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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The great redwood loomed above the village, forcing Seba to crane his neck just to make out the upper branches. The Watcher, the elders of Arbasten called it. It was a monster of a tree, standing over two hundred feet tall and so thick it took ten men standing arm in arm to complete a circle around the massive trunk. Seba had never seen another of its like, though old Orla claimed these giants had once grown throughout the Cascades.

      Seba had his doubts about that. It was at least twice the size of its closest relatives in the surrounding forest, where he spent his days digging ditches for the lumber camp. It was a thankless and inglorious task, one awarded to him for the shame of failing the first of the Trials. Sister Jane said he asked too many questions. A simple fisherman should know his place, but he couldn’t help it—her lessons had never made much sense to him. Why did Arbasten ship all its fish and lumber off to the capital, only to receive half-rotten wheat and barley in return.

      Unfortunately, it was questions like that which had condemned him to latrine duty, instead of joining his father’s fishing fleet.

      However, none of that mattered as Seba grasped the first rung bolted into The Watcher and started to climb. Today, he and the other youth of the village had been released from their duties to await the arrival of a Warden—the representative of the Magisterium who would stand in judgement for their second Trial.

      Under normal circumstances, the Trials were completed in a single day. However, six months ago all Wardens in the Cascades had been recalled to the capital. The Magisterium hadn’t offered any explanation, but there were rumours of an attack by the enemy. Either way, Seba and his classmates had been left to wait for their second Trial.

      The climb wasn’t difficult—Seba had spent much of his life on a ship and was used to climbing the rigging—but it still took a good five minutes for him to reach the crow’s nest built into the canopy. By then, his brow was beaded with sweat and his clothes stuck to his skin.

      Thankfully, the breeze was cool and he spread his arms to embrace it. Below, silence clung to the village as the dawn’s light slowly spread across the harbour. Standing so far above the world, he could almost imagine himself free from his burdens; the weight of his father’s disappointment, his dread of the second Trial. It was said that a Warden could read a man’s heart. Surely the hero would look upon Seba and know his heart was true—that all he’d ever wanted was a better world.

      Beyond the bay, mist still churned about the fiords, but as the light grew, the white cloud burned away, revealing calm waters below…

      There!

      Seba’s heart pulsed as he glimpsed the flicker of white cloth emerging from the mists. A ship flying the flag of the Magisterium. He struggled to swallow the lump that lodged in his throat. In an instant, all his doubt and worries returned. What if the Warden didn’t see the good in his heart? What if he really was the miscreant Sister Jane had named him?

      For a long time, he stood in the crow’s nest, watching the ship’s approach. It was a while before those below took notice, but eventually the cry went out. From so high above, his fellow villagers looked more like insects than people as they emerged from their flats and made their way to the docks. Even his father’s men momentarily stopped their work to watch the vessel’s approach.

      The long black hull of the galley cut the water, great oars dipping in perfect uniform to propel it towards the town. Such was its speed, it left white water in its wake, while above a single sail billowed in the morning breeze. The prow was carved in the shape of a lion’s head, jaws bared and bronze teeth gleaming in the rising sun.

      As it neared, Seba strained for a glimpse of the Warden, but the man must have remained in his cabin, for he caught no sight of the distinctive black armour.

      Finally, somewhere behind Seba a bell began to toll—the silver tower of the colonnade calling Arbasten’s students to be judged.

      With an effort, Seba shook off his fear. Casting one last glance at the ship, he turned his back on the harbour and moved to the ladder. As he started down, he found his nerves had evaporated like the morning mists. The time had finally come; all that remained was to face this final trial with his head held high. For better or worse, his fate would be decided this day.

      He descended quickly, his mind on Sister Jane and the coming Trial—and so he didn’t notice the second, smaller sail that appeared on the horizon, following in the silver wake of the Magisterium’s galley.
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        * * *

      

      Seba was one of the last to arrive, beating only Samson and Sister Jane herself. By then, the classroom was a cacophony of noise as the former students gathered to discuss the approaching ship. Despite the prior warning, the Warden’s arrival was still the most exciting event of the year in their remote little village.

      Seba wished he could share their excitement, but the others had far less reason to be nervous. They had passed the first Trial, and today, beneath the gaze of a legendary Warden, they would finally become full citizens of Fresia. For them, this Trial was merely a formality.

      Not for Seba. This was his last chance to prove himself worthy of that same right—or face a lifetime digging trenches for other men’s waste. He shifted in his seat, feeling decidedly uncomfortable at his old desk. Taking after his father, he had always been large, but after six months of hard labour he now outright loomed over the room. He caught more than a few of his former classmates casting him looks out of the corners of their eyes.

