before his own life. You want to kill me? Fine, I'll have you executed for making the threat. But I'll do it after this battle, because you're one of the few Soulbound we have, and the only one good enough to go after a high-priority target. If Gardener Lucan can give his life for the safety of this Guild, surely you can put aside a petty vendetta to make sure we all get out of this alive.”

Harsh words, but Shera evaluated them through a cold lens of ice. It was all logical. Lucan would tell her to do exactly what Yala was saying: survive the fight, then attend to personal matters. If the lives of others were at stake, then it was that much more important.

“You have my word,” Shera said. “I'll defend the Gray Island for the second time this month, and then I'll kill you.”

“Well, praise be to the Emperor,” Yala said in a dry tone. She gestured to someone out of sight, and the door opened.

Shera found herself facing down two more Architects, one a Reader and one an alchemist judging by their gear, two Luminian Pilgrims, and four knights. One of the knights had no face beneath his helmet.

“Pardon me if I don't trust your restraint after recent events,” Yala said, standing between her two Architects.

Darius bowed to Shera. “Speaking of which, it's good to see you under better circumstances.”

“At least nothing's on fire,” Shera said. It was half a joke, the sort of reflexive quip she might have tossed Meia or Lucan, but at the same time, there was every possibility that they'd be wading through battle-alchemy and cannonfire soon. The island could be ablaze shortly.

Darius began walking, leaving Yala and the other Consultants to fade away. Shera followed him. She would have no trouble tracking the High Councilor once she had Syphren in hand.

“I have your Vessel back with my things,” Darius said, cheerily waving to a passing Consultant. She didn't react, but he seemed undeterred. “We'll take you straight there and return it to you for the battle.”

All around them, black-clad men and women scurried like children running from a house fire, carrying weapons or rigging traps in the trees. “You don't seem worried,” Shera observed.

“Oh, this isn't my first battle. I've seen action against insurrectionists, Elder worshipers, bandits, even the Blackwatch from time to time. You learn to ignore the jitters.”

“That's not what I meant. You're giving me back my Vessel.”

The last time Shera had held Syphren, she'd been inches from draining his life from his body. Now he was giving the weapon back to her without any sign of unease. He had adapted suspiciously well.

Darius turned his empty helmet back to regard her. “Do you recall what my job is, for the Order?”

“Similar to mine, but I suspect you don't have to be so quiet.”

“You'd be surprised. When we met, I was coming from an apartment where a mother lived with her three little girls. The girls had been ensnared by a spawn of Urg'naut, and their minds were being slowly devoured by the void. The Pilgrim before me determined no hope of ever restoring them to humanity, so I was called in. When I came to that family’s house that day, I was supposed to have filled three caskets. Instead, I left them empty.”

He kept walking, turning his shadowed face away from her. “I have never once regretted leaving a casket empty.”

Shera's immediate response was a sort of cynical doubt. Never? She could think of a few of her own targets who might have rehabilitated, given time, but for the most part the world was better off without them. Even now, she regretted leaving Calder Marten alive.

Almost against her will, she wondered what Lucan would have thought.

He'd killed his share of people for the Emperor and for the Guild, but never more than he had to. He went to absurd lengths, sometimes, to make sure those he encountered walked away alive. Would he call that a mistake?

No, he never would have. Regardless of how it turned out, he would say that he'd made the right decision at the time. In the same situation, with the same information, he'd have done it all the same way. The chance to save a life was worth it.

Maybe it was a Reader thing.

“I don't expect I'll lose control this time,” she said.

“Please don't. But if you do, that's why we have our little team here.” He gestured to the three other knights and two Pilgrims around him, all of whom watched Shera like rebels watching an approaching Champion. They looked like they would bolt if she made a sudden move.

Or, more likely, they would draw swords and stab her through the ribs. See, that attitude I can understand.

“Thank you for sparing my life,” she said aloud. “If our positions were reversed, you would not have walked away.”

“Then it's good things turned out as they did, isn't it?” He whistled as he walked, even waving to the people rigging steel-jawed traps in the forest floor. “If you feel compelled to repay me⁠—”

“I don't.”

“—then think twice before you next kill someone. You might be glad you did.”

Shera eyed the Shepherds carrying boxes of muskets down toward the dock. “I suspect I'll get that chance very soon.”

Of course, she had no intention of sparing anyone.
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Syphren was kept in a sealed box, wrapped in familiar bandages; Jorin stood over the box, face lowered so his hat obscured his face. Only the tip of his long-stemmed pipe stuck out, tobacco smoke drifting around his head.

The tips of his fingers were pressed around the cloth-wrapped box as they approached, and he spoke before looking up. “Shera, you little foxhound, what have you done to this thing? My oath to eternity, it feels like it's pushing back against my hand.”

“I've been feeding it well.”

“Too well, I should say. Give it the skinny treatment for the next few days, or you may as well toss your brainpan to Kell'arack.”

That was a piece of advice she had no intention of following. “That's more than I can help. The battle's coming to us. Too late to escape now.”

He squinted at her behind his black-tinted shadeglasses, puffing on his pipe. As he leaned back, taking his fingers from the top of the box, his coat jangled as if he kept a handful of coins in every pocket. The shrunken head on his hip bobbed as though dancing. “You're...a tad out of orbit, there, Shera. Is your house all in order upstairs?”

Icy wind blew through Shera's chest, and she was in no mood to interpret Jorin's rambling. She held out her hand for Syphren without a word.

Darius spoke up for the first time. “Be easy on her for a while. She's had quite a rough time of it, these past few weeks, and I'm given to understand she lost someone important.”

Shera turned a cold look on him. Who had told him about Lucan? But before she could ask, Jorin stumbled back a step. “Light and life, why is there a Creeping Shadow wrapped around your head?”

“Oh, this?” Darius asked, as though the Regent might have been referring to something else. “I had a run-in with some Elderspawn a few years back. As I was so handsome, one of them borrowed my face, and he has yet to give it back. You know how Elders can be with time.”

“I do indeed,” Jorin said, and Shera got the impression that he meant something entirely different than Darius did. He leaned closer. “Your Intent is even more fascinating than Shera's. How do you eat?”

“The normal way. My head's still there, it's just also...somewhere else. I have to be quick, or the food cools before it passes my lips.”

“'The void is not here, it is not there, and it is not everywhere. It is nowhere, and nowhere is where it is.'“ Jorin murmured, even as he withdrew a stick from his pocket. It looked like a long, stiff candle-wick, and he poked it under Darius' helmet where the man's mouth should be.

The Knight-Adjunct's head snapped back, but Jorin was too quick. He poked inside the helmet.

“Just because you can't see my face doesn't mean I want you poking around inside my mouth,” Darius protested. Spitting noises came from within his helmet, though of course Shera saw nothing.

Jorin pinched one end and then the other, to compare. “Mesmerizing. At least twelve notches colder on one end than the other. Young man, would you consent to a few examinations? It might be within my power to break this curse.”

“When the current conflict is over, you can poke and prod as much as you like,” Darius said casually. He didn't sound nearly as excited as Shera had imagined he should, faced with the idea that he might be able to find a cure to his Elder-shadowed condition. Maybe he'd been offered a cure too often. “In the meantime, I believe there's a battle on its way.”

Jorin straightened, his face businesslike. He reached to the side, touching his own bandage-wrapped sword as though to convince himself it was still there. “So we do. I hear the Blackwatch girl is coming with her spear, and the latest bearer of Tyrfang. I can account for either one of them, if chance be kind, at least so far as to keep them from slaughtering everyone else. But I certainly can't stand against both in my tender condition, not even for a moment.” He moved his hand up to his shoulder, wincing. His bullet wound.

“I can kill anyone with a neck,” Shera said, picking up Syphren's box from the table in front of Jorin. “So long as they don't see me coming.”

The Regent snapped his fingers. “That's the difference, I can see it now. Clear as the sun. Your Intent...it's almost like there are two people all tangled up inside you. A cold metal puppet and a lazy girl with a quick wit. Syphren tugged you one way or another, but now...now all I sense is the puppet.” He met her eyes from behind circles of dark glass. “It's a shame. I liked the girl better.”

Shera opened the box as she walked away. Her weapons belt lay inside, fully stocked, with both her shears in position. Syphren's hilt and sheath were both shrouded by bandages that looked identical to those that had bound the outside of the box.

As soon as she opened the lid, Syphren's Intent washed into her. Darius and Jorin both called to her now as blood called to a shark.

She had no trouble reining in the instinct this time. The feelings poured over her but left her untouched.

Syphren could find no purchase in the ice.

Kerian wasn't particularly difficult to find. She stood at the top of the stairs leading up to the chapter house, men under her direction carrying furniture and valuable art away for storage. “I'm sure you have higher priorities than carrying paintings, Shera,” the High Councilor said, by way of greeting.

Shera didn't feel like joking in response. “Last time, Calder Marten tore through us with the Emperor's crown. What are your countermeasures?”

Kerian gave her an odd look, but she reached into the leather satchel at her feet. She withdrew the source of Bastion's Veil: a glass box, big enough to hold a small dog and filled with clouds of silvery-blue mist. “The Veil hasn't fully recovered yet, but we'll shroud the island as soon as we catch sight of The Testament. We believe the orders of the High Council should override those of the crown.”

“Why?” As far as she understood it, the Veil only protected against Elders.

“Lucan never told you? He kept our secrets better than we imagined, then. May his soul fly free. Shera, do you remember the last line of your oath to the Guild?”

She'd been forced to memorize the lines as a girl, and they'd never slipped away. “Finally, I bind my will and my loyalty to the mists, never to be revoked.”

“Did you never find it interesting that we don't have our members swear to the Empire, or even to the Guild?” A gray cloud, a segment of the Veil, drifted over and settled around Shera. It wasn't much, still thin enough to see through, and Shera let it envelope her. Kerian was obviously making a point. “Juggle your knives for me, Shera.”

What a stupid thing to say. There was no reason to juggle her knives, and risking injury with hours left before a battle would be the height of idiocy. Kerian should never have asked it of her, and she wasn't going to do it.

That was when she realized that both her shears, including Syphren, were already flipping in front of her face. She snatched them out of the air as soon as she recognized what was happening, returning them to her belt. Syphren's voice whispered frantically in her mind before she got it wrapped again.

Kerian delicately placed the box back in her bag, the mist dissipating. “That's with the Veil at low power, and with a thin mist. For a few seconds, you could do nothing but follow my orders...so long as they didn't violate your loyalty to the Guild or lead you to harm yourself. There are limits. But with this, we should be protected from both the crown and Guild Head Bliss's Elder powers. Temporarily. It's vital that we eliminate either Calder or one of the Guild Heads before the Veil’s power is broken.”

Shera had every confidence in her ability to eliminate Calder, at least...if she could find him. If the enemies arrived when they were expected. If he walked onto the island or allowed her to board his ship. And there was always the danger that he would catch her with a surprise order from the crown while she was out of the protection of the Veil, causing her to hesitate.

Kerian saw her face. “Shera, what are the odds that you'll be able to reach a primary threat and eliminate it in the first hour of the battle?”

“What are the odds that Kelarac will rise from the sea and swallow all our enemies while leaving us untouched?” She was exaggerating a bit; the Imperialist Guilds might make a mistake that would leave her an opportunity. But in the absence of an obvious weakness to exploit, she had to act with complete stealth until the absolute final moment. As Ayana had always taught her as a girl, 'stealthy' meant 'slow.' “I have a much better chance if the fight drags on until sunset.”

The sun had yet to reach its peak. “I'm not certain we can hold on so long,” Kerian replied. The sails of the Navigator fleet were already in view, several of their masts passing underneath the dark crack in the sky. Were her eyes playing tricks, or did that seem wider than it had yesterday? “By sunset, we intend to have driven them off the island or else retreated to a stronghold in the Capital. We have prepared Bastion's Shadow, and there should be just enough room aboard for all Guild members currently present. It will be crowded, but we'll make it.”

Shera watched the horizon, staring at a familiar green sail that was just fading into view. The sails of The Testament, Calder Marten's vessel. Who did they have that might resist the crown, even outside the protection of the mist?

“I believe I can improve our odds somewhat,” Shera said.

