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​Chapter One: Moving forward
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“Be safe,” Cara said.

“Of course.” Veil reached out and placed a hand on her cheek. “You know I can handle myself out there.”

“It’s not really you I’m worried about.” She smiled playfully. “It’s everyone else.”

Veil smiled back. “I’ll keep a safe distance.”

It was a serious conversation disguised as teasing. At the time of the original exchange, Veil still struggled to maintain control.

She gripped his hand, and a cold wind blew into the room, invading his memories. Her skin turned pale, her lips shifting to a dull blue. The scene’s beauty vanished as she whispered in his ear: “It’s so cold. What happened to the fire?”

Veil looked around, searching for their fireplace. But the walls were not his home. Pale stones surrounded him, dimly lit by a sliver of dusty sunlight. Chains hung from the ceiling. Torn clothes lay scattered across stained stone benches. Cara was gone. In her place, on one of the benches, lay a body in worn rags — bruised, welted, battered. Yet breathing.

It was Lloyde. The gold markings on Lloyde’s forehead had solidified, becoming more prominent. How long had it been.

A throbbing pain settled in Veil’s skull. He reached for the spot where the armsmen had struck him, but the chains halted his arms. He considered the scars on his wrists and hands and remembered: If I had to, these chains couldn’t stop me. He could heal himself, as he had in Sigour plaza, or keep himself alive, as he had in the changing caves beneath the city. Those memories were uncomfortable, but he was not as helpless now. More importantly, his son was here, across the room. There was no reason to escape — not yet.

The click of rusty locks announced another arrival. Veil straightened, prepared.

“Hello, Silas,” he said.

“You know,” Silas replied, leaning into the cell, “Blood Wards of history have never survived more than one large-scale attack. You’ve managed to escape two already.”

“I am resourceful.”

Silas sat beside him, lowering his voice like a friend. “This will not go well for the two of you. Or rather, it will not go well for your son. And I know you well enough to know that means it will not go well for us.”

“You’re right about that.” Veil stared at his son’s prone form, considering escape for a fleeting moment. He dismissed it. He could not carry his son out. “So what’s it looking like for us?”

“You’re both lucky to still be alive. The punishment for your son will undoubtedly be death.”

Silas fell silent, waiting to see if Veil would attempt escape.

“I’d like to see the king,” Veil said.

“You know that’s not possible.”

“And you should know I am in a position to see whoever I want, whenever I want. It would be easier if you simply allowed the audience.”

“What?”

“I should not need to explain it. You know my strength. You know these chains will not hold me. I will speak with him, whether permitted or not.”

“You might be formidable, but against the entire city, you would lose.”

“Maybe. But I am already dead. And I would cause damage.”

“So this is a threat?”

“No. I don’t want to hurt anyone — not anymore. I just want to speak with him. To beg for my son’s life.”

Silas was silent. Lloyde’s breathing filled the small cell while the Ward contemplated.

“Well,” he said at last, “it is not uncommon to be brought before the king for final judgment. There was supposed to be an exception in this case, but perhaps I can speak on your behalf. If I can, Lloyde will still not be permitted to see him.”

“That’s fine.”

“Then I’ll see what I can do.”

Silas slipped out, locking the heavy door’s rusty bolts behind him.

***
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VEIL RELUCTANTLY KNELT before the throne. He would have stood, but the armsmen who brought him had forced him down, and he had let them. The king had not yet arrived. A lanky upper-class advisor stood beside the throne, his nose tilted upward as though Veil were nothing more than dung tracked in on someone’s boot. Veil ignored him. There was more to worry about — thirty crossbows aimed at him from every corner of the room.

A door to the left opened. King Hilliam entered, cautious, his eyes fixed on Veil as he approached the throne. He did not sit. Instead, he gave a quick nod to his advisor, then turned to Veil.

“You requested an audience. As per Di-Harian law, you have it. Speak quickly, and know that none of your words will change my disposition.”

“I see... then why not kill me now?”

“Because you still have a choice, Veil.”

“You know that’s not true.”

The advisor leaned in, whispering into the king’s ear. Hilliam gave no sign of acknowledgment.