      Steadfastly ignoring them, Seba kept his own gaze on the door. Sister Jane and the last of his classmates had now arrived. Soon, the Warden and his soldiers would appear…

      Abruptly, the voices in the classroom quieted as the door swung open. Even Sister Jane froze, quill outstretched, a drop of ink slowly forming at its point before dripping onto the parchment in front of her.

      A pair of Fresian soldiers shouldered their way into the classroom, lugging a heavy chest between them. Without a word, they marched down the row of desks to the sister’s desk, where they set down the chest atop her papers. Several pencils went crack as they were caught beneath its weight.

      The silence was absolute, every eye in the room now on the chest. It was made from a strange black material, with silver and gold wires forming strange patterns on its exterior. A heavy iron latch held the lid closed, but Seba knew what was inside.

      Agimet. The forbidden crystal of the enemy.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      The soldiers stood to attention as a set of heavy footsteps sounded on the wooden steps outside. Seba’s skin crawled as a shadow filled the doorway. Three glowing crystals lit up the newcomer’s chest as he crossed the threshold into the classroom, their light rippling on dark metal armour.

      The Warden had arrived.

      Clad all in black steel and wielding the crystals of the enemy, he advanced down the rows of desks. The floor creaked beneath his weight, as though the world itself struggled to support his presence—though a part of Seba was surprised to realise the Warden was at least a foot shorter than his own seven feet.

      The black-garbed warrior said nothing as he reached the front of the room. His armour rippled in the strange light, seeming almost more liquid than solid. Seba watched the man with a mixture of awe and expectation. He had seen strong men working in the lumber camp, and others who worked the nets with his father. Powerful men who could fell a tree with three swings of an axe or lift a water barrel over their heads in a single motion.

      But this man was more than just strong. His presence set something tingling in the back of Seba’s skull, like an old instinct from a time when creatures had stalked humanity in its infancy. An instinct that screamed danger!

      This man was a killer.

      The thump of footsteps came to a halt as the Warden reached the sister’s desk. She inclined her head, but the Warden didn’t so much as acknowledge her presence. Instead, he touched his gauntlet to the chest. With an audible clunk, the iron latch snapped open. Hinges squealed in protest as he lifted the lid.

      Bright light spilled from within, filling the room. Whispers spread through the classroom as the former students craned their heads, straining for a glimpse of the terrible object within.

      The Warden said nothing, though his black gaze turned to the sister in expectation.

      “Very well, children,” Sister Jane murmured to the class. They were hardly children at this point, but until they completed this Trial, they technically could not be deemed adults by the Magisterium.  “Let us be quick, so the good Warden may continue on his way. Who would like to be first?”

      Around Seba, the other students exchanged glances. To his surprise, there was a hint of nerves in their eyes now. The test might be simple, but it required them to hold a piece of agimet—the most forbidden substance in all of Fresia. Its peril had been hammered into them their entire lives, again and again, until it became a taboo just to think about the evil crystal. It would reveal whether one of the Elysian hid amongst them, but the thought of breaking that taboo…

      The moment stretched out and still no one moved. From behind his dark visor, the Warden surveyed the class and Seba felt the man’s disappointment. No wonder their tiny village had never produced a Warden—they were cowards, all of them.

      Filled with shame, Seba found himself stumbling to his feet. A little gasp came from those nearest to him, but he kept his gaze firmly on the front of the class—where the Warden’s attention had now fixed on him. Suppressing a tremor, he stumbled forward, heart suddenly thundering in his ears.

      To his pride, his knees didn’t shake as he strode past the rows of desks, and as he reached the front of the class, he even found the courage to meet the Warden’s iron gaze. Even this close, he saw only shadows behind the black visor. A shiver crossed his soul, and despite the desperation to prove his worth, he quickly looked away. There was something unnerving about that gaze, as though this was not a person at all, but the physical embodiment of the Magisterium’s power.

      Seba turned instead to the strange chest—and got his first glance of its contents. A single crystal the size of his fist rested inside. He’d expected its light to be dim and sickly, befitting its evil. Instead, the crystal shone at once with a pure white, and all the colours of the rainbow.

      “Get on with it,” the growl of the Warden surprised Seba. He flinched at the way it echoed from inside the visor, though the tone was impatient, almost bored. “This is not the only village I must visit today.”

      His mouth parched with fear, Seba managed a nod.

      You have nothing to fear, he reminded himself. This test would reveal the Elysian amongst them—and he was no monster.

      His whole body shook as he held his breath and reached down…

      …the moment he grasped the crystal, Seba knew something had gone wrong. It felt like he’d grasped one of the electrical eels his father’s sailors sometimes pulled from their nets. His entire body tensed as a bolt of energy rippled through him, and gasping, he stumbled back from the chest. Unfortunately, his hand remained clenched around the crystal and its light spilled between his fingers…

      Shrrrkkkk!