“That would be an Imperial gift to us right now.”

She laid a hand on her shear, starting to turn away. “Let me put it this way. Either this will work, and I'll be able to kill Calder Marten in the first hour of the battle, or our ship won't be quite so crowded.”
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Benji and his fellow Maxwell-trained assassins were held in the underground cells, off of a completely different tunnel than once held Lucan. It took Shera the better part of an hour to find it, and when she arrived, there were two Mason guards standing over the entrance. One of them casually leaned his spear in her direction.

“I'm sorry, Gardener. We have orders to prepare the prisoners for transport.”

His partner gripped the hilt of a sword, looking horrified. “Not again. Why? I traded my shift!”

“Hello, Hansin,” Shera said, voice cold. She was in no mood to joke around, and she certainly didn't feel like pretending otherwise. “I need that door open.”

Hansin slumped, passing a hand over his face, but he did turn to the trunk of a nearby tree. He depressed a knothole, sliding open a secret door.

His partner grabbed him by the shoulder. “Stop right there! We have our orders.”

“We just got new ones,” Hansin said heavily. “Gardener Shera, would you mind telling my friend what's going to happen if we don't open the door for you?”

“I'll step over your bodies and open it myself.”

“Unconscious bodies,” Hansin added. “She always knocks me out. Right? …Shera?”

Shera didn't say anything, and the guard hurriedly turned a crank, levering the door open. The other man gripped his spear in earnest now, moving onto the balls of his feet and following her movements with the spearhead. “I don't know who you are, but we report directly to the Architects. I can't⁠—”

Hansin shoved the man in the back, causing him to stumble, and looked to Shera. “Door's open.”

She passed both guards and walked inside, nodding to Hansin as she did. Descending the steps, she heard the voice of the other man. “I'm reporting this! I'm reporting you both!”

“I hope you do,” came Hansin's voice. “Believe me when I say that I wish you good luck.”

Involuntarily, Shera froze at the bottom of the stairs. The tunnel that had held Lucan's cell collapsed in the wake of the Handmaiden's recent attack, but this one looked so much the same that her memory overwhelmed her. There, to her left, a line of barred cells stretching off into the darkness. It was hard to believe that Lucan wouldn't be waiting for her in the first one.

But it wasn't Lucan, of course. It was a man she remembered mostly as a boy: Benji.

He stopped rolling his blanket around his pillow, bowing to her as she appeared. “Shera. I wondered when we'd hear from you.”

At the sound of his voice, or perhaps the sound of her name, men and women stirred in cells all the way down the hall. Whispered and repeated questions filled the air.

“Benji,” she said. “Let's get this out of the way first: I barely remember you. It's a stroke of luck that I recognized your face at all.”

He chuckled bitterly. “Well, I remember you. You had us all terrified, even as a little girl. You could slit a man's throat, wipe the knife off on your pants, and use that same knife to cut your meat. Even Maxwell wasn't that cold.”

He sounded admiring, not accusatory, though Shera remembered that somewhat differently. In fact, all she remembered was the taste of the meat. An insane revolutionary Maxwell may have been, but he grilled a nice pork chop.

“Did you see me kill him?” she asked.

He shook his head, unfazed by the question. “Consultants took me before that. I heard all about it from the others, though.” He leaned forward, eyes intent. “Are you here to lead us?”

“One question first,” Shera said. And then, because she couldn't think of a reason not to, she added, “If you answer wrong, I'll kill you all myself.”

Benji nodded as though that was only reasonable, though many of the others shrank back behind their bars.

“Why were you working for the Magister's Guild?”

He shrugged. “None of us here had any family to go back to, or none worth the name. The Luminians treated us right, but they were never...interesting? They never became a family, that was for sure. We just did chores all day, every day. It wasn't long before Maxwell's place started to feel like a dream. At least then we were working to change the Empire, doing something important.

“And then...something killed the Emperor. We were all excited, because it meant the world was really on the brink of the change that Maxwell always talked about. He was right all along. The Empire was weak, and it had collapsed in on itself. Most of us thought this was our shot. When the Luminians let us go, we jumped at the first one to hire us. We worked for the Magisters ever since.”

All as she’d expected, and as the Guild intelligence had indicated. But there was one detail that still didn’t fit, one question that intrigued her beyond all others. “And who taught you to act like Consultants?”

For the first time, he frowned in confusion. “No one. Maxwell taught us, same as you, and we tried to keep his lessons alive. The Magisters had a few tutors in for us, hired killers from all around the Empire, but nobody mentioned the Consultant’s Guild. They just encouraged us to keep our skills sharp so we could make a difference.”

He seemed genuine, but there were too many similarities to ignore. Maybe he and the older children had gotten specific Consultant training from Maxwell somehow, though that seemed impossible. Or perhaps one of the “tutors” was a rogue Gardener. She pushed the matter out of her mind. None of this would help her accomplish her objective.

A grin split Benji’s face as he continued speaking. “And no one has made more of a difference than we have. We killed a Regent, Shera. Maxwell would have loved it. Who can say they've done more to change the Empire than that?”

Shera met his eyes, the butt of her hand casually on Syphren. “The one who killed the Emperor.”

It took the better part of thirty seconds, but his eyes finally widened, and he sat back on his bed. “Are you...” His voice faded, as though he couldn't figure out how to finish the question.

She raised her voice. “I have a target, a Reader and a Navigator captain who managed to get his hands on the Emperor's crown. He can control any loyal citizens of the Empire. Are there any loyal citizens here?”

A few shouts, some scattered laughter.

“Will you help me kill my target, and maybe a Guild Head or two? It will mean working against the Magisters.”

Benji gripped the bars. “We'd do it for the opportunity alone. But there's one more question Maxwell would have us ask. How much are you paying?”

When she walked back up the stairs, she was trailed by thirty killers in red prison suits. She'd have to find them some spare blacks.

She was anticipating another run-in with the guards on the surface, though she would have an even easier time intimidating them with almost three dozen murderers at her back, but both Masons were missing. The air was filled with thunderous detonations and a thin, silvery mist.

Their guests had arrived early.

She slid apart the bandages wrapping her Vessel, exposing a little more of her mind to Syphren’s influence. There were four blinding presences on the island, each of them as full of Intent and potential as the Handmaiden. If Syphren had a mouth, it would be leaking drool.

“Let me have them,” it whispered.

One was obviously not human; it must be the box, Bastion’s Vessel. One other would be Jorin, she was sure. The other two…Bliss of the Blackwatch and General Jarelys Teach. The two enemy Guild Heads that posed the greatest threat. All four powers were right on top of one another.

Somehow, the enemy had figured out the purpose of Bastion’s Veil and had infiltrated deep enough to attack the source. Kerian had expected them to stall, but they were risking everything to end this battle early.

Shera unwrapped her left-hand shear, which shone bright green in anticipation. She drew it from its sheath, prowling deeper into the mist. Okay, she thought. Let’s go get them.

Syphren practically screamed in joy.


CHAPTER TWENTY



The eye of the Emperor sees all.

–common proverb

five years ago

GOOD-BYE, Ach'magut said, and it was with chilling finality.

The Emperor flexed his Intent once more, and a thousand sources of flame—falling matches, fractured quicklamps, banked coals—all flared to life.

There was a giant hole where the town of Silverreach had once stood, and now it was on fire.

For twenty or thirty seconds the Emperor kept his vision where it was, basking in satisfaction. The whirlpool of rubble slowed to a trickle, carrying hellish flames down into the library below. Nothing moved except flickering flames and rising smoke.

Then the Reading ended.

Shera was standing in her own body so suddenly that she almost sank to her knees. Her eyes ached and her head still flickered with the phantom of pain, but she couldn't put words to the relief she felt at being in control of her body again.

She spoke anyway.

“I was not prepared for that,” she said.

Lucan was on his knees, clutching his head in gloved hands and trying to formulate a question. “How...why...”

Meia spun in place, feral, eyes and head moving as though looking to spot a threat.

And the Emperor lounged in his network of metal, grinning ear to ear, and he laughed. He laughed long, and deep, and as hard as Shera had ever heard anyone laugh.

The three Gardeners stared at him.

Shera’s left hand snaked back to grip her shear. She wasn’t certain what an Elder-touched mind looked like, but hysterical laughter certainly wasn’t sane.

The Emperor waved her down, still laughing.

“I did it,” he said at last, and his voice was rough. Almost hoarse. “I did it again. He won’t be able to recover from that for…”

The Emperor seemed to run out of breath, and he simply chuckled instead.

“What about the rest of it?” Lucan asked. “The other Elders.” His whole body shook, and he stayed on his knees, as though he couldn’t muster the strength to stand.

“It was all Ach’magut’s plan. Has been for years. He knew I would use the Optasia again, knew I would even beat him, but he was betting on me losing myself.” The Emperor raised a limp hand to the steel enclosing him. “And I’m still here.”

He tried to push against the cage of the throne, but to no avail. “Help me out of this.”

Meia started to move, but Shera put a hand out to stop her. “Are you saying the Great Elder made a mistake?”

Shera had known practically nothing about Ach’magut before tonight, but now she’d sensed his Intent directly. He would have calculated everything, even the smallest possible variation, hundreds of years ago.

The Emperor leaned back, losing the strength to lever himself out. “Suspicious. Good. That’s why I wanted you. But you’re not taking into account the difference of scale. Men call me immortal, but Ach’magut is truly timeless. For me, tonight was a major victory, because it set all the Elders back years. It probably set him back centuries. For him, it was nothing more than a minor fluctuation, and one that he probably accounted for. It doesn’t matter to him if it takes another ten thousand years to beat me and return to life, so long as he eventually does.”

He met Shera’s eyes and smiled, more warmly than she’d ever seen from him. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have something to celebrate.”

Relief flooded Shera’s chest, almost against her will. She wanted to stay suspicious, but if this was what it looked like for the Emperor to be overcome by Nakothi…well, if it was, she had no way of detecting it.

She looked over at Lucan, who smiled and nodded. Mission complete.

She finally let herself relax, moving forward to help Meia pry him free from the Optasia device. She would have to find out more about that later; she’d known the Emperor’s power was overwhelming and superhuman, but she had never seen anything like he’d demonstrated tonight. True, it seemed to have taken everything from him, and he’d risk handing over his body to the Dead Mother, but it was still almost frightening. If he had this much power, he could overthrow humanity on his own.

The Emperor finally emerged, leaning heavily on Meia, and he and Lucan shared a joke. They all three laughed.

Shera barely heard it.

She wanted to join in their celebration, because ‘celebration’ meant time for her to go back to her room and enjoy twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. But a subtle gravity drew her back to the same thoughts.

The Emperor had rolled the dice tonight. He’d had no choice, but he was gambling with the world as the stakes.

The High Council wanted me to kill him quickly.

Why? She was sure they still had some private reasons—Consultants always did—but she felt she’d seen another piece of the puzzle.

They didn’t want him to have a chance to do this. The Elders had cornered him into betting his sanity on an uncertain outcome, and he’d escaped this time. This time. But as he’d said, Ach’magut could afford to play this game for ten thousand years.

Eventually, the Emperor would lose. Maybe tomorrow, maybe in a hundred years, his attempts to hold the Empire together would finally break it.

Given enough time, the Elders would win.

So long as the Emperor ruled.

As she watched Meia carry the Emperor away, Lucan still smiling and helping as best he could, Shera felt like she’d swallowed a dagger.

“Kill when you have to,” Maxwell had said. “Kill when you’re in danger. Kill when the target has earned his fate. And kill when the target serves no useful function.”

For the first time since her friend Mari, Shera didn’t want to kill someone she’d been ordered to. But as the Emperor limped away under Meia’s care—with no power in his body or his Intent—she realized she would never get a better chance. The next time he used the Optasia could very well be his last.

The Emperor had outlived his usefulness.

This time, Shera sought the cold. She froze her own feelings, drowning herself in ice, until her thoughts were clear and her feelings utterly frozen. She closed the last few steps to the Emperor, drawing her left-hand shear as she moved.

Lucan glimpsed her face as she walked, and his eyes crinkled in confusion.