“Look, Veil. Lloyde has committed a crime — one which cannot be left unanswered. There is too much to account for.”

“Then let us answer for them in banishment.”

“And let you walk away without penalty?” The king shook his head, laughing bitterly. “So I should give you exactly what you want? Ha! Not a chance.”

Veil felt beaten. He had been prepared to take on the city, even the king. His strength had grown — he knew it. He began drawing Potenthia from the tile floor, infusing himself, then pulled small streams from everything nearby. He was at full strength, yet disappointed. He had hoped for better arrangements. Silent words stirred in his core, fire lit his veins.

The thirty crossbows became nothing more than a nuisance. The advisor’s weaknesses were plain. The king, however, was harder to see clearly. A red hue overtook Veil’s vision, defining the room in sharper detail: a sturdy desk far to the left, pillars behind him, an archer still reeking of last night’s drink, another struggling to stifle a cough. Information poured into him, organized itself. With his Potenthia-infused strength and speed, the situation did not seem so dire. His fire grew into an inferno as he tapped deeper into the city’s sources.

The advisor whispered again. Before Veil could move, the king spoke.

“Unless...”

Veil stifled the fire, exhaling audibly. Hilliam squinted, considering the sound, but continued.

“Unless you are willing to become a Blood Ward — one last time.”

“If my son lives, then I am yours to command.”

“It will require a king’s curse. Do you understand what that is?”

Veil nodded. “The inability to lie to the king.”

“Exactly. With a few additional securities as well. I may just trust you not to kill us all.”

Veil hesitated. What securities would the king demand? Would they render him powerless if he changed his mind? Would he be forever at the king’s mercy? Or was this a trick to strip his abilities while they condemned his son?

The king saw his thoughts and answered. “This is no trick. I am true to my word. Not by myself, nor by my orders, will your son be harmed — if you are able to perform the task I assign you. Tell me, murderer, if you can truly see into the minds of others... do I lie?”

“No. I see only truth. But I know it is possible to leave out information, or hide another purpose.”

“Then we will take the time to arrange the wording I will use to show my intent. After which, you will do the same. I will need proof that you are true to your word as well.”

It seemed strange to Veil that his opinion suddenly mattered. That the king would allow him to sense the truth in his words. Whatever Hilliam needed, it had to be something no one else could do. Regardless, if it meant his son would live — without harm to anyone — it would be worth it.

“I will.”

***
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HILLIAM HAD ALREADY received word from his informants in the city of Sigour. They claimed that Lord Sigour — Kain — had been seen crushed beneath a collapsing building during the chaos. The report was detailed, consistent, and came from multiple eyes on the ground. If true, then Kain was no longer a concern.

Hilliam allowed himself a single breath of relief... and then turned to the matter Adeem had brought him.

Meldrum was missing. So was Imlech.

The pieces fell into place quickly. A note from Meldrum, dated the very day Imlech’s ship sailed north, claimed he was returning Arien’s necklace. Witnesses swore only Arien and her companion departed together. The shipmaster confirmed the truth: Meldrum had gone to Ni-Etah, and he carried the necklace with him.

Under normal circumstances, Accordants with second sight would guard the docks, ensuring no infused gems left Di-Hari. But war had thinned the watch. In the confusion, they had slipped away unnoticed. The situation demanded haste — and caution.

Hilliam sat at a heavy oak table, quill set aside. He read the parchment again, for the seventh time, eyes scanning every line. The wording was precise, airtight, impossible to twist.

“Alright,” he said at last. “It will do.”

He slid the contract across the table to Veil.

The room was old, once used to house slaves before Hilliam began the process of removing slavery. Its walls carried the weight of history, shadows stretching long beneath the torchlight. Four archers stood guard, their presence more symbolic than necessary. Veil sat shackled in iron, though Hilliam knew the chains meant little. If Veil wanted, he could break them. The fact that he hadn’t was proof enough: he was willing to find another path.

Hilliam waited as Veil read. Silence stretched. Finally, he spoke. “So. You’ll go first.”