      Seba gasped as a sound like a thousand nails on Sister Jane’s chalkboard assaulted his senses. He clapped his hands over his ears, but it did no good—especially with the crystal still clutched in one hand. Panicked, he swung on his fellow students. Light spilled across the room, reflecting the fear in their eyes.

      Suddenly, the screeching resolved into voices.

      He’s one of them!

      Monster!

      Damn this sheath...always sticks!

      Elysian!

      Go, go, go!

      He swung around at the cries, expecting to find an Elysian about to launch itself at him. Instead, there was only the soldiers as they fumbled for their blades and the Warden…

      Fear chilled Seba’s blood as he watched the black sword form in the Warden’s outstretched hand.

      What is it? he gasped. What’s happening to me!

      The question formed in his mind as he stumbled back from them. Strangely, they seemed to give the man pause, even as Seba shrank from the black weapon.

      “Great,” the Warden muttered with a shake of his head. “Finally get an Elysian, and it’s a Caller.”

      He brought his blade up once more.

      “What?” Seba cried, finally managing to regain control of his mouth.

      But the time for words had apparently passed as the Warden raised his sword high. Crying out, Seba threw up his hand as the blade plunged for his chest⁠—

      Clang!

      A blade of silver leapt between them, deflecting the blow. A crash came from the floorboards as the black blade tore into the ground at Seba’s feet. Yelping, he leapt backwards. Chunks of wood—suddenly soft and rotten—tumbled across the room as the Warden tore his blade free and spun.

      The silver blade hung suspended in the air between them. Seba stared at it, trying to understand where it had come from. With a hiss of steel cutting air, it spun back across the room to land in the hands of a young woman.

      A young woman whose eyes blazed with the cursed light of the Elysian.

      “Phew,” she panted as the sword settled in her hand. “Sorry I’m late. I have no idea how you’re meant to land those boat things you have out there.”

      “Heretic!” The word hissed from the Warden’s helmet like an accusation.

      “That’s me,” the woman replied as she rolled her shoulders, slipping into a fighting stance. A grin twisted her lips. “Come on then, how about you take on someone your own size?” There was a pause as her eyes flickered to Seba, seeming to size up the fact he stood a foot taller than the Warden. “Well, ah, you know what I mean…”
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      “Come on then, how about you take on someone your own size…” Kaila paused when she noticed how the recently awakened Elysian loomed over the Warden. “Well, ah, you know what I mean…”

      Unfortunately for the kid, size meant little when facing a literal monster trained for years to hunt and kill his kind, and he was definitely on the backfoot in this encounter.

      The pair stared at her for a full second. The boy wore a look of utter shock, while the Warden’s armour concealed his true emotions. She’d been trailing the man for over a month—ever since she’d picked up word that a Warden had returned to the Cascades to perform the Trials that had fallen by the wayside since Rohan had called the bulk of the order to the capital.

      This was the first time the bullies had actually found an Elysian, however—and she had almost arrived too late. At first, she’d smuggled herself onboard their ship, disguising herself as one of the crew with a simple Weaving. Unfortunately, coming from a town in the middle of the mountains, Kaila knew nothing about ships or how to sail them. It had only taken a few days to blow her cover. The irate captain had dumped her at the next town. Something about the knot she’d used to tie the ship to the docks almost sinking them?

      Regardless, she’d been forced to commandeer a skiff of her own to continue the pursuit. While she had no idea how to work the sails, she did have magic, which was in many parts better…

      …except as they continued around the peninsula, the further they travelled from the nexus in Ar’imes—leaving Kaila without a way to recharge her agimet. She could still feel a whisp of atar at the edge of her senses, but it took a concerted effort to gather it into her crystals—most of the night, in fact.

      Today, she had drained a crystal just trying to keep up with the Warden’s ship. Hopefully, her two remaining crystals would be enough to deal with him. Thankfully, she also had another weapon now.

      Roaring, the Warden charged and sparks flashed as their blades met in a flurry of blows. A normal sword could not withstand a Warden’s power—just as the floorboards had rotted away, regular iron rusted and broke when it met the black metal of a Warden’s sword.

      Kaila’s weapon, however, was anything but ordinary.

      She now wielded the Aegis, an ancient device created by T’iana, First Matron by the Magisterium. When Kaila had first seen the device, it had been a bracelet of silver and gold, embedded with a dozen shimmering gems of agimet.

      But in her hands, the device had…changed. Silver and gold flowed like the armour of a Warden, changing its shape at will. With a thought, it formed the blade of silver steel she held now, the shimmering gemstones forming its hilt. Unlike a regular weapon, it withstood the Warden’s attack without so much as a dent on its shining surface.