Shera wrapped her arm around the Emperor’s chest, plunging the invested blade into his chest. Up and under the short ribs, as she’d been taught.

His clothes resisted for a moment, invested more heavily than most armor, but her shear had been given Intent by almost two thousand years of assassins, by Jarelys Teach, by Lucan…and by the Emperor himself.

It reached his heart, and she wrenched the blade from left to right, so the wound didn’t seal itself. When Shera felt the warm blood spurting over her wrist, she knew the Emperor was dead.

At least for the moment, she felt nothing. The whole process had taken five seconds.

There was rarely much drama associated with death, in Shera’s experience. It was quick, often quiet, and usually no more violent than your average tussle in the street. The target struggled a little even after they were already dead, twitching their hips and grabbing with their fingers as though they still fought the inevitable. They made a few noises, halfway between words and animal grunts. The blood made everything sticky.

And after a minute or two, everything would go quiet. The body would release itself, emptying bowels and bladder. It didn’t take long for the stench to follow.

The Emperor was no different than anyone else…

For the first thirty seconds.

During that lull, Shera moved her left hand out of the stream of blood while he twitched. She pushed his flailing arm aside as she lifted the chain off his neck, freeing the pewter cage at the end of it. The container that concealed the Heart of Nakothi.

She looked up at Lucan and Meia, who were still paralyzed. Meia’s eyes were wide with shock, and they were bright orange, with vertically slitted pupils. Her alchemical enhancements were calling out for blood.

In another situation, Shera might have excused herself. Explained her reasoning.

But she was still cold, so she kept her shear in hand, looking to Lucan.

He’d pulled both his gloves off, but he hadn’t touched his own shears. So he’d started to react, and then frozen. Unsure.

There is no such thing as mercy. There is only hesitation.

He’d hesitated.

His expression…if she had to put a name to it, she’d say he looked desolate but resolved. As though he’d watched a brother die but had already come to terms with reality.

He nodded to her, once. “I understand,” he said. He started to say something else.

Only half a minute after death, the Emperor proved that he would not go as quietly as anyone else.

Shera had heard superstitious rumors about what happened to Intent after death, mostly from other Consultants who were afraid to kill Readers. In Shera’s experience, Readers died disappointingly ordinary deaths. She couldn’t speak to the fate of their Intent, whether it vanished in one final rush, lived in their immortal soul, or was buried with their bodies, but she’d never seen evidence one way or another.

The Emperor’s Intent exploded out of him in a fury of invisible force.

It was like the hazy bubbles he’d produced in the Optasia: a semi-solid dome that expanded outward in a wave, tearing his surroundings apart. Shera was blasted backward, tumbling away from the corpse, though she managed to hang on to both her shear and the Heart of Nakothi.

The room was practically destroyed. The paintings fluttered down in bits of expensive confetti, their broken frames still partially hanging on the walls. The distant bed had been tossed on its side, the walls and floor tiles cracked. It looked as though a battle had been fought here not minutes ago.

And that was all. Compared to the power the Emperor had shown when he dragged the massive shark out of the Aion Sea, they’d gotten off lucky.

Through the cold, Shera realized she had been right to strike now. If she had killed the Emperor before he used the Optasia, while he still had his full power, the force of his active Reading would have torn her to pieces even after his death. Now all she had to do was dispose of the Heart.

Lucan and Meia were still standing, Meia braced and snarling, Lucan with his hand calmly in front of him.

Shera held up the Heart on the chain. “We need to get this to the Gray Island,” she said. “We can destroy it there.” Even her voice was distant and professional; they were on an assignment now, and they only had to finish it.

Something twisted in her hand, as though she gripped a live mouse in her fist. She glanced down at the Heart in its pewter shell.

A voice whispered, soft and slithering. “The only life is in death…the only death, in imperfection. Let me perfect you.”

Around her, the debris began rising from the floor. Lucan responded by raising both hands. “Run!” he shouted.

At least for the moment, the song rooted her in place.

“Only death is eternal, only death is vibrant, only death is truly alive. Die, and be born again.”

Shredded pieces of paper that had once been paintings drifted backward on a silent wind, gathering into a tiny cyclone over the Emperor’s body.

Teach had warned her: You’ll have to separate the Heart from him immediately, or the Dead Mother’s power will bring the Emperor back to life.

The song continued, vile and enticing, and she shook her head to clear it. She had to move, but she could barely even see through the cloud the song had placed on her mind.

Meia’s clawed hand seized her shoulder and hauled her back to the other end of the room, away from the corpse. She pulled Shera toward the doors.

Which burst open, and Jarelys Teach marched in.

She had clearly seen battle. Her armor was scratched and dented, and in places stained by purple blood. There was a long gash through her close-cut hair. But her blue eyes were wide and alert, and she scanned the room in a second.

When her eyes landed on the Emperor’s body, they froze. She stared at him for a long moment, face absolutely blank.

She turned to Shera, furious.

“Four hours,” she whispered, her voice garbled with rage. “It didn’t even take you four hours.”

She snarled, lashing out with one gauntleted hand.

Teach wasn’t nearly close enough for her blow to land. But something hit Shera nonetheless, tearing at her chest, sucking the air from her lungs.

Her thoughts were already cold, or she would have panicked. Instead, she leaped forward, shear in her left hand. She had to kill or disable the General while she could.

This time, Teach slammed a fist into her back, lightning-quick. Shera went down.

But after she hit the ground, somehow her breathing got easier. She took in a few breaths and her mind cleared. Whatever Teach had done to her was lifted.

Lucan had one hand pressed to her back and one raised to Teach. “It was necessary,” he said to her.

Teach didn’t look like she cared. Her eyes moved back to the Emperor’s corpse as though drawn there…and then her hand flew up to her sword.

Tyrfang cleared its sheath.

Shera’s senses almost shut down. The ice around her heart collapsed and nauseating dread took its place. Every breath felt like the beginning of a sob, and winter cold clawed at her limbs. Death crawled inside her, and her vision faded second by second.

It moved away from her, and Teach lashed out with her full fury against something at the far end of the room. A red-tinted shadow whipped out of the blade, washing over the room’s back half.

Blasting through the swirling portal that had grown over the Emperor’s body.

It was a circular window onto a deep void, blackness that danced with strange, distant lights of many colors. She would almost call them stars, but they were a little too big, far too colorful, and they spun with palpable energy.

Eclipsing them, crawling through the gateway, was a Child of the Dead Mother. Shera saw nothing more than pale flesh and protruding bones before the blast of Tyrfang’s power shattered its body, pushing it back through the darkness. But there were others clambering to get through.

“Leave!” Jarelys Teach shouted, and her voice would have carried over a battlefield.

Shera didn’t need to be told twice.

The three Gardeners supported each other as they practically crawled away from the Emperor’s living quarters, edging past streams of Imperial Guards who were drawn by their Guild Head’s shouts.

Explosions rattled the palace, but they didn’t turn back.

“Don’t turn your back to her again,” Meia advised.

“If I can help it, I’ll never see her again,” Shera said. The song of Nakothi still ran through her head like a toxic river, but it was easier to ignore now. Worse, she remembered what she’d done.

She did not regret killing the Emperor; it was necessary, and it would have been much harder had she waited. She only wished she had the other two on her side. “I…had to,” she said at last.

Meia nodded once. “Mission accomplished.”

Lucan said nothing.
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Back on the Gray Island, beneath the House of the Masons, the ancient Elder heart went into a box. A rough-cut stone box, hewn centuries before by Jorin Curse-breaker as a way to siphon the energy away from the most powerful curses.

The Heart of Nakothi went into the box, still crooning its terrible song.

“Be reborn in me…” it whispered, and this time the voice sounded almost friendly. There was a part of Shera that wanted to pull it out of the box, to hear it more clearly.

The lid slid over it, and she shuddered in relief.

Now, they had nothing to do but wait.

Meia paced restlessly along one wall. High Councilors Yala and Tyril stood together, speaking in low voice about the political ramifications. Neither of them had congratulated, reprimanded, rewarded, or punished Shera. They had taken the news of the Emperor’s death completely in stride.

The world had ended tonight, but for at least two people, it was one more successful Gardener assignment.

It was the last person in the room that Shera cared about the most. Lucan leaned with his back against the wall, gloved hands crossed, watching the box. When Shera walked up to him and nodded in the direction of the hallway, he followed.

“He was going to lose,” Shera said.

Lucan drummed his fingertips together, watching her. “Yes, he was.”

When Lucan didn’t ask any questions, something was wrong.

“If I hadn’t acted tonight, while he was weak, he could have killed us all.”

“You did the right thing.”

There was clearly something else bothering him, but at the sound of the words, an undetectable tension in her shoulders eased.

But his eyes were still dark, his lips tight, his fingers pressed against one another. At last, he asked a question: “Why did Yala want you to kill him so soon?”

She had thought he would have figured that out by now, but she was only too happy to explain. “I understand now. She knew what he could do on his throne and how risky it was. She wanted us to kill him before he got out of control.”

Lucan nodded again, his eyes on the wall. “That’s an excellent reason for her to come to me. But she didn’t.”

Shera had wondered before why Yala was confiding in her, pressuring her to kill the Emperor, and not addressing the whole team. She assumed it had to do with the same reasons the Emperor and General Teach had taken her aside; the other two were likely to hesitate, when faced with an opportunity to remove the target. Shera wouldn’t.

As she’d proven.

She hadn’t considered it from this angle. If the High Councilors knew about this powerful weapon that could magnify the Emperor’s Reading to a global scale, they had good reason to act early. But they should also have talked to the squad’s Reader, preparing him.

Why hadn’t they?

“Here’s another question,” Lucan said, still tight with contained anger. “If they knew about this device, why didn’t they tell us?”

Shera considered that perhaps the High Council didn’t know about the Optasia, but she laughed it away almost immediately. Of course they knew. The Consultants knew everything.

Lucan pulled off a glove, running his hand along the wall. “These catacombs are more than fifteen hundred years old. Walls don’t hold much Intent; they’re not actually used for anything, so they only get invested when they’re built or when something very significant happens.”

He tapped his finger on the stone as though to punctuate a point. “But there’s a lot that can happen in fifteen hundred years. And it’s a big island. I might be able to dig something up.”

Shera hesitated a moment. This was the sort of time when you were supposed to touch someone, she thought. Reassurance by proximity, or something like that.

She put a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful,” she said.

He glanced over at his shoulder, and for some reason, he looked more amused than anything.

Yala stuck her head into the hallway, face tight. “Lucan, you’re needed. Zhen has nothing to destroy the Heart.”

Lucan tugged his glove back on and gestured to Shera. “She does.”

Yala looked at her. “Does she?”

In turn, she looked at Lucan. “Do I?”

“Of course you do.” He pointed at her waist, where the handle of her shear stuck out. “You have the blade that killed the Emperor.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



present day

Kerian had thought they were ready. The Navigator ships had been visible on the horizon, approaching slowly, and they had a number of Architects dedicated to calculating their most likely approach. The Gray Island was strewn with traps, and they had every battle-capable Consultant ready for war. The Miners had sealed the vaults, and awaited retreat in the hold of Bastion's Shadow. Every Gardener they could contact had been withdrawn to defend the island, and Shera had been aimed and released like an arrow. Everything that could be done had been done.

Then a giant bird winged its way from one of the Navigator ships, its feathers glistening like diamonds in the sunlight, and Kerian's heart had seized up. She shouted for fighters to protect her and the contents of her satchel, and considered fading away into the woods. If she'd thought it would do any good, she would have done it. When two figures dropped from the back of the Windwatcher, one in a black coat and one in black-and-red armor, she wasted no time.

The glass box came out, and she placed her hand on the top.

Once again, she felt that sensation of being a Reader—her mind expanded, swirling on the mists like a leaf in the wind, and a not-quite-audible voice asked her for instructions.

Cover the island, she commanded, and Bastion's Veil collapsed inward. It was like watching from the inside while an enormous slate-gray building fell in on itself, and even though she knew what was happening, she still had a moment of panic while her body tried to convince her mind that she was about to be crushed by a thousand tons of stone.

The mist fell, and the two Guild Heads dropped down into it. They fell close enough to Kerian that she could hear their landing, one a deafening explosion as though a meteor had crashed to earth, and the other a light tap.