Veil’s grin was brief, not sly, more resigned than defiant. He cleared his throat. “I, Veil Nu-Kotrata, to reduce my son’s sentence enough to allow legal banishment from Di-Hari, will, without diversion, traverse the Dessian Sea and begin a search for either Imlech Atorison or Meldrum Nu-Gatchi. I will not question the purpose of my task. I will follow any orders given to me by King Hilliam’s advisor, Adeem. When I find one of them, I will immediately ask Adeem for new orders, which I will follow without question.”

Hilliam slid the parchment back, satisfied. His own voice carried the weight of authority. “I, King Hilliam Di-Morison Linarie, will in no way purposefully cause harm or allow others to do harm on my behalf to Lloyd Sen-Kotrata, other than what is required to maintain imprisonment. Any attempt by Lloyd to escape, or by Veil to abandon his task, will nullify this contract and punishment will be swift. Upon Veil’s return to Exandros, with his task completed in full, Lloyd will be banished from Di-Hari, and the contract will end.”

Hilliam tapped into the Potenthia within his ring. The incipit whispered from his lips, and a stream of blue mist rose, hovering above the parchment.

His voice echoed inside Veil’s mind. We must remain silent while the contract is sealed. The Potenthia is unrefined. Fragile.

Veil’s thought pressed back. What kind of Potenthia is this?

I will not grant you the knowledge. It is similar to how I bestow my gifts. It will not benefit you. And the inability to lie to me... that has always been an unexpected side effect.

So this will force me to the task. What happens if I resist?

It is not possible. The Potenthia is already penetrating your mind. The contract will become our thoughts. It will not allow deviation.

Veil’s breath caught. I... yes. I can feel it now.

Hilliam’s concentration deepened. The mist expanded, weaving denotations into locking phrases, binding thought to thought. He blocked Veil from his mind — a difficult feat, but necessary. When the mist finally dissipated, Hilliam exhaled. The contract was sealed.

Veil sat in silence, shackles glinting in the torchlight. Hilliam studied him. The man was no saint, no loyal agent. But he was capable. Dangerous. And far enough from the crown that failure would not stain it.

More than that — Veil was a Sennueth. He alone could drain Arien’s necklace, erasing Di-Hari’s greatest secret.

It was common knowledge that Potenthia could not be requested beyond Di-Hari’s borders. The land itself was the source, its soil and roots infused with power. Ni-Etah’s fields thrived through toil and knowledge, not Potenthia. No Accordant could make a request there.

That was the lie.

Years ago, Hilliam had tested the truth. He sent Nikita, a trusted Accordant, across the sea with a collection of infused gems. When she arrived, only one crystal still held its power—though it refused every request. That meant a severant would be needed to draw out its strength.

The revelation was buried. If known, it would make Di-Hari a target. The Atorian Empire, fractured and restless, would seize upon it. A single faction with control of Di-Harian Potenthia could break free, ignite war, collapse Ni-Etah back into bloodshed.

And now, with Meldrum gone north carrying the necklace, the secret teetered on the edge of discovery.

***
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“IT WAS SEVRAN POTENTHIA.” Dominic’s words landed heavy, plain and unadorned.

Silas's face drained of color. His mouth opened, but no words came.

For days after the battle, he had buried himself in recovery work — hauling debris, aiding the wounded, anything to keep his mind occupied. But once the builders and specialists arrived, his hands were no longer needed. And with idle time came the truth: the surge of power he had felt against Lloyde’s army was still with him. He could push his second sight further than ever before, wielding it with ease, as though the world itself bent to his command.

Now, in Dominic’s study, the revelation cut him to the core.

“You’ve found a way to no longer require an answer from the source,” Dominic said casually, polishing his glasses, stacking papers as though the matter were routine.

Silas's voice broke sharp and frantic. “That’s impossible! I didn’t do this on purpose. I am not Sennueth. How is this possible?” His eyes were wide, his breath uneven.

Dominic remained calm, his tone measured. “This is delicate. We must remain level-headed.” He set his glasses aside, fingers brushing his beard. “I cannot explain how it happened. Not simply because it is forbidden, but because I do not truly know.”

He leaned forward, his face tightening. “Sevran Potenthia is not restricted to the Sennueth. Anyone with the knowledge can perform it. Normally, Potenthia is a request — a question — and the source responds, granting borrowed power. Sevran Potenthia is different. It is stolen. The Sennueth are born with a natural link; they simply take. Others must force a link, define it, then seize it.”