      It evened their contest, but the man himself was still powerful. Standing almost a foot over Kaila, he forced her steadily backwards with his blows, while the pair of soldiers edged forwards, seeking to cut off her retreat.

      She narrowed her eyes. Facing a Warden was challenge enough without them getting involved. Power blazed through her veins as she drew atar from the crystal in her hand. Her vision flickered, a thousand stars overlaying the world. Soullights.

      The Warden growled as her eyes brightened, pressing the attack. With a thought, the Aegis changed, becoming a gleaming shield as Kaila went on the defence. Crouching behind it, she absorbed the Warden’s assault while she sent two threads of power spinning towards the soldiers.

      Months had passed since the terrible day in Soul Square. That day still weighed on her soul. In her grief and desperation, she had used the Gift of a Psionic to force all of her pain and anger and hatred upon the people of Tah’raus.

      And they had slaughtered one another because of it.

      Kaila hadn’t understood what she could do until that moment. Her power wasn’t just of a Mover—or any other one Gift. She could copy the power of any Elysian—so long as she understood it.

      She ached with the knowledge of what she’d done that day, but she had learnt her lesson. Afterwards, she had sworn a vow. She would no longer fight for herself. For the pain and injustices she had suffered. From that day and every day after, Kaila Dwyn had fought to help others. People like her, young Elysian who didn’t even know what they were yet, who couldn’t understand the strange power inside them or why the Magisterium would wish them harm.

      Theron didn’t agree. But Theron was no longer her concern. He and Jenna could fight for the throne and who ruled this sorry kingdom.

      Kaila Dwyn would fight for the people.

      This would be the sixth Trial she had interrupted since leaving the capital. Five Wardens dead by her hand—and five Elysian who would live to discover the joy and horror of their Gift. Who wouldn’t be forced to fight and kill just to live. Who wouldn’t become like her, consumed by rage and hatred.

      Today, hopefully, would be her sixth.

      A tingling spread through her soul as she connected to the soullights of the soldiers. Keeping her intentions clear, she sent a mental push through that connection—and the pair hurtled backwards. They made heavy thumps as they struck the walls and collapsed to the ground.

      Behind you!

      Kaila reacted instantly, spinning and hurling up her shield. The Warden had used her distraction to flank her and she barely deflected the black blade in time to prevent it from separating her head from her shoulders. Even so, her knees buckled beneath the sheer force of the blow and the shield was bunted backwards, the rim striking her forehead with a crack.

      She gasped as stars burst across her eyes. Instinctively, she drew more atar from her crystal, channelling it into the Gift of a Bruiser she had copied from Garret before his death. Strength rushed through her body, clearing the momentary drowsiness. Surging upwards, she thrust out with her shield.

      The speed of her recovery caught the Warden off-guard and he took the rim of her shield on his chin. The blow sent him reeling, black blade swinging wildly, cleaving the Sister’s desk in two. It collapsed in a pile of rust and rotten wood.

      Kaila used the space afforded by the Warden’s unbalance to shift the Aegis again. The silver blade reappeared in her hand and she dropped into the fighting stance her father had taught her all those years ago.

      You’re improving. Soon you’ll be ready to face him.

      A shiver ran down Kaila’s spine. There was another reason she’d left Tah’raus. Rohan Frye. The new king of Fresia—the monster borne of her hatred. She could run all she liked, but in her heart, Kaila knew she would have to confront him eventually. Her former lover-turned mortal enemy wielded the other half of the Aegis—and was terrorising the capital in his desperation to expunge the last of the Elysian from existence.

      He was her responsibility. She had turned him into the hate-filled creature he was today. More than that, they were connected. By the Aegis they shared, by their past, by the vows they had sworn. Even in her dreams, each night she found herself facing him again atop the great dome of the Sanctum.

      It was destiny—and yet, she couldn’t face him. Not yet. Every time she tried, her soul tore.

      And so she had run instead.

      For one to live, the other must die.

      Kaila forced the voice away and focused on the task at hand. The Warden had recovered, but he took a more cautious approach now his allies had fallen. She allowed herself a smirk. Cowards, all of them these Wardens; unused to prey actually putting up a fight. Most of the Elysian discovered during the Trials didn’t even know what they were until they picked up the agimet. Like her once upon a time, they thought themselves ordinary citizens of Fresia. They had no idea what lay inside them, the magic waiting to be awoken.

      Easy pickings for a trained soldier encased in black steel. Even Elysian with a fully developed Gift would rather flee than exchange blows with a Warden. That armour was more than just show—it also protected them from most of the Elysian Gifts.

      But Kaila was something else entirely. She doubted there was a single Warden in the kingdom that hadn’t heard her name by now. They had even given her a nickname.