“Oh dear,” one said, the voice of a little girl. “It certainly is hard to see.”

“Eyes up, mouth shut,” another voice said, older.

“No, no, Jarelys. It's times like this when you have to state the obvious. It's like saying, 'Take a lantern, it's dark out there' when everyone already knows the sun is down. I'm quite sure now is one of those times.”

The older woman hissed something, and the girl sighed.

Two Guild Heads: Bliss of the Blackwatch and Jarelys Teach of the Imperial Guard. Kerian sunk down into a crouch, ignoring the agonizing pain in her gimped knee, and took a shear into each hand. She left the box lying on the ground, creeping around to hide in the mist until she could barely see the Vessel. She was a Gardener still, even if she wasn't as young as she wished and she only had one good leg to work with. Even General Teach could die, if she had her throat slashed from behind.

Or so Kerian hoped.

She was risking Bastion’s Vessel by using the glass box as bait, but it was the only thing she had. Her other option was to run, which would only end in her own inevitable and pointless death.

Around her, hazy outlines marked trees, bushes, and Consultants prepared to defend her. Together, they waited for the Guild Heads to move forward.

A silhouette loomed over her in the mist, and a figure in a coat brushed through the mist and into view. Could it be Bliss? The form pushed past Kerian, oblivious, and she actually took a step forward to drive her shear into the newcomer’s back before she saw him clearly.

Jorin Maze-walker walked over to the box, coat jangling and hat on his head. The smoke from his pipe blended with the cloud all around him, and he was still wearing those ridiculous black-tinted glasses.

Kerian hurriedly scrambled back into hiding, though it made her feel slightly better as she saw several other shadows returning to their positions. At least she wasn't the only Consultant who'd jumped at the false bait.

One of the nearby shadows held a sword, and wasn't quite as stealthy as the others, so she crept over toward it. If it was an enemy, she could kill him before he saw her, and if it wasn’t...well, Consultants rarely carried swords. And she could think of a few uses for a Luminian knight in the near future.

She crept closer to the new figure. As she did, Jorin began to speak.

“Let's not hide ourselves,” the Regent called out. “Tyrfang should have recognized me as soon as your feet touched the island, and I'll jump like a golden frog before I miss a sword I forged myself.”

It had nothing to do with her, but Kerian still kept an ear out. A battle between Regent and Guild Heads might provide her with an excellent distraction, if Teach fell for his provocation.

After seconds of silence, General Teach strode into view. She wore a helmet this time, and she carried her sheathed sword cradled in one arm. Much like Jorin carried his own, Kerian noticed. His was wrapped in bandages, but he had it tucked under his arm like a knight with a lance.

And speaking of knights...

She crept a little closer to the silhouette with the sword, until the mist parted and revealed him: a man in silver armor, his helmeted face in shadows. Knight-Adjunct Darius Allbright. She'd met the man only briefly, but she knew him by reputation.

“Listen to me,” she said, as softly as she could. His sword twitched toward her, but he neither attacked her nor made a sound, which counted in his favor. “Eventually, they’ll move for the box.”

She gestured to the glass box lying on the ground, and Darius nodded slightly. “I hope Regent Jorin can distract them, but while he does, I’ll be heading for the box myself. I’d appreciate your help.”

“I won't be able to do much,” Darius said, just above a whisper.

“I don't need you to distract them for long.” I don't need you to live for long was what she meant, but it sounded better this way.

Jorin and Teach had exchanged some words that Kerian missed, but the Regent was speaking. “...and that's the truth that's fit to print. How about your friend, though? I can still sense the Spear of Tharlos, even through this mist.”

“She's here,” Teach said. “I apologize, but Bliss won't show herself just because you order it. Consider her our emergency measures to ensure⁠—”

“Hello, sir,” Bliss said.

Teach's helmeted head turned, very slowly, to face her fellow Guild Head.

The Head of the Blackwatch was a young woman, though Kerian found she had trouble assigning an exact age to her. At first glance, she would have said eighteen or nineteen, though a second later she revised that to twenty-two or twenty-three. Then Bliss began rocking back and forth between the soles of her feet and her toes, and Kerian wondered if she might actually be no older than twelve. The Watchman wore a black coat that covered her from neck to ankles, with silver buttons running in a row down the center, and her hair was as pale as Ayana's.

Jorin took his pipe out of his mouth and shook it in Bliss’s direction. “Slay my soul, they're getting better and better at making your kind. Makes me regret all the years I missed. How long did it take them to grow you, little daughter?”

Bliss sniffed. “That's rude. I was born, not grown, thank you. In a manner of speaking. And I am the culmination of a hundred years of research and development.”

“More than that, I would think,” Jorin said, scrutinizing her. “It was the alchemists, wasn't it? This new boy, Bareius?”

“I no longer recognize Nathanael Bareius as my father,” Bliss said, and her voice had grown cold. “Please do not mention him again.”

Teach was moving to flank Jorin, one hand on the hilt of her sword and the other on its sheath. She was ready to draw. “Regent Jorin, I implore you to stand aside. We're attempting to stop a civil war before it starts.”

“You're five years too late for that, if I haven't missed my dice. But it doesn't have to devolve into open bloodshed. Let the four of us guide you forward. We know a bit about how the world can be without the Empire.”

“The three of you,” Teach corrected.

Bliss narrowed her eyes at his words. “I may not have seen the Elder War, but I know what I know. And we will last longer with someone on the throne. The Great Elders want to destroy the Empire, so I will keep it going.”

Jorin chewed on his pipe, eyes following Teach. Though he didn’t look at Bliss, he responded to the girl’s words. “Will you, now? And if the Elders were all so set against us, how did we last as long as we did?”

The girl in the black coat frowned, considering, and Teach took that moment to draw her sword.

The legendary weapon Tyrfang had a black blade, with an irregular current of red light running down the center like a glowing channel of blood. Its aura chilled Kerian’s blood, giving her a shiver of fear as though she stared at her own noose. Her breaths came short and quickly. Her chest squeezed tighter and tighter, a sharp pain grew at the back of her neck, and she couldn’t seem to peel her eyes from the red-veined black steel.

Jorin pulled his own sword free to meet the blow, bandages falling away in an instant, and everything got so much worse.

This blade wasn't black, it was rotten. Rust of corrosion darkened one edge, the green of infected flesh the other. Channels of darkness and purple miasma crawled over its surface like maggots on a corpse. Teach struck, so did Jorin, and when the two swords met, a wave of darkness blasted out like smoke.

Grass shriveled and blackened at Kerian’s feet, and a nearby tree cracked as it snapped in half under its own weight. Black figures fell to the ground around her as Consultants died.

Weakness gripped Kerian’s muscles and she dropped her shears, vision fuzzing around the edges, but something stopped the black wave before it swallowed her.

She used all her strength to look up, and saw an armored figure rising with its back to her, holding a shining sword in front of him. The dark wave split around him like a river around a stone.

But the flow didn't stop. Darkness and death crashed out again and again, stealing life, felling more trees from a distance, each clash of blades grating on her ears like the death-wail of a specter.

The light of Darius' sword flickered, and he dropped to one knee. Just when the darkness closed in around Kerian again, stretching out a hand to claw at her throat, the sounds of battle abruptly faded, the pressure lifting. It was as though the fight had been carried somewhere else.

The expanse of gray cloud grew quiet, and within only a few seconds, they were alone.

No sound invaded the mist except Kerian and Darius both gasping for breath. The sword fell from his hand, and he dropped to his hands and knees, gulping in air.

“Thank you,” Kerian said, voice raw.

“So many shades of darkness…” Darius said, his voice unsteady. Then he shook himself like a dog. “I'm sorry, I go a little crazy when I'm struggling face-to-face with death itself. Weren't you supposed to go for that box?”

Kerian could barely fight to her feet, but she managed it, even scooping her shears up from where they'd fallen. She hobbled forward, still fighting off the memory of the clashing auras. Death and decay slid around beneath her skin, like a layer of filth that could never wash off, horror lurking like a predator breathing just behind her shoulder...

She had to step over four Consultant bodies as she picked her way forward. Every tree she touched was withered, its leaves lying black and lifeless, every bush blighted. The clash of Regent and Guild Head had left the land dead. Even the grass crunched with every step.

Finally she arrived at the box, though it sat only a few yards away. It seemed like a mile. She moved to pick it up.

A swirl of the mist revealed Bliss standing over it, a pale girl with long white hair and one hand reaching into the inner pocket of her Blackwatch coat. “This is a nice box. I like it, but I'm sorry I have to take it.”

When a snake was startled, it struck. Kerian had been trained in much the same way. Her shear flashed out, dull bronze flashing in the mist.

The edge struck bone.

In an instant, Bliss unfolded a bone spear taller than she was. It was yellowed and irregular, thicker at the base and flattened to a sharp point at the tip, and she ground it against the earth with one hand. There was no way it should have been at any angle to deflect Kerian's attack.

But it had. Now she was off-balance and flailing, facing the Head of the Blackwatch.

She would likely have died in that moment, but a half-dozen pops sounded in the woods, muffled by distance. Musket shots.

Sand sprayed in Bliss' face, and she sputtered and spat, swiping at her mouth with the back of one hand. She had transformed bullets to sand in mid-flight. Or her spear had.

Kerian took the opening to flee, grabbing the glass box and hobbling away as fast as her knee would allow.

“That's not very considerate!” Bliss called. The only response was another round of musket fire, but these turned to flower petals before they reached her.

Darius joined Kerian, steadying her as she moved over the irregular ground. “The Spear lets her change things. Anything we throw at her will be transformed. I once saw a man...” He shook his head. “Well, you were lucky you didn't get to stab her. If it weren’t for this mist, she could kill us from here. We have to retreat.”

“The mist is weakening her,” Kerian said, nodding to the box.

“That won’t do us any good if she catches us.”

Yala appeared out of nowhere, her gray-blonde hair tied up behind her, followed by a dozen Masons with guns. “Move faster, Gardener!”

Now wasn't the time to argue about Yala's tone. Kerian hobbled faster.

Whether Bliss could sense them or not, the mist should be confusing her, and of course it would limit her vision. On the Gray Island, that meant they would lose her in seconds. It was almost impossible to cross the island without getting lost under normal conditions, and with the mist and the traps, the Consultants had the clear advantage.

After the first minute, Kerian relaxed. The Emperor himself wouldn't be able to follow them now. The group slowed, Masons spreading out to cover their advance, Yala and Darius staying with Kerian and the box.

There came a scream from up above, and mist thinned at their approach. Bliss stood there, spear in both hands and an annoyed expression on her face. “I was trying to be polite. You're making that very difficult, and I don't appreciate it.” At her feet was a...mass. Kerian couldn't identify it, but it was reddish pink and it squirmed.

She felt certain that, a few seconds ago, it had been a screaming man.

“Surround and delay,” Yala ordered, and her men vanished.

Bliss flicked the tip of her spear with one finger, then spun the weapon in place. “I will try for minimal casualties,” she said. “But that’s not a promise.”

Then she hurled the spear like a javelin. Straight at Kerian.

Kerian rolled, curling the box under her body, even as Darius stepped into the path. He raised his sword to block, but the Spear of Tharlos twisted in midair. It slipped over his shoulder on its path to Kerian.

It can't be stopped, she realized. But that didn't mean she couldn't try.

She dropped the box and brought up both her shears in a cross, the flat plates of ancient bronze facing outward. Unexpectedly, the spear didn't swerve again; it slammed into her weapons point-first.

The impact was like nothing Kerian had ever felt. Not like the wave of death from Jorin and Teach, but also completely unlike an actual, physical impact. It was as though her entire body rippled, like her essence had dissolved to fuzz. She was turning into something else.

All of that Intent focused on her two blades.

The spear flipped off, tumbling through the air until a giant hand made of soil lifted up from the ground, catching it in a fist. The hand froze, inanimate earth once more, the Spear of Tharlos in its grip.

As soon as the weapon spun away, Kerian felt the spell lift, but it was too late for her weapons. The invested knives had held up better than she'd expected against the Elder artifact, but not well enough. They had both melted to puddles, but without heat; she held two puddles of cooled, bubble-ridden bronze attached to perfectly intact hilts.