Dominic raised his hand, fingers open, then clenched the air as if snatching something unseen. His hand fell to his knee, his shoulders sagging. “I’m sorry. Sevran Potenthia is forbidden. It is not studied. What I’ve told you is all I know.”

Silas swallowed hard, his voice low but steady. “No, Master Mori-Onis. That was more than enough. I promise, no one will know this discussion took place.”

Dominic laughed suddenly, quick and playful, a smile breaking the tension. “I am no fool, Captain Sin-Lair. If the king asks, you will tell him. You cannot lie to him. Nor can I.”

Silas's eyes dropped. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’m sorry. I hope this doesn’t damage your position.”

“I know what I’ve done. Do not worry for me. But listen well — calm your senses. Do not use Potenthia without a proper request and answer. Stolen Potenthia does not return to its source. Where it goes after release... no one knows. Only use what is granted. Do you think you can do that?”

Silas nodded quickly. “Yes. Of course.”

He left the tower, the night air cool against his skin. His mind recoiled, pulling back from the stolen power. The difference was clear now — subtle, but undeniable. Granted Potenthia carried a resonance, a tether. Sevran Potenthia felt hollow, sharp, unmoored.

And though he could let it go, the knowledge lingered. The line between light and dark had been crossed.

***
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THE DAY CARRIED HIM through the streets and outskirts of Di-Hari, among commoners who barely noticed the Ward in their midst. Silas used his second sight to seek out those he could aid, and soon his hours filled with small labors. He hefted barrels of too-green apples onto a wagon. He steadied boards while a young woman hammered them into her livestock fence. He knelt beside villagers, scrubbing clothes with washboards and buckets, though Potenthia tools had long since made such work obsolete.

By dusk, he wandered to the edge of farmland, the horizon painted in fading gold. His hands were busy, but his mind was elsewhere. He was a Ward of Di-Hari — sworn to light, sworn to honor. Yet he had wielded darkness. Forbidden, dangerous, intoxicating. It had sharpened his senses until the world slowed around him, every strike predictable, every demon’s movement laid bare. He had fought two at once, the ocean’s waves whispering against the docks as if time itself bent to his will.

But he remembered Sigour. He remembered the terror of losing his second sight, the hollow blindness of fighting without it. Giving up the dark power was not the same, but he knew the truth: dependency was a slow poison. Dominic had been right. It was not to be used.

A cart rattled past on the road. Silas paid the farmer more than the ride was worth, climbing into the back. The wagon carried him only partway, dropping him in the outer city. He walked the rest, each step heavy, legs aching until he reached his parents’ house.

The home was neither grand nor small, but it unsettled him. He preferred the barracks, the camaraderie of armsmen, the nearness of the castle. Yet tonight, exhaustion drove him inside. He lit a fire, sank into a chair, and let the warmth seep into his bones.

Then came the tapping. Not on the door, not on the walls — but inside his skull. A knock without sound, a pressure without touch.

“Veil,” he muttered. “What do you want? It’s late.”

The voice answered, distant yet clear. “I am leaving. Will you make sure my son is safe? The king has promised me he will be... but.”

Silas stiffened. “Leaving? I advise against escape.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it?”

“I cannot say.”

Silas frowned. If Veil was leaving with the king’s blessing, then something deeper bound him. A contract, perhaps. The silence between them carried the weight of truth.

“If the king has given his word, then nothing I can do will be better.”

“Then just say yes.”

“Yes. Your son will be safe. Where are you going?”

“I cannot say.”

Silas rolled the emerald ring from his finger, its green light catching the fire’s glow. “Promise me something. Do not rely on your darkness alone. Find your own strength.”

Veil’s voice lingered, almost amused. “Don’t worry. We’ll find out soon enough how much strength I have on my own.”

“What do you mean?”

But the presence was gone.

The fire snapped, flames licking the stone, shadows dancing across the walls. Silas leaned back, mind heavy. He released his grip on the king’s gift — the second sight — until confusion pressed in. Shadows shifted strangely. The creak of wood unsettled him. A log cracked in the hearth and he flinched, fear gripping his chest.