      “Heretic,” the Warden spat as they circled one another. To his credit, she detected no fear in his voice. “Today, the Nameless will finally draw you into his embrace.”

      Cold laughter rasped from Kaila’s lips. Despite her outward confidence, she kept on alert. The Warden hadn’t used a Gift yet. Most of those she’d encountered these last few months hadn’t, actually. She suspected Rohan was sending those without combat ready Gifts to complete the Trials—maintaining his more powerful Wardens in the city. However, with the crystals on the Warden’s chest still fully charged, she couldn’t dismiss the possibility altogether. Especially with her own supply of atar dwindling quickly.

      She stalked towards him, blade held casually at her side. It was an invitation, an opening he could exploit—if he was fast enough. True to the boisterous nature of his order, the man took it, launching himself at her with all the power behind that dark armour.

      Her own blade came up in response, but rather than deflect his blow, its silver edge slid along the length of the Warden’s black blade, even as she twisted. Pain slashed across her collarbone as the Warden’s weapon came within a hair’s breadth of severing her windpipe. She hissed as the atar was drawn forcibly from her body and a terrible burning filled her veins. The kiss of a Warden’s armour, they called it. The black steel could drain the atar and life from an Elysian within minutes, if one fell into their grasp.

      Thankfully, the blade only nicked Kaila—while his recklessness granted her an opening granted to strike. The black armour offered no resistance against the silver point of her sword as she thrust beneath the Warden’s guard, piercing beneath his armpit and deep into his chest, cleaving the heart.

      The battle came to an abrupt halt, as for a moment, they both stood amidst the broken desks of the classroom. Kaila panted, trembling as she struggled to throw off the kiss of the Warden’s blade. Her enemy frozen, arm extended…

      A hiss rasped from the black helm as his head slumped, followed by a clunk as the blade slipped from his fingers to strike the floorboards. He toppled sideways with a crash.

      That was well done, child.

      Kaila swallowed as the voice whispered in the back of her mind. Oberon. When she’d first heard his voice back in Tah’raus, she’d thought she was going mad. The ancient king of the Elysian, ruler of the lost city of Iselador…and the imaginary voice that had appeared in her head when she’d first taken up the Aegis.

      But it wasn’t Kaila’s first encounter with the legendary figure. Several times at the point of death, she had encountered his spirit in the place between this world and the next. Over the past few months, he had explained how he and T’iana had first created the Aegis—and how its presence bound his spirit to this world. It had even given him glimpses of its wielders; kings and Matrons that had come before Kaila.

      But he had never been able to communicate with them. Not until Kaila. Because his blood ran in her veins—the blood of the first Warden.

      Oberon.

      Still struggling to recover her breath, Kaila stared down at her opponent. Another Warden dead. A piece of her ached at the knowledge. They were her enemy, yes, but they were also kin. The children of Oberon. The ancient king had revealed how the Magisterium used the Aegis—the one held by the king—to control their kind. Its wielder held control over those in the black armour. They were just as much slaves to the will of the king as Kaila had been to the Matron as a Daughter.

      She still didn’t know where in her line that connection came from. Her father had been a regular man, strong and courageous, but human. He’d never shown any kind of power in the Trials. Her mother, however, was an unknown. Her parents had met in the eastern wastelands where the Magisterium waged an endless war⁠—

      Thump!

      Kaila spun as the sound of tearing floorboards came from behind her—only to lower her blade when she found the Elysian from the trial trying to sneak away. Unfortunately, half the floor had been rotted away by the Wardens blade and he’d crashed right through one of the floorboards. In a panic, he struggled to free himself as she approached and extended her hand.

      “You…you…” Eyes wide, he looked from Kaila’s hand to her face. “You’re…you’re one of them.”

      Kaila arched an eyebrow. “Pot calling the kettle black much?”

      The Elysian’s eyes widened, before shifting to the crystal he still held in his hand. “I’m…” She watched as disbelief slowly shifted to realisation. “I’m…Elysian. How is that possible?”

      “Happens more than you’d think,” Kaila grunted. “Now, are you going to take my hand or stay trapped in the floor until the rest of the village come to find out what the commotion was all about?”

      The young Elysian swallowed. Fear shone from his eyes along with the atar, but he took her offered hand. He was big—bigger than the Warden had been—and she had to draw on her Bruiser’s Gift briefly to pull him out. His eyes widened as she lifted him with one hand. As she set him on the floor, however, events finally seemed to catch up with him.

      “What have you done?” he whispered, gaze lingering on the dead Warden.

      “Saved your life,” Kaila replied.

      “You killed a Warden!”

      “It was him or us, kid.”

      “But they’re heroes.”

      Kaila shrugged. She had heard much the same from the other Elysian she’d rescued. She probably would have been the same, had Theron killed a Warden in front of her that first day. It didn’t change anything, however, so she turned to go.