If the weapons hadn't been so significant, they wouldn't have saved her life, but she was still unprepared for the surge of emotion that tore through her upon seeing them ruined. They were just tools, after all, but they still represented her life as a Gardener, her identity as a Consultant. She'd carried them everywhere since she was a girl.

Bliss strolled over to pick up her spear, and Kerian snatched the Vessel of Bastion. There would be time to reflect later, if she survived.

As the fingers of earth uncurled, leaving the spear sitting on an open palm of soil, Kerian turned and ran. Behind her, she heard the beginnings of an attack as Yala and her men ran at the Guild Head.

She was sure they would all die, and so would Kerian. Very soon.

Until that point, she would do her duty.
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Shera emerged from the cloud of Bastion's Veil in time to see a girl in a Blackwatch coat driving her bone spear through a Shepherd's chest. The man staggered forward a step before he turned into a crimson desk-lamp.

“Tacky,” the girl muttered, slapping a woman across the face with the flat of her spearhead. This one dissolved into a blue fog, which swirled around inside the gray fog before dissipating into the Veil. “Better.”

Without her direction, the red-clad prisoners at Shera's back spread out into the woods around her. Looting corpses, she realized. A good idea, as they had obviously run from their cells unarmed.

The Blackwatch girl killed another Guild member and then turned to Shera, her head cocked. “Hello there, Soulbound. I don't believe we've met.” She wrinkled up her nose. “You smell like the Dead Mother.”

Shera gestured with her Vessel. “I stabbed her a few times with this.”

“Ah, I see.” The girl clubbed another Consultant—this one didn't dissolve, at least—and bowed to Shera. “My name is Bliss, and I am the Head of the Blackwatch Guild.”

Bliss. Shera had never met the woman, but she was rumored to be up there with the Champions or the Head of the Imperial Guard in terms of people to avoid in combat. Soulbound to the Spear of Tharlos, an ancient Elder artifact. Shera clutched Syphren tighter as the weapon whispered his greed into her ear. “Shera of the Consultants,” she said.

“I'm supposed to say I'm pleased to meet you, because that is polite. But I'm not actually pleased, because I don't want to fight a Soulbound and these men with daggers. I'm afraid I might have to let Tharlos loose, and none of us wants that.” She hesitated, looking off into the woods. After a second, she stuck out her tongue. “Excuse me a moment.”

She reached out in front of her and hauled backwards as though tugging on a thick rope. Stretching out from her feet, the ground turned to mud in a straight line. In only three or four seconds, there was a creek running straight between the Guild Head's feet. Running backwards, toward her. The current strengthened until it was a torrent of water.

The newborn river carried a struggling, shouting, mud-strewn Kerian backwards, straight to the waiting Spear of Tharlos.

She was carrying the glass box.

Shera leaped forward, much to Syphren's joy. She stretched out her mind, clawing at the power she could feel like an ocean in the Blackwatch woman. There was so much, surely she could tear a handful away...

But Bliss spun, slapping the flat of her blade away with the spear. “Stay quiet until I'm finished, Shera of the Consultants. This is very important.”

Behind her, Yala hurled a spade.

The tiny blade actually made contact with the Guild Head, stabbing into her back and causing Bliss to stagger forward a step or two. She hissed, turning on Yala, the Spear of Tharlos in both hands.

Yala had attacked not only because the woman's attention was diverted, but also because her attack could give Shera an opportunity. They had Bliss between two pincers, and now would be the perfect time for Shera to attack. Syphren howled for it.

Shera sheathed her weapon.

Yala let Lucan die.

That alone might not be enough justification, even for her. Lucan had accepted the assignment, after all, and death was always a possibility in their line of work. But Yala had always opposed Shera. She'd tried to have her executed on any number of occasions, and had been the one to advocate Lucan's imprisonment in the first place. If Shera had an enemy among her own Guild, it was Yala.

That Lucan wouldn't want Shera to murder a fellow Consultant in cold blood was the only reason the High Councilor was still alive. But now, she didn't have to wield a dagger in the dark. She just had to stand by.

Shera folded her arms and watched.

Yala lasted longer than she expected. That is to say, she didn't die instantly. Bliss turned, spinning her spear like a staff, swiping at Yala's body. The former Mason dodged, impressively limber, managing to avoid contact even when the spear twisted like a whip.

Bliss was playing it safe, keeping one eye on Shera, but eventually she would finish off Yala. All Shera had to do was wait.

An armored hand rested on her shoulder, and she turned to face into a black void. Darius' armor had been blackened somehow, almost charred, and he leaned on her as though she were the only thing keeping him up. “You have to save her.”

“I think you'll find that I don't.”

In frustration, Bliss slammed her spear on the ground, and the earth rippled upward in waves. Yala used the lift to grab onto a low-hanging tree branch, whipping another spade at Bliss from her new vantage point. The weapon turned into a turtle, which the Guild Head had to spend a moment prying off of her face.

Yala was doing a fine job stalling.

“Shera, please. Leaving her to die is the same as killing her.”

“That’s right.”

“Look at me.” That was impossible, as he didn't have a face, but he still grabbed her by both shoulders and turned her toward him. The move almost cost him his life, as Syphren shouted for her to kill him now. “Her life means nothing to you, I get it. Maybe your life means nothing to you. But it means something to someone. She's worth something.”

A vision of Meia, Yala's daughter, flitted through Shera's mind for an instant. “I'm afraid I don't see it that way.”

His head moved from side to side as though he were looking for something in her face. “Then it’s important that you listen to people who do.”

“You don't feel it,” Lucan had once told her. “And that's okay. You just have to trust us.”

Shera took a deep breath…and gripped her shears.

She gave a sharp whistle, just as Maxwell had used to call his children-in-training from all corners of the house. As she'd hoped, the red-suited prisoners jumped up at the sound. “We're about to save that woman from the Guild Head. For some reason. Engage, distract, but maintain a distance.”

Instead of acknowledging her, the Maxwell trainees just did their jobs. Some of them hurled stolen spades or looted spears, while others slipped in as if they were about to stab Bliss, then faded back.

The Blackwatch Head was looking distinctly irritated, not least because Yala had survived. She was limping and bleeding, but still alive.

Shera ran in, straight for Bliss.

“You shouldn't do this,” the Guild Head said in warning, but that didn't stop her. She already knew.

It was stupid, but she was doing it anyway. Lucan would have told her to.

Bliss sighed and blocked Syphren with her staff.

The bone chipped, and a swirl of chaotic green light swirled into Shera. All of a sudden, the mist seemed to clear. The day looked a lot brighter, and her movements gained a new energy. She slipped aside, driving her other shear at Bliss, pulling back as soon as the Spear of Tharlos moved.

She'd stolen power from a Great Elder, and now she was hungry for more.

Bliss raised a boot, kicking Shera away, but Shera rolled with the blow. She came up with a handful of spades, which she tossed in the Guild Head's direction. They turned into straws of wheat, which blinded Bliss for a second attack by the red-clad prisoners. They hurled everything they could find that even remotely looked like a weapon, including helmets, rocks, and thick sticks.

Most of them transformed until they were harmless, but a few struck.

Shera rushed in again, Syphren leading, the ghostly hands pressed against the transparent blade. It wanted Bliss, not just the spear but her, and even Shera was caught up in its furious greed.

The Guild Head's eyes shone, flickering like a pair of silver coins that had caught the light. The Spear of Tharlos abruptly shrank down to a dagger of bone roughly the size of one of Shera's shears.

She tucked the Elder weapon away, patting her coat once as though to settle it in place, and then reached into her pockets. She emerged with a weapon in each hand: a pair of rough-forged iron spikes.

She brought one up to meet Shera's dagger, and Shera didn't slow. She'd seen Syphren slice through metal and pierce a Handmaiden's face; she'd knock this weapon aside or cut it in half.

The spike sank into the flat of Syphren's blade. Instead of piercing a hole through it, it slid through the metal until it froze halfway. It stopped half-in and half-out like Shera’s Vessel was made of liquid. The two metal weapons somehow merged, physically melted together as the nail pierced the shear.

Syphren’s green light dimmed. The hands vanished. The weapon looked like a pane of green-tinted bottle glass.

A scream wracked Shera's mind, and she gasped as she fell to her knees. Something was being torn away inside, as though someone dug at her spine with a dull spade.

“Quiet down,” Bliss said irritably, pushing a Consultant out of her way. The ground rippled around her again, pushing the attackers back.

She walked up to Kerian, who had somehow been unable to gain her feet.

Then she took her second spike and drove it down into the glass box. This time it didn't sink through, as it had done with Syphren; it blasted a hole in the glass like a bullet, the silver-blue mist beginning to seep out.

Instantly, Bastion's Veil began to thin. It would only be a matter of minutes before it vanished completely.

Bliss turned and began skipping into the woods. Shera tried to follow, but her limbs twitched and fell to the ground. Her Vessel lay in front of her, pierced through by a black iron spike, frozen in place.

They'd lost.

Without the Veil to protect the island, the Consultants would have no defense against the Emperor's crown. Calder could stop any of them with a word. Worse, Bliss would only grow stronger as the mist faded. If she was even more powerful than she'd been a moment ago, Shera didn't think the entire Guild could stand against her.

And Yala didn't even die. That seemed like the punchline to the whole joke.

The Guild may be doomed, but at least Yala survived.

Survived...and retreated, it seemed. Yala, all the Consultants, and most of the red-suited former prisoners had vanished as soon as Bliss had. The mission was over, the box destroyed. They would be moving to evacuate the Gray Island now.

Still leaking bluish smoke, the box rested on the forest floor. Staring at it, Shera had an idea. It was another stupid plan, another that was likely to result in nothing at best, but she crawled over to Bastion's Vessel anyway. It was worth trying; it wasn't as though the Consultants could be any more doomed.

Drawing her right-hand shear, she drove the blade into the box. The remaining mist curled around the weapon, exploring its nature.

Syphren was all but dead, as far as she could tell, but she still had something of it left inside her. At least, she thought she did.

Drawing on her remaining power as a Soulbound, she inhaled through the blade.

The last measure of mist was drawn out of Bastion's box and into the shear. Nothing else happened. The weapon didn't change, the mist around her didn't thicken, and she didn't feel any different.

Not that she had expected it to, but it would have been nice.

She hobbled over to Darius, dropping the weapon in his lap. “Awaken that.”

His helmet turned from her to the knife and back. “Excuse me?”

“Awaken it. Lucan Awakened my other one only a few weeks ago, and I became a Soulbound. This one might bring the Veil back.”

The Knight-Adjunct sputtered. “There's so much wrong with that, I don't even have time to go into it. First, I hardly know you. I don't know this weapon. I don't know this mist. I have no way to predict what could happen. And if it does bond to you, that could be the worst possible outcome! You almost killed me with one fresh Vessel, let alone two. You'd slaughter us all. Or you'd crack like glass, I don't know, and that's if I can even Awaken it so quickly. Which might kill me.”

There was movement in the thinning fog, and she grabbed him to his feet, pushing him down the path. “Because of you, I left alive a woman I hate. You can thank me by Awakening that weapon as fast as possible.”

Darius stumbled along before her. “I saved her on principle. You can't expect me to⁠—”

Shera shoved him out of the way, hurling a spade at a figure dropping from the trees above Darius. The Luminian Knight took the momentum from her push and kept running after Yala and the other Consultants, who had already fled.

Before Meia landed, she caught Shera’s spade in the air between two fingers. Shera took a deep, relieved breath.

With orange eyes, Meia scanned the woods behind Shera, her face grim. “You need to run. Calder's after you personally, and he's coming now that the Veil is lifted.”

Shera didn't bother asking any questions. She scooped up Syphren, impaled on the Blackwatch spike, and then she hobbled into the woods. With Meia's support, she ran.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Soulbound are vital to the Empire. Some Guild Heads are only elected if they can bond to a particular Vessel, usually a weapon passed down through the Guild’s history.

Which Guilds? If I remember, there’s three who do it that way: the Imperial Guard, the Blackwatch, and the Consultants.