He allowed a sliver of sense to return, calming his nerves. Too far. Hold here.

How long had he lived like this? Dependent. Bound. The king had given him this gift when he became Ward — ten, twelve years ago. Before that... what was he?

***
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AT SEVENTEEN, SILAS stepped into the king’s army. Naïve, but determined. His father, Ealdwine Sin-Lair, owned vast lands — over a thousand acres — stern but fair, too busy to be present. His mother, Farrah, born into wealth, raised him with polished manners and careful appearances. To the world, Silas was the son of privilege, destined for ascent. And within three years, he was Warded — the youngest in memory.

In Di-Hari, Wardhood was not forged in war. Two centuries of peace had dulled the blade of battle. To be Warded was to be trusted, honored, recognized by the king. Only a hundred and twenty Wards existed, each more symbol than soldier.

But beneath the polished surface, truth festered. His parents had not been together for most of his childhood. Farrah’s affairs filled the nights, hidden behind a carousel of nannies and tutors. Ealdwine, away for weeks, managed farms with slave labor, justifying it as survival against competitors. Silas grew up surrounded by caretakers who came and went, never forming bonds, never rebelling. He poured himself into training, believing excellence might earn his parents’ attention.

By fifteen, he could best his sword instructor. Yet victory felt hollow.

The sparring arena smelled of dust and sweat. Beckett, his instructor, circled. “That’s it, boy. Keep your blade up.”

Silas read the feint instantly — the footing was wrong. Instead of retreating, he stepped forward, exploiting the imbalance. In a flash, Beckett was disarmed, sprawling in the dirt, his sword clattering into Silas's hand.

“Well then,” Beckett muttered, embarrassed. “I must be tired today.”

No applause. No father’s pride. No mother’s smile. The silence pressed in, heavy, suffocating. Pride flickered, then died. Beckett left, and Silas stood alone in the empty arena.

“Hey kid!”

The voice cut through the silence. Two armsmen entered, cloaks and iron strapped with leather. Not Wards, but hardened men.

“Get out. We need this arena.”

Silas hesitated, then drew his sword again.

The armsmen laughed. “Put that thing away, kid. You’ll get hurt.”

Silas planted his feet, smirked, and held his stance. The men exchanged a glance, shrugged, and drew their blades.

The clash rang out under the fading sun. Steel against steel, sweat against dust. Silas fought hard, every strike defiant, every parry desperate. He did not win, but he made them fight for their victory.

When the sun vanished behind the arena walls, the three collapsed, breathless. They laughed, shared stories of battles won and lost. Silas told of disarming Beckett, and the armsmen clapped him on the back. Pride surged again — this time real, lasting.

In that moment, he found his path. Not for his parents’ attention. For himself. He would become a soldier.

His father barely looked up from his records. “That’s great, son.” His mother smiled faintly. “It’s a fine beginning, Silas. Many great men start as armsmen. Your grandfather was one.”

But Silas knew. This was not a beginning. It was his place.

***
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ARIEN WASN’T SURE WHAT she would find upon returning to Sigour. She knew the Exandros army had been stationed outside. She knew the city’s leaders had been playing with dark Potenthia. But the translucent, ash-skinned demons strewn across the streets still left her unprepared.

The streets were dark grey, silent, windless — as though they were walking through a cracked black-and-white painting. Their presence felt like greasy fingertips dragging across its brittle surface, leaving streaks in the thick layer of settled dust. When they left this place, they would carry that dust with them, clinging to skin and memory alike.

They stopped a few times for food or water. They didn’t talk much, except to ask questions no one could answer — questions so obvious they hardly deserved a response:

“What happened here?”

“Where is everyone?”

“What are those things?”

It was Malisha who finally asked something worth thought. Her voice was cautious, sympathetic, the tone one might use with a child prone to outburst.

“General Le-Mistric... Arien, what are we doing here?”

Arien didn’t know. And so she didn’t answer. But the question stayed with her.