      “Wait! Where are you going?”

      “Generally it’s best not to stick around at the scene of a crime.”

      “But what about me?”

      Kaila arched an eyebrow. “A second ago you were accusing me of murder.”

      The young man’s face was pale as he looked from the body to the crystal in his hand. “It’s true, isn’t it? I’m one of them.” He looked at her again. “What am I going to do?”

      Kaila suppressed a sigh. Digging into her pocket, she pulled out a bronze coin and offered it to the boy. “Here, take this to Ar’imes,” she said. It was the largest city in the Cascades. “In the central plaza, there’ll be a man selling kebabs. Offer him the coin and he’ll help you.”

      “Help me how?” the boy asked as he took the coin.

      “Start a new life. Learn to control your Gift.”

      He swallowed. “What about you? I don’t even know your name.”

      Kaila smiled. “Probably best it stays that way.” She clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Welcome to the resistance, kid. Try not to get yourself killed in your first month.”

      With that, she strode to the window and dropped into the garden without a backwards glance.
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      Theron sat hunched over his desk, lamplight flickering on the crumpled reports set before him. His bronze right hand held the page he was reading steady, while the fingers of his good hand tapped idly against the rim of his glass. It made for grim reading.

      A force of resistance fighters crushed in the south trying to take a shipment of grain.

      Another ship taken, its sailors drowned by Magisterium soldiers.

      Even in Tah’raus, their strongest foothold, they’d lost another safehouse in a raid. A dozen Elysian dead.

      Each report was more disheartening than the last. All across the kingdom, the Magisterium was ramping up the pressure, clawing back the tiny victories the Elysian had enjoyed under Ambrose’s leadership. Even the Trials had resumed—albeit with less Wardens available for the hunt.

      There was no denying it anymore. The Magisterium were winning, and Theron had no idea how to stop them. He might have stepped into the void left by Ambrose’s absence, but he was a poor replacement for the tailor.

      Worst, they still had no idea whether the man was alive or dead. It had been weeks since Ambrose’s capture, and there hadn’t been so much as a whisper. If he’d broken, there was no sign of it anywhere. It hardly mattered now—they’d abandoned all parts of the organisation tied to the tailor anyway—but it was galling, not knowing what had happened to his friend, whether he’d perished or was still locked away in a dark cell. Theron could only pray to the fickle Trickster it was the former.

      Letting out a sigh, he leaned back in his chair and removed the bronze hand. The heavy metal rubbed against his flesh, but it made the missing limb at least partially useful. It still ached sometimes, a phantom reminder of the man who’d taken it from him.

      Rohan Frye.

      Jenna’s murderous brother and the new Fresian king. The kid wasn’t wasting any time proving all those who’d come before him had been playing with kid’s gloves when it came to the Elysian. Jenna as Matron had kept the Wardens on a tight leash, but Rohan had set them loose upon the populace. They now patrolled the streets in force, breaking down doors and dragging off anyone who dared disobey their orders.

      Most taken didn’t have anything to do with the Elysian, but that hardly seemed to matter to the Wardens. They wanted the population afraid, too fearful to stand up for their neighbours lest they become the next to be accused of sedition.

      And all of it in the guise of hunting the Heretic who had perpetrated the slaughter in Soul Square.

      Kaila wasn’t even in the city.

      Theron clenched his fists, the familiar anger bubbling up within. He’d begged her to stay, to help them fight. With her power and the Aegis, together, they might have actually stood a chance of winning this battle.

      I won’t be your weapon, Theron. I’m sorry.

      He closed his eyes, remembering the look on her face, the realisation in her eyes when she’d seen him with Jenna. Yes, he could understand why she’d left, but that didn’t lessen the hurt. This city, her people, they needed her. He needed her—and she had abandoned them.

      Now Rohan’s brutal grip on the city was slowly suffocating the movement Ambrose had worked so hard to build. Every day, they lost more of their members. Some to the Wardens, others to fear and the long road out of the capital⁠—

      A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. He looked up as it swung open. A familiar face appeared in the doorway.

      “How’s it going?” Jenna asked, stepping into the room.

      “Take a look for yourself,” he said, gesturing to the stack of papers.

      A flicker of light appeared in Jenna’s eyes, before she vanished, instantly reappearing at his side. He didn’t flinch as she leaned over him, tongue between her lips as she skimmed the report. He’d gotten used to having a Wraith around, though the sight of atar in her eyes reminded him of a time when its power had crackled in his veins, when the world had danced to his music…

      “Not good,” she murmured, straightening as she looked at him.

      Theron nodded with a grimace, pushing aside the pang of jealousy. He hadn’t touched agimet since the night atop the Sanctum when he and Jenna had bound themselves in marriage. That night, his addiction had almost destroyed him. He couldn’t risk losing himself again, even if it felt like walking with one leg. Or a missing hand.