–Estyr Six, five hundred years ago

twenty-two years ago

Newly appointed High Mason, Yala regarded the young man in front of her. He had refused a mission, actually killing those who were not registered as his targets. Guild law was both strict and permanent on this point. But as the leader of the Masons, she had some leeway to judge what was for the good of the Guild.

Rudeus Maxwell knelt before her, shroud down to his neck, hair falling around his handsome face. He had to be good-looking, playing as he was a young, high-blooded leader in the Imperial army. He'd made the classic Mason's mistake: falling too deeply into the role. Members of the Masons were meant to be the real thing, after all, but there was a price to be paid for imitating the original too closely. He only answered to the Maxwell name, now, as though he'd been born into the family.

“The Empire is weakening,” he said, walking the border between passion and insubordinate anger. “Only the Guilds are strong, and our dedication to a failing Empire is corrupting even us. The Consultants are rotting from the inside, and the Emperor is...not what he once was. We need to build ourselves, gather our strength, and cut the infection from the Empire so that we can be strong enough to face down the Elders once and for all.”

He was brash and entirely too passionate, but he was still young. Passion could be a virtue, if it were taken in moderation. More importantly, he was a fanatic. And he was scheduled for execution.

Yala crossed her arms behind her back. “You're thinking like the High Gardener,” she said. “Not a baby Mason. Only the Council decides which weeds should be pruned, and only the Gardeners do that work.”

To his credit, he didn't bristle at the embedded insult. He leaned forward, enthusiasm evident. “Bring me to the Garden. I have more skill than anyone else my age, and I could use it to bring real change to the Empire.”

He wasn't as skilled as he thought he was, but he was good. Good enough to train someone lesser than the Gardeners, at any rate. “You're far too old to change your profession now. There are twelve-year-olds in the Garden who could slit your throat before breakfast and forget about it by lunch.”

At that, he did react, clenching his fist by the side of his thigh. “Let me train them, then. I have military experience and Guild training. I could create an army just for us, dedicated to the betterment of the world.”

Yala leaned back, studying him. To think he would propose exactly what she intended for him—was it a coincidence, or had he anticipated her? “We would erase you. All your rights as a member of this Guild, your mission record, your financial accounts, everything. You would cease to become Rudeus of the Masons and would become Rudeus Maxwell in truth.”

His eyes widened as though he'd been handed everything he could ever ask for. “I'd be allowed to train my own operatives?”

“You wouldn't be allowed to do anything,” Yala said dryly. “Officially, I'd be executing you.”

What Maxwell didn't know, but the Council of Architects did, was that the Emperor was indeed weakening. No one knew why, but tasks that he had previously resolved from the comfort of his palace now required his personal attention. And problems that used to require his personal attention often went undone.

Yala foresaw a day when the Emperor wasn't around to protect the Consultants, and she was taking steps to ensure their prosperity. For the good of the Guild.

This experiment would cost her practically nothing. If he succeeded and brought them a new generation of soldiers, the Guild would be stronger. If he failed, there would be no way to prove his connection to the Consultants. Even a Reader wouldn't be able to dig it out, after his blacks were burned and his cover thoroughly established. They might figure out he wasn't the blood son of the Maxwells, but that wouldn't be incriminating—interbreeding and infidelity were facts of life among the Empire's heights. And if he accomplished his goal but drew too much attention to himself...well, the Gardeners could be sent to pluck one weed just as well as another.

To Yala, effective results were the highest of virtues.

She picked up a pair of scissors and shredded his file in front of him. “A ship leaves for the Capital at sunset. Unless you return successful, I expect never to hear your name again.”

present day

Estyr Six flew in low over the ocean, spray whipping into her face. She wasn’t used to taking the stealthy approach—her tactic of choice was usually flying in, laying waste to everything, and flying out. But she couldn’t afford to, not this time. Another life was at stake.

She kept the bulk of the Gray Island between her and the fleet of Navigator ships, letting the green canopy of the island shield her from view. Bastion’s Veil was gone completely; not even a cloud hung over the ancient home of the Consultants. Its absence was disturbing enough, but it revealed something even more ominous: the unmistakable signs of recent battle.

Bodies littered the beaches, still intact as though they’d been killed moments before. Dust still rose from the wreckage of the chapter house, and a few clumps of trees had been torn away to reveal buildings inside. She’d missed an open battle, and judging from the landscape and the whiffs of desperate Intent, it hadn’t gone well for the Consultants.

A brief impression on her mind was all that stopped her from flying up to the Navigator ships and sinking them one by one. Another Reader would have been hard-pressed to detect anything in the cloud of Intent that hung over the battle, but this particular Intent was familiar to her. She’d lived with it for over a thousand years, technically speaking.

Jorin Curse-breaker was somewhere on the Gray Island. She just had to figure out where.

She risked being spotted by gaining a little altitude, ignoring her Vessels as they nagged her to reduce the Navigators to splinters. Once she made it high enough, the signs were obvious.

A third of the island was black and blighted, trees withered and grass turned to ash. It looked as though a thousand alchemical bombs had gone off in the same place at once, and it felt like a cesspool of murder and hatred.

She’d seen Jorin draw his sword before.

Black ash stirred, as though something burrowed beneath the ground, and Estyr lowered herself to that spot. Seconds later, Jorin stumbled out, coughing and covered in black-and-gray grit. His hat and shadeglasses were missing, his coat so shredded that it barely hung on his shoulders. Most notably, his sword wasn’t at his side.

But he was alive, so the fight couldn’t have gone too badly.

She grinned at him as she alighted, serpentine skulls spinning around her head. “Isn’t it nice to get some exercise every now and then?”

He was still scraping grime from his eyes, but he waved her away with his other hand. “Spare me, would you? I can feel your smile, and it sickens me.”

She didn’t drop the smile, which he couldn’t see anyway, but she did turn to look over the blighted area of the island. “You didn’t do all this by yourself, did you?”

He coughed out a cloud of dust, blinking his eyes open as he did. “Found myself on the headsman’s end of my old sword. Can’t complain about that, I could have been dealt a worse hand, but it turns out that novice Emperor has some teeth on him. He found himself a real sword.”

The mention of Calder Marten stoked her anger, and she drifted a few feet higher. “I hope he’s enjoyed it, then. Because I’m sending it down to Kelarac.”

Show him why he isn’t fit for the crown, her Vessels begged. This time, she agreed. She’d stood aside for long enough, trying to let the world solve its own problems. The time had come to take the helm.

Just as she began to fly away, Jorin seized her ankle, jerking her to a halt. “Wait!” he cried, his voice dying into another series of hacking coughs.

Despite the complaint of her Vessels, she slowed to hover over him, waiting.

He mastered himself just enough to choke out two words, “Baldezar Kern.”

The name seemed familiar, but she couldn’t dredge up a face, so she kept waiting.

When he’d finished coughing, he squinted up at her. He must have recognized her incomprehension, because he pinched the bridge of his nose. “The Head of the Champion’s Guild, Estyr.”

She settled back to the ground. “What about him?”

“He joined Captain Marten, and not alone. He brought a few of his…pack. Open combat has always been your special suit, so I defer to your expertise, but I would highly advise the quiet path.”

That went a long way toward explaining why Jorin had lost a battle but kept his life. He would have withdrawn as soon as Champions took the field.

It wasn’t that Estyr doubted her ability to take this Guild Head—she was the strongest of the first-generation Champions, after all—but adding in a few more, alongside whatever else the Navigator’s Guild had in their holds…

It would be better to withdraw and gather her forces. No matter what the Cloudseeker Hydras urged her to do.

Jorin glanced around as though hoping to see someone else, squinting in the light. “Is Loreli chastising Alagaeus on the other side, then?”

Estyr barked a laugh. “Far from it. When I tracked her down, she’d already talked her assassin out of killing her and converted him to the Unknown God. I hear he’s a devout Luminian now.”

He brushed dust from his sleeves, turning his chin to avoid the ensuing cloud. “That’s a needle in my eye, then. Every time I think she’s fed herself to the Worm Lord, she makes it out better than I do. Even with her, we might be in a deep pit with no ladder. We need to finish this larval Emperor before he grows into something troublesome.”

Easy to say, but something else again to fight through the Champions and Guild Heads around him. “I don’t like our chances without a Mistress of the Mists.”

Jorin salvaged a pipe from the depths of his coat, sticking it in his mouth. “Without one?”

Estyr looked up, into the blue sky. “The weather’s a little clear. No Bastion’s Veil, no mist. No mist, no Mistress.”

He grinned around his pipe, holding his index finger in the air like a lecturer about to make a point. “Ah, there’s the heart of it. If my instincts can be trusted, the Veil was not lost. Merely…misplaced.”

“Good.” Estyr walked over to the edge of the charred clearing, gazing out of a gap in the trees. Navigator sails dotted the horizon. “The new Emperor might be too well-protected for an open attack. But that’s why you hire an assassin, isn’t it?”

Jorin fumbled with a match, trying to light his pipe. “Indeed. Of course, there’s always the possibility that my instincts are grubby little liars, and the Consultants have given up the game entirely. If that’s true, we might as well try to swim the Aion overnight.”

It could be so. The Consultants obviously hadn’t won this recent battle, but…as she stretched her mind out over the Gray Island, she didn’t get the sense that the game was over. All powerful Readers learned to trust their intuition to some degree, and hers was telling her that they still had cards to play.

This might be nothing more than wishful thinking, of course. But she didn’t think so.

“No,” she said. “I have a good feeling about this one.”
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The remnants of the Consultant’s Guild were packed aboard Bastion’s Shadow. The ship was a Navigator’s Vessel built for Consultant use, capable of traveling the Aion as well as any Navigator. It was built from seamless black wood, and an enormous Elder eye rested atop the mast. It swiveled from side to side as they drifted out of the harbor, scanning the horizon.

But Bastion’s Shadow was meant to depart in secrecy, under the cover of the Veil. Without the gray wall of cloud, it was exposed as soon as it set sail.

The Navigators approached like a pack of wolves converging on a lame deer, The Testament in the lead.

Shera leaned against the railing, watching. “You’ve been with Calder Marten all this time?”

Meia cleared her throat. “It seemed prudent. The Elders are moving, and Captain Marten convinced me that I could make the most difference fighting against them.”

“And Lucan?” Shera asked quietly.

The ice had steadily receded in the hour since the battle. Maybe it was Syphren’s sealing, or maybe she’d just run down. Now, she mostly felt tired.

Which was familiar enough.

“I saw it,” Meia said, equally quiet. She met Shera’s eyes, earnest. “Shera, it wasn’t Calder. He and Lucan were talking. They were close to an understanding. It was Jyrine, Calder’s…former wife.”

Shera nodded, weariness settling on her shoulders like a heavy cloak. Of course it was Jyrine Marten. Someone else she’d allowed to live.

So much grief in such a short time, all because of the one assignment she’d failed. Well, it didn’t look like she would get the chance to pluck that weed anytime soon.

The Navigators were closing in.

Of the three closest ships, one bore the green-veined sails of The Testament, with chains starting at the base of its hull and descending into the water, where Shera knew they attached to the wrists of a hulking Elder monstrosity. It was nothing more than a shadow under the waves now, like part of the boat.

The second was a rust-colored ship with bright red sails that trailed flames along the ocean’s surface. The golden lettering on its side said The Eternal, which Shera recognized as the vessel of the Navigator Guild Head.

The third ship was white and long, like hollowed-out bone, and it had a flame-eyed skull on the front that grinned at her. That one, she didn’t recognize.

On the deck of The Testament, a red-haired man stepped up and raised a cone to his mouth. It was a captain’s horn, an invested device made to carry a voice over long distances, and indeed Calder Marten’s words boomed out a moment later.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Consultant’s Guild, you may notice that we have you surrounded. We’re going to escort you back to the Capital, where⁠—”

He was interrupted by another voice, deeper and more menacing, that shouted out across the sea. “SURROUNDED!”

There was a long silence before Calder continued. “…where representatives of loyal Guilds will gather to determine your treatment. I can say that, if you cooperate, we would be delighted to have an organization with your expertise on the side of the Empire. We only wish for humankind to stand united, as the Elders wish to consume us all⁠—”

“CONSUME US ALL!” Something dark fluttered up onto the railing, and an indistinct figure ran across the deck chasing it.