For the next few days it lingered, growing heavier. It spread through the group. While they scavenged supplies from abandoned shops, or stood in the doorways of their old homes, they asked themselves. While they pitched tents in the commons — unwilling to sleep inside houses that still belonged to absent friends and family — they asked themselves.

The question grew, until it was everywhere.

After three days of that routine — gathering, eating, sleeping — something forced Arien awake.

***
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IT WAS NEAR THE MIDDLE of a cloud-darkened night. Arien lay awake on a pile of blankets rescued from a local shop. She had run a few ideas through her head in an attempt to answer the question. 

She sat up, reached into her travel bag, and pulled out the top half of Meek’s broken spear. It was handcrafted. Her fingers traced the decorative grooves carved into the wood. They were beautiful, but they also served a purpose: they gave the hands a perfect grip. Most spears were carved for that purpose alone. Meek, however, always found a way to curve and angle her chisel to form intricate designs. On a few occasions she even used the heat of a fire’s ember to blacken certain lines, creating a depth no other spear in D-Hari — perhaps all of Highetah — possessed.

It was more than the tools she used that made them special. It was the way her hands moved, the grace of her fingertips. The strange way she could carve delicately yet with so much strength behind the push that the chisel slid smoothly through wood, regardless of grain or knot. Those same delicate fingers had not long ago caressed Arien’s cheek in comfort. The same strong hands had embraced her. The same arms had once laid her down.

A voice came from outside the tent, soft and quiet. “General Le-Mistric.” It was Malisha. “Are you awake?”

Well, Arien decided, I suppose she deserves an answer now.

She wiped away tears, realizing she had been crying, and called softly for the woman to enter.

The two spoke. Arien confessed she wasn’t sure why she was here, that her mind had been troubled since Meek’s death. With the question finally voiced, the two women could focus on what to do next. They needed a reason to be here. Rebuilding their once-great city seemd too grand a task for so small a group. Pursuing the Severant who had caused its destruction was too grim, too dramatic a goal for a band that included children and commoners.

Then came the noise.

They moved through the newly gathered crowd toward its source. A collapsed church lay a block south of the camp. The scream was sharper now, a cry for help from small lungs. By the time Arien and a few of the braver outcasts reached the steps, the cry had dwindled to a low sob — a weak, rasping voice repeating, “Here... please... we’re here.”

There was no hesitation. The outcasts began searching the rubble, calling out, asking for the voice’s location. When no answer came, Arien ordered one of them to run back and bring the strongest men and women to help shift the stone.

Soon enough, enough rubble had been cleared to reveal a narrow crevasse. The cry was clearer now, and it was unmistakably a child. Arien reached in. A small hand grasped hers. She gently pulled the boy into her arms. He was no older than five or six. He coughed, then whispered weakly, “Father’s here.”

Arien quickly ordered the search to continue. Before long they uncovered an older man. His injuries were grave, but Cyrin assured her the boy’s father would survive.

Arien carried the boy back to camp herself.

***
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THE NEW ANSWER TO THE question came without conflict. Arien brought Malisha to a private place and ran it by her. With confirmation that the outcasts would accept it, Arien finally approached her people.

That night the sky was clear, and the streets seemed brighter from a combination of starlight and the more-than-usual campfires burning. A mild yet comforting joy lingered among the group. Today they had accomplished something. A young boy and his father lay together in a tent, healing from wounds that would have been fatal — scars that would remain, but life preserved.

Arien stood upon a large misshapen stone that had once been part of the commons fountain. The orange firelight and cool blue-white starlight struck her from different angles, casting her in stark contrast. She radiated beauty and authority equally. She knew she had to speak as though this had always been their plan, so she had taken the day to organize her words. She did not falter or show uncertainty.

“My friends. Today we have saved the first. But there are many more. Rejoice in our first victory, but do not slack in your duty — not until all survivors are safe.

This fortress is not our home. These walls are not our walls. The cobblestone streets are worn from our feet, yes, but they do not call our names. The people... our family. They are our home. We have done well so far in giving them a safe haven. But now we enter the hard part of our journey — yet the most rewarding. We will continue to bring our people together again.”

Arien climbed down gracefully. Holding back her tears, she moved swiftly and confidently to her tent. She was not seen again until morning.
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