      Yet as much as he craved the power of his Gift, he couldn’t risk it. Not after coming so close to losing everything. Not after Jenna had dragged him back from the edge.

      Instead, Theron slid his good hand around Jenna’s waist and pulled her onto his lap. She gave a little yelp, though a smile lit her face as he drew her into a kiss. Things might be bad for the resistance and their people, but he wouldn’t let the weight of everything they faced make him forget this—the reason he was fighting.

      Jenna seemed to notice his mood as she withdrew, a frown playing on her lips. Even without the trappings or a Daughter or Matron, she was still the most beautiful woman Theron had ever seen.

      “Sorry,” she said belatedly, the atar fading from her eyes, “I forget sometimes. That was insensitive.”

      Theron chuckled. “You were denied your Gift for your entire life,” he replied. “Far be it from me to deny you a little bit of showing off now and then.”

      She smiled wanly and kissed him again. This one went for longer.

      “You should take a break,” she said when they finally came up for air.

      Theron grinned. “Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

      “I’m serious, Theron,” Jenna replied, swatting him on the nose. “My father spent two decades trying to find a way to control them—and he had the Aegis that was meant to do exactly that. Working yourself to the bone isn’t going to stop the Wardens.”

      “I know,” he replied, his smile fading, “but they’re not our only problem. We’re losing people. Soon we won’t even have enough firepower to face his soldiers—let alone the Wardens.”

      “We need allies,” Jenna said softly.

      “I know.” Theron knuckled his temple. “Ambrose thought the commoners would stand up to the Magisterium if they were pressed hard enough, but now…” He shook his head. “Who else is there? Even the Elysian in other cities are putting their heads down in the hope this will pass—and you can forget about that idiot in the east.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about the Elysian or the commoners.”

      That brought a frown to Theron’s lips. “Then who?”

      He was surprised to see anxiety creep across Jenna’s face as she exhaled. “The nobility, Theron.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I am,” she replied quickly, as though afraid he would reject it outright. “We aren’t the only ones suffering under Rohan’s new regime. The nobles are practically in open rebellion with what’s going on. Several important members have already been executed as traitors.”

      Theron offered a dry laugh. “Serves them right,” he muttered. “The nobility has always begged and scraped at the feet of the Magisterium. What makes you think that will change?”

      “Because the Magisterium used to serve them as much as they served the Magisterium. But that’s changed. Now the Magisterium takes whatever it likes.”

      Theron opened his mouth to reject the idea again, but Jenna pressed on before he could speak.

      “I know you don’t trust them.” There was a surprising fervour in Jenna’s eyes as she spoke. “I don’t either. But they won’t be quilled as easily as the commoners.” She hesitated. “And I’m proof there are some that can change.”

      A lump lodged in Theron’s throat. Only because you weren’t given a choice, he thought, but didn’t say the words aloud. It was his own private fear—that Jenna had only chosen him because Rohan and the Wardens had left her with no other option.

      “Jenna…”

      “I know a few names we could reach out too,” she said quickly. “Daughters with husbands that might be more…open to our cause.”

      Theron swallowed. He had to admit, it was the last thing the Magisterium would be expecting. Ambrose’s organisation had spent years stealing from and outright murdering their kind. To recruit them…

      “I can’t say it’s something I’d considered, ” he admitted.

      “That’s why you have me, isn’t it?”

      That brought a grin to Theron’s lips. “Among other reasons.” He drew her into a kiss that went much longer than the others.

      A part of him hoped she would drop the idea in her distraction, but when they finally broke apart…

      “So?”

      Theron sighed. He could see this was one battle he wasn’t going to win. She would pursue this herself, with or without his approval. What else could he expect from a former Matron of the Magisterium?

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s give it a shot.”
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      “I hate boats.”

      Standing on the docks of Arbasten, Kaila watched in helpless frustration as her boat drifted away across the harbour. In her haste to reach the Warden in time, she had forgotten to properly affix the little skiff to the pier, and in her absence the sails had finally caught a decent breeze and set off down the coast. She could still see them billowing in the distance.

      Unfortunately, the farther away and larger an object, the more energy it required to move with her Gift. The boat was already well beyond her reach—even if she’d had a full cache of charged crystals instead of just the one.

      She cursed softly to herself. Her crystals she always kept on her person, but the rest of her supplies were on the boat. And she’d wasted far too much atar against that Warden to risk lingering in the village. Normally, just the glowing eyes of an Elysian was enough to send citizens in the capital fleeing, but Kaila knew first hand just how effective the indoctrination in these far-flung settlements could be. If they gathered in force, she would quickly burn through her last crystal subduing them.