Calder’s irritated muttering was audible even from the deck of the Shadow, but after another brief pause he picked up the horn again. “I assure you, we have only your best interests at heart.”

The deep voice laughed an Elder’s laugh, so alien and cruel that even Shera shuddered. “BEST INTERESTS.”

Somehow, that was the most menacing one of all.

A commotion arose from the deck around her, and Shera heard Yala’s voice rising above it, but she kept her attention fixed on Calder Marten. Somehow, the Navigator captain had actually managed to get himself installed as Emperor. Without the support of the Consultants, the three other Independent Guilds may be able to keep going—the wealth of the alchemists could create a popular appeal all its own—but it would take them years to recover.

How long would Calder last? Shera couldn’t imagine the Elders letting him live until the end of the year.

At least it was no longer her concern.

As the ships loomed closer, the commotion on deck gradually made its way over to her. It was Darius, breathing heavily inside his hood, voice excited. “Shera! I actually did it! Don’t ask me how, though. There’s something strange about these knives, it’s as though they were about to Awaken on their own. I barely had to do anything.”

Shera grabbed his arm, slowing him down, and got a closer look at what he was carrying in both hands.

It was longer than Syphren and smoother, but its blade was equally transparent. Instead of tiny hands, billowing silver-blue clouds pressed against the inside of the “glass,” rolling and shifting as though in the wind.

She seized the hilt, and a whole new awareness bloomed in her mind. This one wasn’t as hungry as Syphren, but…deeper, somehow. Older, broader. If Syphren was a thunderbolt, this was the wind.

With a silent prayer to the Luminian God—there were enough knights and Pilgrims onboard that He should be listening—she cast her Intent all around her.

Bastion’s Veil exploded into being, springing out from the blade, shrouding the ship in fog.

There were shouts from the other ships, but the captain of Bastion’s Shadow didn’t hesitate. They banked hard, sails unfurling.

Shera, meanwhile, was struggling not to pass out. The effort it had taken to hide the entire ship was staggering, and it was fortunate that the Veil seemed to be maintaining itself; if it took any more from her, she was afraid she’d start trying to drain the life from everyone else around whether Syphren was sealed or not.

There was a much bigger commotion on deck this time, including Meia shaking her arm and asking if she was all right, and Darius demanding that she not strain herself. She paid attention to none of it. She was unspeakably drained, more tired than she’d ever been in her life, and all she wanted to do was collapse.

After an agonizing twenty minutes, during which cannons fired blindly into the mist and crashed just short of the ship, the fight died down. The crew of the ship let out a muffled cheer, which earned them a shout to keep it down.

Finally, someone stomped over to Shera, grabbing her by the chin and raising her eyes. It was Yala.

“Was that you?” Yala demanded.

Shera couldn’t think of a response, so she just held up her new Vessel. Bastion, she supposed it should be called. Seemed to fit.

And Lucan would have named it.

Yala’s eyes narrowed, scrutinizing the cloud in the blade. Then she fell to one knee. “Guild Head,” she said.

Tired as she was, Shera couldn’t figure out what those words meant.

One by one, the Consultants dropped to a knee. “Guild Head,” they murmured. “Guild Head.”

Meia was the last, leaving Shera and a handful of confused Luminians as the only ones standing.

“Fascinating,” Darius said.

At last, Shera had kept her eyes open for long enough. Curling up on the hard wood of the deck, she finally let herself sleep.

THE END

of the Elder Empire, Second Shadow

Of Darkness and Dawn
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS



Am’haranai – The ancient order of spies and assassins that would eventually become the Consultant’s Guild. Some formal documents still refer to the Consultant’s Guild in this way.

Architect – One type of Consultant. The Architects mostly stay in one place, ruling over Guild business and deciding general strategy. They include alchemists, surgeons, Readers, strategists, and specialists of all types.

Awaken – A Reader can Awaken an object by bringing out its latent powers of Intent. An Awakened object is very powerful, but it gains a measure of self-awareness. Also, it can never be invested again.

Jarelys Teach, the Head of the Imperial Guard, carries an ancient executioner’s blade that has been Awakened. It now bears the power of all the lives it took, and is lethal even at a distance.

All Soulbound Vessels are Awakened.

Children of the Dead Mother – Elderspawn created by the power of Nakothi out of human corpses.

Consultant – A member of the Consultants Guild, also known as the Am’haranai. Mercenary spies and covert agents that specialize in gathering and manipulating information for their clients.

Consultants come in five basic varieties: Architects, Gardeners, Masons, Miners, and Shepherds.

For more, see the Guild Guide.

Dead Mother, The – See: Nakothi.

Elder – Any member of the various races that ruled the world in ancient days, keeping humanity as slaves. The most powerful among them are known as Great Elders, and their lesser are often called Elderspawn.

Gardener – One type of Consultant. The Gardeners kill people for hire.

Intent – The power of focused will that all humans possess. Whenever you use an object intentionally, for a specific purpose, you are investing your Intent into that object. The power of your Intent builds up in that object over time, making it better at a given task.

Every human being uses their Intent, but most people do so blindly; only Readers can sense what they’re doing.

See also: “Invest,” “Reader.”

Invest – Besides its usual financial implications, to “invest” means to imbue an object with one’s Intent. By intentionally using an object, you invest that object with a measure of your Intent, which makes it better at performing that specific task.

So a pair of scissors used by a barber every day for years become progressively better and better at cutting hair. After a few years, the scissors will cut cleanly through even the thickest strands of tangled hair, slicing through with practically no effort. A razor used by a serial killer will become more and more lethal with time. A razor used by a serial-killing barber will be very confused.

Kameira – A collective term for any natural creature with unexplainable powers. Cloudseeker Hydras can move objects without touching them, Windwatchers can change and detect air currents, and Deepstriders control water. There are many different types of Kameira…though, seemingly, not as many as in the past. The Guild of Greenwardens is dedicated to studying and restoring Kameira populations.

Humans can borrow the miraculous powers of Kameira by creating Vessels from their body parts, and then bonding with those Vessels to become Soulbound.

Mason – One type of Consultant. Masons are craftsmen and professionals in a particular trade, covertly sending back information to their Guild. There are Masons undercover in every industry and business throughout the Empire.

Miner – One type of Consultant. This secretive order is in charge of the Consultants’ vast library, sorting and disseminating information to serve the Guild’s various clients.

Nakothi, the Dead Mother – A Great Elder who died in the Aion Sea. Her power kills humans and remakes their bodies into hideous servants.

Navigator – A member of the Navigator’s Guild. The Navigators are the only ones capable of sailing the deadly Aion Sea, delivering goods and passengers from one continent to the other.

For more, see the Guild Guide.

Reader – A person who can read and manipulate the Intent of objects. Every human being invests their Intent subconsciously by using ordinary objects. However, Readers can do so with a greater degree of focus and clarity, thanks to their special senses.

Readers often receive visions of an object’s past.

Shepherd – One type of Consultant. The Shepherds are observers, thieves, and saboteurs that specialize in infiltrating a location and leaving unnoticed.

Soulbound – A human who can channel the power of an Elder or a Kameira. These powers are contained in a Vessel, which is bound to a person during the Awakening process. Soulbound are rare and powerful because they combine the focus of human Intent with the miraculous power of inhuman beings.

Bliss, the Guild Head of the Blackwatch, is a Soulbound with the Spear of Tharlos as her Vessel. Therefore, she can borrow the reality-warping powers of the Great Elder known as Tharlos, the Formless Legion.

A person becomes a Soulbound by having a personally significant object Awakened. If the object has a strong connection to an Elder or Kameira, and if it is significant enough, then it can become a Soulbound Vessel.

See also: Vessel.

Vessel – An Awakened object that becomes the source of a Soulbound’s power. Not all Awakened items become Soulbound Vessels, but all Vessels are Awakened.

In order to become a person’s Vessel, an item must fulfill two criteria: it must be personally linked to the individual, and it must be invested with the power of a Kameira or an Elder.

1.) Personal link: A ring that you bought at a pawnshop three weeks ago could not become your Soulbound Vessel. It has not absorbed enough of your Intent, it is not significant to you, and it is not bound to you in any way. A wedding ring that you’ve worn for fifteen years and is significant to you for some reason—perhaps you pried it off your spouse’s bloody corpse—could indeed become your Vessel, assuming it fulfills the second criteria as well.

2.) Power: A spear made of an Elder’s bone could allow one to use that Elder’s power of illusion and madness. If you bonded with a necklace of Deepstrider scales, you might be able to sense and control the ocean’s currents as that Kameira does.

See also: Soulbound.

Watchman – A member of the Blackwatch Guild.

For more, see the Guild Guide.


GUILD GUIDE



A brief guide to the Ten Imperial Guilds of the Aurelian Empire, written by a licensed Witness for your edification and betterment!

The Am’haranai: Commonly known as Consultants, the members of this mysterious brotherhood work behind the scenes for the good of the Empire…or for anyone with enough gold to pay them. Consultants are more than willing to provide strategic advice, tactical support, and information to the Empire’s rich and elite, so long as it doesn't destabilize the government they've worked so hard to build.

Believe it or not, the Am'haranai were the first Imperial Guild, having existed in one form or another since long before the birth of the Empire. The next time you walk by the local chapter house of the Consultants, know that you're in the presence of true Imperial History.

The Consultants' local Guild Representative would not give us a definitive response to the less savory rumors surrounding this particular Guild. Juicy speculation suggests that—for the right price—the Consultants will provide a number of darker services, including espionage, sabotage, and even assassination. We can neither confirm nor refute such rumors at this time.

Consultants in the field are known to refer to each other by code names, to conceal their true identities.

Shepherds are their expert scouts, trained to watch, remember, and report.

Architects are the leaders of the Am’haranai, and typically do not leave their island fortress. They’re the strategists, alchemists, tacticians, and Readers that make the work of the Consultants possible.

Masons are a truly terrifying order, though once again the Guild Representative put off most of my questions. They go undercover as everyday folk like you or me, living ordinary lives for months or years, and then providing information to their Architect leaders. Your best friend, your neighbor, that street alchemist across from your house…any of them could be a Mason secretly watching you!

Other, less credible reports suggest the existence of a fourth brand of Consultant: the Gardeners. The job of a Gardener is to “remove weeds.” They are the black operatives, the pure assassins, the knives in the dark.

The Guild Representative had this to say on the matter: “There is not now, and never has been, an order of the Am’haranai known as the Gardeners. That’s simple speculation based on our Guild crest, which is actually derived from our origin as humble farmers. Having said that, if you do have someone interfering with your business, it is possible that we could help you bring the situation to a satisfactory conclusion…for an appropriate level of compensation, of course.”

Since the Emperor’s death (may his soul fly free), I have no doubt that business has been very good indeed for this particular Guild.

Guild Head: The Council of Architects. No one knows much about the leadership of the Consultants, but it seems that the Architects collectively vote on Guild policy, coming to decisions through careful deliberation and long experience.

Crest: Gardening Shears

The Blackwatch:

Thanks to generations of legends and misinformation perpetuated by the Luminians, many of you have certain preconceived notions about the Blackwatch. They’re hated by many, feared by all, and I urge you not to heed the rumors. Every Watchman I’ve ever met has been professional, focused, and inquisitive--very few of them actually worship the Elders.

Let me put a few of your unfounded fears to rest: no, they do not eat human flesh for power. No, they do not conduct dark rituals involving blood sacrifice. No, they do not kidnap babies from their cradles.

Yes, they do use certain powers and techniques of the Elders. That’s no reason to treat them like cultists.

The Blackwatch was originally founded by the Emperor for two purposes: watching over the graves of the Great Elders, and studying the Elder Races to twist their great powers for the good of the Empire. It is thanks to the Blackwatch that Urg’Naut or the Dead Mother have not risen and devoured our living world.

Members of this Guild are known as Watchmen. They respond to calls for help and reports of Elder activity. Each Watchman carries seven long, black nails invested with the power to bind Lesser Elders for vivisection and study.