      She needed to get someplace safe where she could rest and concentrate on restoring her crystals. Since leaving Tah’raus, Kaila had come to realise how easy she’d had it in the capital. With the nexus in the heart of the city, she’d barely need to think about channelling the ambient atar to fill her crystals. Not so now, many miles from the nearest nexus.

      Pursing her lips, she turned her gaze to the Warden’s ship. Unfortunately, not only was it still occupied by a dozen sailors—it was also huge. She doubted even an experienced sailor could sail it alone, and it would take far too much energy to move with her Gift.

      She’d left the crystal from the Trial with the new Elysian. With the war going on in the capital, the rebellion’s resources were limited in other Dominances. It could be months or even years before they could provide a new Elysian with a crystal. Better he kept the agimet the Magisterium had so kindly provided him.

      With no other choice, Kaila set off along the coastline, making for the forest and what the locals described as mountains. Of course, where Kaila came from they would barely be considered hills—they didn’t even have snow. Instead, dense vegetation covered their slopes, a mix of flax and vines and scraggly trees, with the occasional giant rising high above the lower canopy.

      Arbasten itself was nestled in a small bay where the stark cliffs of the Cascadelands gave way to an actual shoreline—making it one of the few sites where the land could be accessed from the ocean.

      The ground rose steeply as Kaila made her way along the coastline, eyes on the distant skiff. She needed to recover the craft if she didn’t want to spend the next few weeks trekking through the subtropical wilderness that was the Cascades. While the peaks overlooking the bay might not count as mountains in Kaila’s mind, the rugged terrain and dense vegetation made travel by land difficult. For that reason, most journeys were made by ship.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before the dense vegetation along the coast became impassable, forcing Kaila to divert inland towards easier terrain. A winding trail led into the hills, and she made better time, but by the time it took her back towards the ocean, she found herself standing atop a fifty-foot cliff overlooking the bay.

      Kaila cursed to herself. She could still see her boat, but it was definitely getting farther away. The sails were partially folded, but that was apparently enough to catch the breeze when Kaila wasn’t aboard.

      Stifling a groan, Kaila scanned the coastline. The white cliffs only seemed to rise higher from here, before shrinking once more at the head of the bay. She could try to scramble back down to the water, but there didn’t appear to be any path along the shore. And chances were at some point the coast would disappear altogether into the deep waters of the bay. Considering she didn’t know how to swim, Kaila decided it better to try her hand at the forest.

      There, the hills of the Cascades did their very best to convince her they were indeed worthy of the name mountains. Within an hour, the tiny track she’d been following was swallowed up by vegetation, forcing her to reform the Aegis into a blade and carve her own path through the dense undergrowth. Even then, the relentless twigs and thorns caught and slashed at her skin and clothes.

      By the time she stumbled into a clearing around midday, Kaila could honestly say she’d fared better in the battle with the Warden. Her skin was scored with scratches and sweat drenched her brow, while her shirt hung in tatters. They were deep into the northern summer by now and the air was damp, almost suffocating. It didn’t help that she’d left her waterskin in the boat—and she had yet to cross a single stream.

      The clearing afforded her a fresh view of the harbour, but even that didn’t inspire much hope. She’d barely made any progress—and the skiff was outpacing her. It had almost reached the head of the bay. Her heart gave a little pulse as she studied its path. Parts of the shore looked to be gravel beaches, but it would only take a small change of course for the winds to dash the vessel against the rocky cliffs.

      Letting out a sigh, she plunged back into the forest. This time, she found a tiny trail that looked to have been left by animals. With the going a little easier, she turned her thoughts to the future. With the war in the capital, the Magisterium could only afford a handful of Wardens for Trial duty, so with this one dead the Cascadelands should be safe for now.

      It was time she moved to another Dominance anyway. The nearest was the Iron Pinnacles. Her stomach churned at the thought of returning to the harsh land of her childhood. How many times had she sat with her father overlooking those barren slopes, dreaming of a lush land like this? He would have loved to see these lands, so abundant with life you had to fight just to keep it from your front door. He had only ever seen the Iron Pinnacles—and the even harsher wastelands to the west, where humanity and Elysian clashed in their never-ending war.

      The land where he had met her mother.

      A shiver ran down Kaila’s spine. Her gaze drifted to the west, where she could just make out the shimmer of black peaks capped with ice. Beyond was the wastelands. For so long now, she had yearned to know where she came from, who had made her like she was. The woman her father had met all those years ago would have those answers. Except…

      It is a distraction, child. She is in all likelihood dead. You must deal in realities. Duty calls you back to Tah’raus.

      Anger touched Kaila. Oberon was right, she knew. She had a responsibility to Fresia. To the people she could help—and the king she must confront. 
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