The goals of the Blackwatch often bring them into conflict with Knights and Pilgrims of the Luminian Order, who hunt down Lesser Elders with the goal of destroying them completely.

If the two would only work together, it’s possible that Aurelian lands would never be troubled by Elder attacks again.

Guild Head: The current head of the Blackwatch is a young-seeming woman known only as Bliss. Her origins are shrouded in mystery, though tenuous evidence suggests that she was born in a Kanatalia research facility.

Like every Blackwatch Head before her, she carries the Spear of Tharlos, a weapon supposedly carved from the bone of a Great Elder. I have never interviewed anyone who witnessed the Spear in battle and survived with their sanity intact.

Crest: the Elder’s Eyes (six eyes on a mass of tentacles)

The Champions:

I doubt there is a single child in any corner of the Aurelian Empire who does not know some story of the Champion’s Guild, but I will still labor to separate fact from romantic fiction.

The Champions as we know them today rose out of an old Izyrian tradition. In ancient days, before the Empire, the continent of Izyria was divided into a thousand clans. When two clans had a dispute, instead of going to war, they would send two representatives into a formal duel. The winner’s clan, of course, won the dispute. These clan champions were often Soulbound, strengthened by some secret alchemical technique, and highly skilled fighters.

When the Emperor (may his soul fly free) originally crossed the Aion Sea with the aim of enfolding Izyria into his fledgling Empire, he created his own collection of duelists to defeat the natives at their own cultural game.

Thus, the Champions were born.

Champions became, as we have all seen, the best fighters in the Empire. They singlehandedly quell rebellions, reinforce Imperial troops in the field, and put down dangerous Kameira. And sometimes, when the Empire still needed to fight its own duels, the existence of this Guild ensured that the Emperor never lost.

Since the death of the Emperor, this Guild has become—dare I say it—a dangerous liability. Each Champion has largely gone his or her own way. The Guild still trains initiates according to the old traditions, but it doesn’t have the organizational stability or control it once did.

Guild Head: Baldezar Kern, an undefeated duelist and the man who singlehandedly pacified the South Sea Revolutionary Army. Though he is known as a gentle man with an easy sense of humor, when he straps on his trademark horned helmet, he becomes a force of carnage on the battlefield like none I have ever seen. I had the opportunity to witness Kern on the warpath almost fifteen years ago, and the sight of this man in battle will haunt me until the day of my death.

Crest: the Golden Crown

The Consultants: See “The Am’haranai.”

The Greenwardens:

While the Greenwardens do protect us from wild Kameira and keep the Imperial Parks that we all know and enjoy, you may not be aware that they were originally intended to save the world.

The Guild of Greenwardens was founded at a time in our history when alchemy was first coming into its own, and we were afraid that a combination of alchemy, then-modern weaponry such as the cannon, and unregulated human Intent would tear the world apart.

Greenwardens were created to preserve Kameira, preventing us from driving them extinct, and to monitor and repair the effects of alchemical and gunpowder weapons on the environment. They each carry an Awakened talisman, which for some has become their Soulbound Vessel: a shining green jewel that they use to heal wounds and promote the growth of plants.

Guild Head: Tomas Stillwell is a practicing physician and a fully inducted Magister of the Vey Illai as well as the Guild Head of the Greenwardens, proving that no physical infirmity can prevent you from contributing to your Empire. Though he lost his legs in a childhood encounter with a wild Kameira, he never let that experience make him bitter. Instead, it drove him to study Kameira, their habits, and how they function. He is now one of the most famous natural scientists in the Empire, and he has done much to prevent the extinction of species such as the stormwing and the shadowrider.

Crest: the Emerald

The Imperial Guard:

I trust that all of you understand the purpose of the Imperial Guard: to protect the Emperor’s person, and to shield him from attack and unwanted attention. Some suggest that they failed, that the death of the Emperor proves that the Guard were unequal to their task.

I can assure you that this is not the case.

Through a secret alchemical process known only to the Guild of Alchemists, the Imperial Guard replaces some of their original body parts with those of Kameira. Some Guardsmen have patches of armored Nightwyrm hide grafted onto their skin, or their eyes substituted with those of a Cloud Eagle. The process is said to be long and unbearably painful, and it results in guardians with the appearance of monsters.

However, in the twelve hundred years that the Emperor reigned, not a single assassination attempt reached his person. We owe that fact solely to the power and extraordinary sensitivity of the Imperial Guard.

I know that many outside the Capital are wondering what the Guard are up to, now that they have no Emperor to guard. Well, in the words of their Guild Head, “We may no longer have an Emperor, but we have an Empire. That, we will preserve until the sun rises in the west.”

The resolve of a true patriot, gentle readers.

Guild Head: Jarelys Teach, a General in the Emperor’s military and Head of his Imperial Guard, does not at first strike you as an imposing woman. I have met her on many occasions, and found her to be singularly devoted to her job. Popular legend says that she swallowed the blood of a Nightwraith, thereby absorbing its powers, but that’s little more than speculation. It’s a matter of Imperial record that she carries Tyrfang, the Awakened blade used to execute the Emperor’s rivals over a thousand years ago.

Crest: the Aurelian Shield (a shield bearing the sun-and-moon symbol of the Aurelian Empire)

Kanatalia, the Guild of Alchemists:

As I write this guide, I sip a glass of enhanced wine that slowly shifts flavor from cherry to apple to lemon. A cart rumbles by my house, with a hawker loudly announcing his remedies for sale. A quicklamp provides my light, glowing a steady blue, never smoking or flickering like a candle.

Truly, one cannot escape the advances of alchemy in our modern society.

Though alchemists have existed since long before the Empire, Kanatalia is one of the more recent additions to the Ten Guilds. It was the first organization to unify the previously contentious brotherhood of alchemists, allowing them to collectively achieve what they never could separately.

Matches, quicklamps, potions, invested alloys, healing salves, enhanced soldiers, vaccines…practically every scientific advance in the past century, including the advance of science itself, can be traced back to Kanatalia’s door.

Just don’t ask too many questions. A true Kanatalian alchemist can be very protective of his secrets, and you might find yourself a drooling vegetable if you get on the wrong side of an experienced potion-maker.

Guild Head: Nathanael Bareius did not become one of the richest men in the Empire by relaxing on his inheritance. After receiving a substantial fortune from his late father, Lord Bareius went on to receive a full education at the Aurelian National Academy. He graduated as a licensed Imperial alchemist and a member of Kanatalia. At that point, he wagered all of his capital on a single risky investment: alchemy. He opened his vaults, spending every bit he had to make sure that every corner and crevice of the Empire had a licensed Kanatalian alchemist there to provide illumination, potions, medical care, and Guild-approved recreational substances.

Lord Bareius has personally earned back triple his initial investment over the past ten years, and is now poised as the most prominent leader in the Capital. Even more significantly, he seems to have won the battle of public opinion—I haven’t seen a street in the Capital unlit by alchemical lanterns, and no one has died of dysentery or plague since before the Emperor’s death. No matter what you think of his politics, Nathanael Bareius has made great strides in moving our Empire forward into this new century.

Crest: the Bottled Flame

The Luminian Order:

Ah, the Luminians. A more versatile Guild you won’t find anywhere: they’re responsible for building cathedrals, policing Imperial roads, hunting down Elders, and generally acting heroic.

Luminian Knights, the martial arm of the Order, march around in their powerfully invested steel armor, fighting deadly monsters chest-to-chest. Their swords are bound with light so they reflect the sun even in the dead of night, burning through creatures of darkness.

The trademark representatives of the Luminian Order are Pilgrims, humble wanderers in simple robes. They are each Readers—some of them Soulbound—charged to remove harmful Intent and the maddening influence of the Elders.

The Luminian Order and the Blackwatch have each held a knife to the other’s back for hundreds of years, arguing over the best way to protect the populace, to prevent the rise of the Great Elders, and to keep the Empire whole. Perhaps if one of them would learn to compromise, we would all feel safer after midnight.

Guild Head: Father Jameson Allbright is an old man, but his vigilance has never dimmed in the fight against darkness. He is one of the oldest Soulbound on record, wielding his shining Vessel to bring the purifying light to Elder worshipers and malicious Readers alike.

Crest: the White Sun (usually on a red banner)

The Magisters:

Magisters are the most accomplished and educated Readers in the world. You probably grew up with a local Reader, who invested your knives and cleansed your graveyard of harmful Intent. Most small-town Readers are powerful and possibly even quite skilled.

But they aren’t Magisters.

A Magister is a Reader who has received an extensive education inside the Vey Illai, an extensive forest in the Aurelian heartland, inside what was once the original Imperial Academy. They can use their Intent with a degree of focus, subtlety, and precision that an ordinary Reader could barely comprehend.

Magisters are in charge of regulating Readers and the use of human Intent, in much the same way that a father is in charge of preventing his children from misbehaving.

It’s impossible for all Readers to study at the Vey Illai and become Magisters, because there are too many people with a talent for Reading. And of course everyone invests their Intent into objects, to one degree or another.

But the best and most powerful are called Magisters.

Guild Head: Professor Mekendi Maxeus, one of the most distinguished researchers at the Aurelian National Academy, retired from his lecture tour to the “relaxing” position as head of one of the largest Imperial Guilds. He isn’t seen outside much these days, having received several disfiguring facial scars in the Inheritance Conflict five years ago, but he still lends his overwhelming power of Intent to the construction of new public monuments in the Capital. He carries a black staff, and I have personally witnessed him use it to blast a collapsed building off a pair of trapped children. I have met few heroes in my career, but this man is among them.

Crest: the Open Book

The Navigators:

When I call the Navigators a Guild, I use the term loosely.

Navigators are the only sailors who can cross the deadly, shifting ocean at the heart of our Empire: the Aion Sea. We therefore rely on them for communication, trade, exploration, and transport between the eastern continent of Aurelia and the western continent, Izyria.

It’s too bad that they’re the most shifty and unreliable collection of pirates, confidence artists, mercenaries, and outright criminals the Empire has ever seen.

No one knows how they cross the Aion, with its hundreds of deadly Kameira, its disappearing islands, its unpredictable weather, and its host of lurking Elders, but anyone else who sails far enough out into the ocean either vanishes or returns insane.

The best way to recognize a real Navigator from a faker is to ask to see their Guild license, which is unmistakable and cannot be reproduced. Unfortunately, that only tells you which sailor is truly able to cross the Aion: not whether he can be trusted.

Guild Head: Captain Cheska Bennett is one of the few reliable Navigators left in this world. She owns The Eternal, a most striking ship with billowing red sails and a wake that trails flame. She commands truly shocking prices for her services, but if you hire her, you can be certain that every splinter of your cargo will remain secure between one continent and the other.

Crest: the Navigator’s Wheel (a ship’s wheel with a single eye at the center)

The Witnesses:

I am proud to count myself among the honorable Guild of Witnesses, the final entry on this written tour of Imperial history. Witnesses are the official record-keepers of the Empire, having chronicled the entirety of the Empire’s history since our inception. We also observe momentous events, record battles, produce educational reading materials for the general public, and notarize official documents.

As Sadesthenes once said, “The Witnesses are the grease that allow the wheels of Empire to turn.”

Generally speaking, Witnesses travel in pairs:

As a Chronicler, I am a Reader with the ability to store my memories inside a special alchemically created candle. I burn the candle while I write, and as the memories flow out, I can record my thoughts without any margin of error even years after the events I have witnessed.

Always, I am accompanied by my Silent One, a trained warrior and my bodyguard. Silent Ones bind their mouths to symbolize their inability to betray secret or sensitive events, but contrary to popular belief, we do not remove their tongues. We’re not barbarians. They are capable of speech, they are simply discouraged from speaking in the presence of outsiders.

Guild Head: The Heads of my own Guild are the twin sisters Azea and Calazan Farstrider, natives of exotic Izyria. Though they are young, having risen to prominence after the Emperor’s untimely demise, I have never met anyone so dedicated to accuracy and neutrality. Azea works as a Chronicler, and Calazan as her attendant Silent One, though I can personally confirm that either sister can perform either role. Azea is a remarkable fighter in her own right, and Calazan a skilled Reader and clerk.

Crest: the Quill and Candle
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